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Preface 

‘I am delighted that you are resolved and turn your thoughts from backward glances at the past toward a new understanding.’ The young Karl Marx (1818–1883) was 26 years old when he thus began his short encomium ‘For a Ruthless Criticism of Everything Existing’ (1844), in the form of a short letter to Arnold Ruge, his co-editor of the newly established journal Deutsch–Französische Jahrbücher. As he wrote this letter, he was fully aware of a new historic understanding that was in the offing, which was necessary to make sense of a world unfolding in front of the young revolutionary. The declaratory letter was in many ways premonitory of the European Revolutions of 1848, also known as ‘the Spring of Nations, or ‘Springtime of the Peoples,’ the euphoric uprisings that would later lead Marx with Engels to write the Communist Manifesto (1848), some three years before he thought the revolutions were betrayed and wrote The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (1851–52). But at this point Marx is ecstatic, prophetic, fiercely determined, and full of fire. He was witness to a European Spring very much as we are today to an Arab Spring. He wrote of Paris as ‘the new capital of the new world,’ as we do today about Cairo. The word ‘world’ or ‘new world’ is the most repeated trope in this letter. Marx knew he was at the threshold of a new world. With visionary determinism he declared: ‘What is necessary will arrange itself.… I do not doubt, therefore, that all obstacles … will be removed.’ He saw not just the upcoming revolutions but also the counter-revolutionary forces that will try to derail them — as we do today, from Saudi Arabi and the Islamic Republic to the US, the EU, and Israel.

One must abandon all ludicrous postures of Monday morning quarterbacking and share with the young Marx his enthusiasm and feel the tenacious tonality of his voice and vision — for which he had no predetermined dogma or ideology. ‘I am therefore not in favor of setting up any dogmatic flag,’ he told his co-editor. ‘On the contrary, we must try to help the dogmatics to clarify to themselves the meaning of their own positions.’ He knew something was soaring in the air and thus he assured his colleague that ‘we shall confront the world not as doctrinaires with a new principle: “Here is the truth, bow down before it!”’ No: that would not do. Something else was necessary: ‘We develop new principles to the world out of its own principles. We do not say to the world: “Stop fighting; your struggle is of no account. We want to shout the true slogan of the struggle at you.”’ None of that would do. He had his ears to the ground, and he was listening — to the Tahrir Square of his time. Something far more crucial was on hand: ‘We only show the world,’ he assured himself and his comrade, ‘what it is fighting for, and consciousness is something that the world must acquire, like it or not.’ On that note, he concluded with a bravura: ‘Our motto must therefore be: Reform of consciousness not through dogmas, but through analyzing the mystical consciousness, the consciousness which is unclear to itself, whether it appears in religious or political forms.’ Regarding that project, Marx promised, ‘It will transpire that the world has long been dreaming of something that it can acquire if only it became conscious of it.’ And then in a rare moment of high European Christianity: ‘To have its sins forgiven mankind has only to declare them to be what they really are.’1 

History may indeed, as Marx once frivolously put it, repeat itself (once as tragedy, once as farce) — but the world will not. The world keeps discovering, keeps inventing, keeps overcoming itself. In the Arab Spring, the world is once again pregnant with better and more hopeful versions of itself. The crescendo of transnational uprisings from Morocco to Iran, and from Syria to Yemen, are turning the world upside down. The task facing us today is precisely to see in what particular way our consciousness of the world is in the midst of transforming itself — by force of history. The world we have hitherto known as ‘the Middle East’ or ‘North Africa,’ or ‘the Arab and Muslim world,’ all part and parcel of a colonial geography we had inherited, is changing, and is changing fast. We have now entered the phase of documenting in what particular terms that world is transcending itself, overcoming the mystified consciousness into which it was colonially cast and postcolonially fixated.

In understanding what is happening in North Africa and the Middle East, we are running out of metaphors. We need new metaphors. Even the word ‘revolution’ — understood anywhere from Karl Marx to Hannah Arendt — needs rethinking. Such a new language of the revolution will cast the impact of ‘the Arab Spring’ on national and international politics for generations to come. These uprisings have already moved beyond race and religion, sects and ideologies, pro- or anti-Western. The term ‘West’ is more meaningless today than ever before — it has lost its potency, and with it the notion, and the condition, we had code-named postcoloniality. The East, the West, the Oriental, the colonial, the postcolonial — they are no more. What we are witnessing unfold in what used to be called ‘the Middle East’ (and beyond) marks the end of postcolonial ideological formations — and that is precisely the principal argument informing the way this book discusses and celebrates the Arab Spring. The postcolonial did not overcome the colonial; it exacerbated it by negation. The Arab Spring has overcome them both. The drama of this delayed defiance Arabs have now called their spring; and I will use the occasion to make a case for our having entered the phase of the end of postcoloniality, delivered from exacerbating a historic trauma.

Of the three terms circulating for what we have witnessed unfold from early 2011 — ‘Arab revolutions,’ ‘Arab Awakening’ and ‘Arab Spring’ — I have opted for ‘Arab Spring’ because it both marks the time of year it commenced and metaphorically announces a season of hope, trust, fecundity, and rebirth. Later on, when the Eurozone crisis and the American Occupy Wall Street movements had been termed the ‘European Summer’ and ‘American Fall,’ the world at large knew we had hit upon a winter of discontent. This is not to indulge in runaway metaphors that may be ahead of world-historic events, but to leave for posterity a sign of the sudden upsurge of hope in a better world that we were all reading in our midst.

The transformation of consciousness, and precisely not through dogma or violence, is the inaugural moment of discovering new worlds — not by willing what does not exist but by seeing what is unfolding. As I write, the Arab revolutions, each with a different momentum, are creating a new geography of liberation, which is no longer mapped on colonial or cast upon postcolonial structures of domination; this restructuring points to a far more radical emancipation, not only in these but, by extension, in adjacent societies and in an open-ended dynamic. This permanent revolutionary mood has already connected the national to the transnational in unexpected and unfolding ways, leading to a reconfigured geopolitics of hope. That the Arab revolutions are changing our imaginative geography is already evident in the interaction between the southern and northern coasts of the Mediterranean in terms of modes of protest, with the spread of Tahrir Square-style youth uprisings evident from Greece to Spain, and indeed to the United States and the Occupy Wall Street movement — with even Aung San Suu Kyi comparing her campaign for democracy in Burma to the Arab Spring. These revolutions are not driven by the politics of replicating ‘the West’ — rather, they are transcending it, and thus are as conceptually disturbing to the existing political order as to the régime du savoir around the globe. The ground is shifting under the feet of what self-proclaimed superpowers thought was their globe. These variations on the theme of delayed defiance hinge on the idea that the revolutions are simultaneously a rejection not just of the colonial oppression they have inherited but, a fortiori, of the postcolonial ideologies that had presented and exhausted themselves as its antithesis in Islamist, nationalist or socialist grand narratives.

The mystical consciousness our world has inherited hangs around the binary of ‘The West and the Rest,’ the most damning delusion that the European colonial map of the world manufactured and left behind, with ‘Islam and the West’ as its most potent borderlines. It is precisely that grand illusion that is dissolving right before our eyes. But that is not all: the challenge posed by these revolutions to divisions within Islam and among Muslims — racial (Arabs, Turks, Iranians, etc.), ethnic (Kurds, Baluchs, etc.), or sectarian (Sunni and Shi’i in particular) — has at once agitated and (ipso facto) discredited them. These revolutions are collective acts of overcoming. They are crafting new identities, forging new solidarities, both within and without the ‘Islam and the West’ binary — overcoming once and for all the thick (material and moral) colonial divide. The dynamics now unfolding between the national and the transnational will, as they do, override all others. The synergy that has ensued is crafting a new framework for the humanity they have thus embraced and empowered. Those dynamics are checked, to be sure, by counter-revolutionary forces that are now fully at work — and that have much to lose from these revolutions.

The world, and not just ‘the Muslim world,’ has long been dreaming of these uprisings. Since at least the French Revolution of 1789, the European revolutions of 1848, the Russian Revolution of 1917, since the British packed their belongings and left India in 1948, since the French left Algeria, the Italians Libya, the world has been dreaming of the Arab Spring. From the time the colonial world began lowering European flags, and as the postcolonial world was raising new ones, the world has been dreaming of the emblematic slogan, now chanted by people from one end of the Arab world to another: Huriyyah, Adalah Ijtima’iyah, Karamah, ‘Freedom, Social Justice, Dignity.’

To pave the way for an open-ended unfolding of these revolts, the public space has been expanding for a very long time, and the political act is now being charged and redefined to accommodate it. But the public facade of unity across social classes and between different political tendencies, which has characterized the uprising from the very outset, has been and will continue to be fractured. But these fractures will expand the public space, not diminish it. That societal expansion of the bedrock of politics will not be along ideological lines. In the world beyond Christian dogma, people are not born in a state of sin, for this to be forgiven by way of communal declaration. As there is no original sin, there is no final forgiveness — and thus no grand illusion, no master-narratives of emancipation. The ideals remain open and grand, as they must, but demanding and exacting their realization require painstaking and detailed work by particular voluntary associations beyond the reach of the state — labor unions, women’s right organizations, student assemblies — all by way of forming a web of affiliation around the atomized individual, thus protecting her, thus enabling him, to resist the ever increasing power of the emergent state.

The specter of that emerging state will keep the democratic muscles of these revolutionary uprisings flexing — for a very long time, and for a very simple reason. The world we have inherited is mystified (Marx’s term) by the force fields of power that have at once held it together and distorted it. Fighting the military and economic might of counter-revolutionaries goes hand in hand with deciphering the transformed consciousness that must promise and deliver the emerging world. The colonial subject (now revolting beyond the mirage of the postcolonial state) was formed, forced, and framed as the object of European imperial domination, with multivariate modes of governmentality that extended from the heart of ‘the West’ to the edges of ‘the Rest.’ Europe colonized the Arab and Muslim world from one end to the other precisely according to the model of power by which it was itself being colonized by the self-fetishizing logic of capital. It was, by way of partaking in the making of the fetishized commodity, being alienated from itself as it was forcing that massive alienation on the colonial world. Postcolonialism was instrumental in conceptually fetishizing colonialism as something other than the abuse of labor by capital writ large. It is not, and never has been.

The postcolonial subject, which was none other than the colonial subject multiplied by the illusion of emancipation, was thus released into the force field of that very same colonial history on a wild goose chase of ideological certainty before and after political convictions. For more than two hundred years — the nineteenth and twentieth centuries — colonialism begat postcolonial ideological formations: socialism, nationalism, nativism (Islamism); one metanarrative after another, ostensibly to combat, but effectively to embrace and exacerbate, its consequences. As these postcolonial ideological formations began epistemically to exhaust themselves, the position of ‘subalternity’ (borrowed from Gramsci’s initial formulation and mystified) travelled from South Asia and became a North American academic fanfare, before it was politically neutered and soon turned into the literary trope of a ‘native informant.’ Thus colonialism and postcoloniality combined to place the Arab and the Muslim (as its supreme and absolute other) outside the self-universalizing tropes of European metaphysics, where the non-Western (thus branded) was never in the purview of full subjection, of full historical agency. ‘I am a Europeanist,’ declared hurriedly the postcolonial theorist from ‘the Department of English and Comparative Literature’ — and rightly so. The world was thus sealed in a self-sustaining binary that has kept repeating, revealing, and concealing itself. Finally coming to full historical consciousness in terms of their own agential sovereignty and worldly subjection, ‘the Arab’ and ‘the Muslim’ are now exiting that trap, having identified it as the simulacrum of a renewed pact with humanity — beyond the European entrapping of ‘humanism.’ Arabs and Muslims in revolt have no crisis of the subject, no problem with their cogito.

‘The work of our time,’ Marx rightly declared at the end of his letter to Arnold Ruge, is ‘to clarify to itself (critical philosophy) the meaning of … its own desires.’ Indeed — and in that spirit I write this book!

FRIENDS

The old word is dead.

The old books are dead.…

We want a generation of giants.

Arab children,

Corn ears of the future,

You will break our chains,

Kill the opium in our heads,

Kill the illusions.

Nizar Qabbani (1923–1998)





INTRODUCTION

The Arab Spring: The End of Postcoloniality

Towards the end of Iran, The Green Movement and the USA (2010), a book I wrote soon after the rise of the Green Movement in Iran in the summer of 2009, I promised to resume my story about the unfolding civil rights movement in Iran and its geopolitical consequences and repercussions in the region.1 At the time of writing that concluding remark, and given the allegorical disposition of my narrative in that book, I meant that return more as a figure of speech rather than in the literal sense. Little did I know that world events unfolding ahead of us all would yet again occasion the urgent necessity of my picking up the story where I left off and thinking forward through the crescendo of events that have now engulfed the Green Movement in Iran, from Morocco to Syria and from Bahrain to Yemen (and beyond, from Kashmir to Senegal), and given it renewed significance and resonance. Extending my analysis of the Green Movement in Iran to the Arab Spring expands the horizons of the historical force field of a vanishing presence into a new — a renewed — liberation geography: the opening up of hitherto unknown horizons of our world and where it might go to achieve a better, more sustainable, and more just balance. As we achieve it, we need to be able to imagine it too.

Such imaginings need both historical rootedness and an emancipatory defiance of the weight of that history. The link between the Green Movement and the Arab Spring — as variations on the same theme of delayed defiance of both European colonialism and its extended shadow and postcolonial aftermath — has reopened the gate of history, for a renewed consciousness.2 By ‘delayed defiance’ I mean the sustained course of liberation movements that are no longer trapped within postcolonial terms of engagement and are thus able to navigate uncharted revolutionary territories. The Egyptian revolution has a central significance in this consciousness, for it is in Tahrir Square that the terms of a renewed pact with history resonates in the key slogan al-Sha’b Yurid Isqat al-Nizam, ‘People Demand the Overthrow of the Regime.’ This demand for the dominant ‘regime’ to be brought down is a reference not only to political action but, even more radically, to the mode of knowledge production about ‘the Middle East,’ ‘North Africa,’ ‘the Arab and Muslim World,’ ‘The West and the Rest,’ or any other categorical remnant of a colonial imagination (Orientalism) that still preempts the liberation of these societies in an open-ended dynamic.3 The challenge the Egyptians faced in getting rid of a tyrant by camping in their Tahrir Square for eighteen days, with only one word (Arhil, ‘Go!’) hanging on banners over their heads, will resonate for a very long time, calling also for the rest of the world to alter the regime of knowledge that has hitherto both been enabling and blinded us to world historic events.4 

The Future is Here 

What we are witnessing unfold before our eyes — one might consider it a Palestinian intifada going global — is the moment of a delayed defiance, a point of rebellion against domestic tyranny and globalized disempowerment alike, now jointly challenged beyond the entrapment of postcolonial ideologies. The predicament of the Arab Spring nation-states was to be beyond the colonial and yet paradoxically lost in the presumptions of the postcolonial state when anti-colonial ideologies had paradoxically sealed and trapped manners and modes of emancipation. This was the moment we had been waiting for; yet we had not thought it would actually come about at any precise point or as a parameter in our own lifetimes. There is ecstasy present in the moment— not just in the revolutionary uprisings themselves, but also in attempts to fathom and narrate them, imagine, embrace, and define them. Indeed, the ecstatic moment is such that the more we try to get our minds around the dramatic unfolding of events, the more they seem to get themselves around us. We wake up in the morning to Colonel Gaddafi promising no mercy for Libyans defying his tyranny, and by the time we go to bed he is running for his life. We watch Ali Abdullah Saleh of Yemen on the BBC News website being fearsome and defiant, then access Al Jazeera in time to see him sent to a hospital in Saudi Arabia. These events are uncanny. News has become palimpsestic, translucent — events overriding themselves.

This euphoria, in both prose and politics, does not mean that these revolutionary uprisings we call ‘the Arab Spring’ are at all surprising or that they were unanticipated. I recall participating in a panel discussion on Al Jazeera with Marwan Bishara, senior political analyst and host of the station’s ‘Empire’ program, soon after the emergence of the Green Movement in Iran in June 2009. At one point I suggested that were I in a position of authority anywhere from Morocco to Syria I would watch the unfolding events in Iran very carefully, for it was not just the young Iranians who were globally wired and impatient with their retarded politics of despair: soon their counterparts around the region, including even Israel, would join them. Bishara, I recall, laughed and said, ‘You mean Iran is going to export yet another revolution to the region?’, to which I said, ‘Yes these kids will.’5 I also recall that in a piece published on CNN’s website the following month, on 21 July 2009, I wrote: ‘Tehran, I believe, is ground zero of a civil rights movement that will leave no Muslim or Arab country, or even Israel, untouched.’6 These suggestions, made almost a year and a half before the events in Tunisia and then Egypt, were offered not by way of a premonition of the Arab Spring; they were merely logical estimations of the reality beyond the politics of despair that had defined the cultural climate of the region since the end of European colonialism, and left no room for hope except for and through desperate acts of violence.

This deeply traumatizing memory is now collectively deposited in the State of Israel. Israel today faces serious challenges to the very idea of a ‘Jewish State,’ not because any Arab army is heading towards it, but because millions of human beings with an interest in democratic rights are looking at it. As a garrison state Israel has painted itself into the corner of only dealing with Arab potentates, and thus it cannot tolerate such a gaze: for it cannot imagine itself existing in a democratic neighborhood.

The Blossoming of the Arab Spring 

As in the case of other dramatic historical events, the Arab Spring was all but inevitable. But the how, when, and wherefore had been awaiting the ignition that the desperate suicide of a young Tunisian, Mohamed Bouazizi, occasioned on 17 December 2010.

Two years into the life of the Green Movement that began in June 2009 and a few dramatic months after the blossoming of the Arab Spring in January 2011, it became clear that what we were watching unfold was in fact a succession of vastly consequential and yet inconclusive social uprisings that required a reconsideration of the very notion of ‘revolution’ as we have inherited and understood it so far. The Green Movement had galvanized political discourse and social action in Iran but left the belligerent theocracy in power;7 the Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions toppled two tyrants but left the ruling regime intact; the Libyan uprising was bloodied by both Gaddafi and the US and NATO military intervention. Less than six months into the uprisings, the ruling regimes in Bahrain and Yemen were shaken but still remained in power, one aided and abetted by Saudi Arabia and the other by US disregard. The Syrian uprising was brutally checked by the Bashar al-Assad regime, but it had exposed the regime’s illegitimacy for the whole world to see. These were not conclusive revolutions as we have understood them in the exemplary models of the French, Russian, Chinese, Cuban, or Iranian revolutions of the last three centuries. ‘Revolution’ in the sense of a radical and sudden shift of political power with an accompanying social and economic restructuring of society — one defiant class violently and conclusively overcoming another — is not what we are witnessing here, or not quite yet. There is a deep-rooted economic malaise in all of these societies, underscored by widespread social anomie and cultural alienation, all within a politically dysfunctional and corrupt context. No single and sudden revolution could address all of these issues simultaneously. No single angle of vision — economic, social, political, or cultural — would reveal the totality (and yet inconclusive disposition) of these massive social uprisings. Instead of denying these insurgences the term ‘revolution,’ we are now forced to reconsider the concept and understand it anew.

The paramount metaphor to describe the successive unfolding of these transnational uprisings, one that captures the inconclusive yet purposeful nature of the developing revolution, is that they proceed more like a novel than an epic — so it is not a Mohammad Mosaddegh, a Gamal Abd al-Nasser, or an Ayatollah Khomeini that we must look for here, but rather the dialogical development of a narrative in which, in the terms of Mikhail Bakhtin, characters have the mind of their own and thus events transpire in an open-ended manner. These uprisings, in the long run, will leave not a stone unturned in the economic, social, political, and above all cultural disposition of these societies, and by extension the geopolitics of their region and thus beyond into the global configuration of power. The longer these revolutions take to unfold the more enduring, grassroots-based, and definitive will be their emotive, symbolic, and institutional consequences.8 

By virtue of these transnational revolutionary uprisings, and despite the fact that multiple counter-revolutionary forces9 are hard at work to thwart them, the old geopolitics of the region is effectively overcome; hence we must begin re-imagining the moral map of ‘the Middle East,’ first by discarding that very nasty colonial concoction that has cast the fate of millions to the middle of some colonial officer’s imagined East. These revolutions are happening in countries both friendly and hostile to that supreme chimera of all ages, ‘the West’ — thereby once again dismantling the fictive centrality of that decentering centre of the world. The events unfolding from Morocco to Syria, and from Iran to Yemen, are effectively altering the very geography of how we think and fathom the world. This is no longer the middle of anybody’s East, or the north of any colonial divide in Africa. Much of course remains to be done; precarious and uncertain is the path, powerful and resilient the counter-revolutionary forces — from the US and Israel to Saudi Arabia and the Islamic Republic, along with their allies embedded within these countries’ ruling regimes — albeit that the floodgates of some subterranean reservoir of democratic will and defiant determination have now been let loose and only the future will tell what measures of success chart the way.

The counter-revolutionary forces now fully geared to oppose and reshape these uprisings are not limited to the US and NATO military intervention in Libya (an attempt to secure a military foothold in the uprisings to control their outcome), or to the murderous Saudi occupation of Bahrain, or to the hiring of Blackwater mercenaries to quell potential uprisings in Abu Dhabi. Attempts to distort the reality and the factual evidence of these uprisings and reassimilate them into tired old (persistently Orientalist) clichés are equally being made by observers entirely alien to the region. US commentators such as Thomas Friedman struggle to present a clear picture to readers of the New York Times: ‘this uprising, at root, is not political. It’s existential. It is much more Albert Camus than Che Guevara.’10 He cannot imagine Arabs as inherently dignified, and these revolts as an expression of that dignity in manifestly and decidedly political terms. On the contrary, for Friedman and others who possess a racialized imagination, this quality is precisely what the Arabs lack. He must have them always on a wild goose chase to find it: ‘All these Arab regimes to one degree or another stripped their people of their basic dignity. They deprived them of freedom and never allowed them to develop anywhere near their full potential.’ Friedman is also far from alone in his desperate act of wishing the Arab Spring Israel-friendly, being closely followed, for example, by his French counterpart Bernard-Henri Lévy, who went so far as to engineer a French military strike in support of the rebels to ensure that post-Gaddafi Libya would be pro-Israel. But all of these counter-revolutionary forces, frightened by the prospect of a free and democratic world outside their military power and impoverished vocabulary, are doomed to fail when vast waves of humanity have arisen to reclaim their history. Israeli people do not need these false friends; they should (and will soon) themselves join the democratic uprisings. For what would their hawkish warlords do if millions of people just walked from Tahrir Square to the Rafah border in Gaza — not with tanks or guns, but with bread and potable water and food for the 1.3 million human beings incarcerated in the largest prison camp on planet earth? Use their nuclear warheads?

Overcoming the Politics of Despair 

I concluded my last book by arguing that the US and its allies faced a dilemma vis-à-vis the Islamic Republic: they will strengthen it no matter what course of action they take with the belligerent theocracy, hostile or conciliatory. At the same time the Islamic Republic itself faced an identical paradox vis-à-vis the massive civil rights movement that has shaken it to its foundation. By reference to this double paradox my aim was to draw closer attention to the fate of nations that are often overshadowed by the transnational geopolitics of the region. Now I believe that with the commencement of the Arab Spring that paradox is in fact resolved, and the geopolitics of the region is being altered so radically that the Islamic Republic no longer enjoys that advantage, being deeply and widely exposed and vulnerable. By joining Iranians in overcoming their politics of despair, Arab nations have in effect strengthened the Green Movement by weakening the Islamic Republic and curtailing its strategic power in the region.11 

The Green Movement, I believe, was the historic moment when national politics erupted into and ignited regional politics; then, in the course of the Arab Spring, regional geopolitics in turn engulfed the national scene from Morocco to Afghanistan and from Bahrain to Yemen. This criss-crossing between the national and the transnational will have two simultaneous consequences: (1) it will confuse and confound the counter-revolutionary forces, which include the US, Israel, Saudi Arabia, and the Islamic Republic, and make control or diversion of the revolutions difficult; and (2) it will ultimately contribute to the remapping of the region, and with it the global configuration of power, in open-ended and unanticipated ways. The counter-revolutionaries and their actions — such as the US/NATO military operation in Libya; the Israeli killing of Palestinians on the anniversary of Nakba on 15 May 2011; the Saudi and Gulf Cooperation Council invasion and occupation of Bahrain, and the al-Khalifa regime’s brutal crackdown of the revolutionary uprising in that country — rely on deadly military power, while the opposition by and large expresses itself in peaceful uprisings. While on occasion, and within specific national contexts, the situation may seem hopeless and debilitating, the transnational synergy is beyond anyone’s control. There is no doubt that the US and its European and regional allies will do everything in their power to prevent the success of these democratic uprisings. But they will fail.

The ebb and flow, the progress and regress, of these specific cases notwithstanding, I believe we are moving — almost imperceptibly perhaps but nevertheless consistently — towards the discovery of a new world. The road is bumpy and fraught with degenerate potentates and their US and European supporters trying to hold on to power, but these dramatic events will unfold like an open-ended novel rather than as a monological epic. In this unfolding we will witness a shift towards the restoration of a repressed and denied cosmopolitan culture rather than a blind revolution with a limited and cliché-ridden political agenda.12 There has always been a cosmopolitan worldliness about these cultures, which are otherwise hidden beneath the forced categories of ‘Religious’ versus ‘Secular,’ ‘Traditional’ versus ‘Modern,’ ‘Eastern’ versus ‘Western.’ Such time-worn clichés have performed their service and done their damage in terms of representing and distorting the world they defined and have now categorically exhausted their possibilities. I believe the period of ideological contestations that produced such false binaries — all manufactured under colonial duress — is over; and over also is the period we have known as ‘postcolonial.’

The End of the ‘Postcolonial’ 

We are, in my view, finally overcoming the condition we have termed ‘coloniality’ and, a fortiori, ‘postcoloniality.’ Coloniality is finally overcome, not prolonged in the protracted ideological procrastination called ‘postcolonial.’13 What, over the past decade in Iranian and Islamic contexts, I have called ‘post-ideological’ is precisely the result of this overcoming of that condition in which many ideologies — from Third World Socialism to anticolonial nationalism to militant Islamism (vintage postcolonial ideologies) — were manufactured and put into practice. The epistemic condition of that state of coloniality has finally exhausted itself. The emergence of the condition of knowledge production is signalled by perhaps the most emblematic Egyptian slogan in Tahrir Square: Huriyyah, Adalah Ijtima’iyah, Karamah, ‘Freedom, Social Justice, Dignity.’ This overcoming of the condition of coloniality, which had effectively faded into what we have known as postcoloniality, signals the retrieval of some quintessential cornerstone of civic life that was lost in the aftermath of European colonialism in Asia and Africa and that had crafted grandiloquent (but false) claims of ideological passage to liberation. These revolutionary uprisings are postideological, meaning they are no longer fighting according to terms dictated by their condition of coloniality, codenamed ‘postcolonial.’

We are thus witnessing more a restoration of what was politically possible but overshadowed rather than a clichéd conception of revolution — of one dictatorship succeeding another. Here by ‘restoration’ I mean recovering precisely the cosmopolitan worldliness in which alternative notions and practices of civil liberties and economic justice can and ought to be produced. Thus this cosmopolitanism is precisely the opposite of ‘Westernism’; it is in fact the end of ‘Westernism’ as an exhausted and depleted mode of bipolar knowledge production. Not only has ‘the West’ imploded as the constant producer of, or catalyst for, binary oppositions, but the European Union is in reality retreating back to national borders and national identities due to fear of labor immigrants coming north from Asia and Africa (and Latin America in the case of the US). The Arab Spring, then, signifies the discovery of a new worldliness, the restoration of a confidence in being-in-the-world, that is made conscious of itself by virtue and force of these revolutions. The revolts, in consequence, are not a return to any absolutist ideology but a retrieval of a cosmopolitan worldliness that was always already there but repressed under the duress of a dialectic sustained between domestic tyranny and globalized imperialism.

The rise of this cosmopolitan worldliness announces the end not only of militant Islamism but of all absolutist ideologies and the false divisions and choices they have imposed on the world. In Brown Skin, White Masks I tried to get to grips with the singular role of comprador (expatriate) intellectuals in manufacturing consent for imperial projects by way of exacerbating their self-raising and other-lowering proclivities.14 In the aftermath of the Green Movement and the Arab Spring, all such ideological lies are evident, I believe; thus these ‘native disinformers’ have been exposed for what they are and rendered entirely obsolete. They were particularly useful in a bipolar world, where initially the Soviet Union and the US had divided the world the better to rule it, and then later when the Soviet Union collapsed and the frightful prospect of a unipolar world was fast upon us. A ‘new world order’ is what President George H.W. Bush (1989–93) called that world; and ‘the Project for a New American Century’ was the nightmare that American neoconservatives had envisioned for how to rule it. Allan Bloom, Francis Fukuyama, Samuel Huntington, and Niall Ferguson were the leading preachers of the new order — before Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt put forward an alternative vision. Then 9/11 happened and we entered the post-ideological age of not just post-Islamism, but in fact post-Americanism, post-Westernism, underlining the implosion of ‘the West’ as a catalyst of knowledge and power production.15 The rampant Islamophobia that soon engulfed Europe and North America was just a manifestation of the xenophobia triggered by the fear of foreigners as ‘guest workers.’ The Arab Spring has put an end to that politics of despair. We are, in this spring season, moving on; indeed we are on the cusp of discovering emerging new worlds, a liberation geography that will require and produce a new organicity for the intellectual — this time involving the citizenry and civil liberties.

Delayed Defiance 

My principal argument in this book — which I write in the midst of the Arab Spring, at once bloody and blooming, exhilarating and frightful — dwells on the central idea of a delayed defiance as the modus operandi of these revolutionary uprisings that has engulfed multiple countries and political climes from Morocco to Iran, from Syria to Yemen. I propose this idea by way of a specific reading of the end of coloniality in terms that I will make very clear. I see these revolutions as inconclusive and open-ended, wherein national politics will have consequences transnationally, and vice versa. The Tunisian revolt triggered the Arab Spring transnationally, and the transnational revolt across the region has had specific national consequences, such as the rapprochement between Hamas and Fatah in Palestine, which in turn has triggered a response from the Palestinians in Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan, who have goaded Israeli forces and stormed into their occupied homeland. These dynamics spell the end of the politics of despair and business-as-usual, in which the US and its European and regional allies on one side and the Islamic Republic and its subnational allies — Hamas, Hezbollah, and the Mahdi Army — on the other held hostage the democratic aspirations of masses of millions of human beings. Pathological entities like al-Qaeda and Osama bin Laden are now entirely dead and discarded figments of imagination that the US had manufactured and in the end destroyed. It was not only Osama bin Laden who was buried in Tahrir Square; so was the military might of Israel, with its wanton disregard for human decency. What triumphed at Tahrir Square was the power of non-violent civil disobedience, the categorical denunciation of violence — the only language Israel speaks and the means by which it has sustained its colonial occupation of Palestine. The same holds true for the Islamic Republic of Iran, for Syria, and for Hezbollah. Hamas has already decoupled itself from the Islamic Republic and joined Fatah. We are, in short, at the point of experiencing a new world, a new geography of liberation, beyond the limited imaginations of terrorists and imperialists alike.

The rise of the Green Movement in Iran was a clear indication of the constellation of what I have called societal modernity supplanting the failed attempts at political modernity. Political modernity, I have argued, was ultimately a defeated project because it was predicated on the grand narrative of absolutist ideological metanarrative constructed against initially European colonialism and subsequently American imperialism. These direct contestations had produced three distinct (prototypical) ideological grand narratives: anticolonial nationalism, Third Word socialism, and militant Islamism.16 In Iran, militant Islamism has outmaneuvered the other two ideologies, cannibalized and consumed their energies, destroyed their organizations, murdered their leaderships, and succeeded in forming an Islamic Republic — a brutal theocracy that has perfected tyranny into an art form. This was a paradoxical success, for the Islamic Republic both perfected the ideological narrative of militant Islamism and, through the innate paradox of Shi’ism, at the same time exhausted it and brought it to an ignominious end. In the Islamic Republic, then, militant Islamism both triumphed over all its ideological rivals and epistemically depleted itself — its ideological prowess was overtaken by historical events and became outdated. The result is not just the end of Islamism, or the beginning of post-Islamism, as scholars such as Asef Bayat have argued, but the end of colonially conditioned ideologies as such and the commencement of a far more cataclysmic closure to all absolutist ideologies manufactured in dialogical contestation with European and American imperialisms. By post-ideological in this context I mean overcoming the post/colonial — for all ideological productions over the last two hundred years in much of Asia, Africa and Latin America have been in response to colonial domination and corresponding postcolonial state formations.

The exhaustion of Islamic ideology also means the end of political Islamism as we have known it. This does not mean that Islam will no longer play a role in the emerging politics; it will, because Muslims (qua Muslims) will be part and parcel of that politics. What it does mean is that the ideological parallax between ‘Islam and the West’ has epistemically exhausted itself, and that Islam as a world religion is retrieving its innate cosmopolitan context, which in its new manifestation will have to accommodate non-Islamic thinking.17 The emerging world I identify as being characterized by cosmopolitan worldliness — which, I will argue, has always been innate to these societies and is now being retrieved with a purposeful intent toward the future. This purposeful retrieval I call liberation geography.

There is a direct link between the Green Movement and the Arab Spring, not in terms of one having caused or even triggered the other — although there can be no doubt that Tunisian and Egyptian youth were influenced by their witnessing the actions of Iranian youth in the Islamic Republic in 2009 and those of Kashmiri youth in the summer of 2010 against the Indian occupation of their homeland — but more in the sense that the events in the Arab and Iranian worlds and beyond are both signs and symbols of a brand new form of revolutionary dispensation. Entrenched as the Islamic Republic and Saudi Arabia may be, and determined as the US and Israel may be to keep the Saudis in power and dismantle the Islamic Republic in their own terms, these two theocratic and tribal banalities have been deeply affected, troubled, and traumatized by the democratic uprisings. The two equally belligerent yet mutually hostile regimes may resort to all manner of devious devices and distractions to stay in power, but they will fall — hard and heavy — one way or another. The delayed defiance that has befallen them will bring them down. They are old, they are decrepit, they are remnants of a dreadful political imagination that is already dead. Brute, banal force and cliché-ridden manipulation of people’s religious sentiments are the only means left to them. Opposing them are revolutions without end. Their measured successes are not a sign of defeat but in fact a perfect indication of their health. They will patiently advance as they persist in dismantling the regime — for al-Shab Yurid Isqat al-Nizam.

Back into the Force Field of History 

It seems like an eternity ago when we were told that History had ended. The Arab Spring has propelled us back into the force field of history. These revolutionary uprisings prove every theory of modernization, Westernization, Eurocentricity, the West as the measure of the Rest, the End of History, the Clash of Civilizations, ad absurdum, wrong. Furthermore, they pull the rug from under an entire regime of knowledge production that has kept departments and libraries of political science and area studies in business for too long. The entire combined machinery of North American, Western European, and Israeli propaganda, predicated on a depleted paradigm of conjugated terms iterated to no end, had for over half a century worked to manufacture the Arab world as constitutionally backward, congenitally vile, violent, and incompetent. Commentators who support such devastating clichés, writing for their sophomorically arrested readership, cannot imagine a world in which these very same Arabs are not just the agents of their own history, but in fact the discoverers of a whole new world. This is the moment of a Copernican heliocentricity pulling the earth from under our feet. This emerging world is not just beyond the retarded growth of the myopic provincialism that calls itself ‘the West,’ but in fact beyond the reach of the coloniality that had falsely bestowed upon the Mubaraks, Ben Alis, and Gaddafis of the world the presumption that they were ‘postcolonial leaders’ of nations they had wrongly claimed as theirs. In the blossoming of the Arab Spring we are all liberated from that trapping map of our universe and reaching far beyond the very presumption of that coloniality. In place of that presumption, and the ideological formations of subservient knowledge that sustained the falsifying phantom of ‘the West’ in order to subjugate the liberating imagination of ‘the Rest,’ we are finally witnessing the epistemic end of that violent autonormativity whereby ‘the West’ kept reinventing itself and all its inferior others. In these open-ended revolts, staging a delayed defiance long in the making, we are in fact beyond the borders of democratic cliché, remapping the imaginative geography of a liberation that has finally moved beyond and been liberated from any ethnos, and that reaches deep and far into the configuration of a new planetary ethos.





ONE

Decentering the World: How the Arab Spring Unfolded

The Arab Spring began in the dead of winter, on 17 December 2010, when Mohamed Bouazizi, a 26-year-old vendor from Sidi Bouzid in Tunisia, set himself on fire in protest against the confiscation of his produce cart. At the time it was an inconspicuous act — no one, not even the US Department of State, had heard of the incident. It was off the world’s radar, but not for long. Protests began the very same day, locally, in Sidi Bouzid, but then spread across the country; the scale was so massive and surprising that it forced President Zine El Abidin Ben Ali, in office since 1987, to issue a warning on 28 December that dissent would be severely punished. The Arab Spring had marked up its first successful seesaw of popular protest and official denunciation, a pattern that would soon become a familiar trope throughout the Arab world. By 6 January 2011, widespread protest had started in Algeria, with rising prices the principal point of contention. Two Arab countries were now playing hide-and-seek with global media. By 9 January casualties among the unarmed protestors were reported in Tunisia, along with defections from the ranks of the police and military. Within a matter of days, on 13 January, Ben Ali made unprecedented public concessions and promised to investigate the killings. But by the following day he had packed and left Tunisia for Saudi Arabia, leaving prime minister Mohammed Ghannouchi in charge. Following less than a month of demonstrations, Tunisia fell and Ben Ali had run away. The uprising had been successful. The Arab and Muslim world was watching with incredulity, wondering: was this really possible — is it that easy?

Three days after Ben Ali left Tunisia, on 17 January 2011, a 40-year old Egyptian restaurant owner, Abdou Abdel-Monaam Hamadah, set himself on fire near the Egyptian parliament in protest against the dire economic situation. This was a copycat action, but it attracted very little attention. It wasn’t until 25 January, a national holiday dedicated to an appreciation of the police, that tens of thousands of Egyptians poured into their streets, for what they called a ‘Day of Rage,’ openly denouncing the Mubarak regime. Such protests were not unusual in Egypt, but this one was different inasmuch as it was in direct response to events in Tunisia. There was a synergy in the air. The international media were on alert. Al Jazeera had not blinked. Four days later, on 29 January, Egyptian troops were on the streets and President Mubarak, in power since 1981, had dismissed his government. But he refused the demand of protestors to step down. The following day US President Obama was asking for a smooth transition of power in Egypt. On 31 January hundreds of thousands of Egyptians had swarmed into their Tahrir Square — in festive spirit, determined, with an air of carnival, the protest gaining momentum with every passing hour. The cat-and-mouse game had started. Mubarak promised democratic reform and pledged he would not run again for office, but it was not enough. On 1 February, an estimated 1 million Egyptians were in Tahrir Square demanding he step down. The following day the regime staged a pro-Mubarak rally, sending in armed gangs on camels to attack the demonstrators. This made for quite a media spectacle, but it backfired. The protesters became more determined and the World was watching. On the following day, 4 February, hundreds of thousands of Egyptians staged a ‘Day of Departure,’ demanding that Mubarak leave. On 5 February, the newly appointed prime minster Omar Suleiman said he would talk with opposition parties, including the Muslim Brotherhood; he also announced a 15 per cent pay raise for government employees. But it was too little, too late: by 9 February labor unions had joined the protest. Mubarak gave yet another address on 10 February, this one ‘from the heart,’ promising further reform, pledging not to stand for re-election, but still refusing to go. Those present at Tahrir Square persisted in their demand that he go. The following day, on 11 February, Omar Suleiman, the newly appointed vice president, announced that Hosni Mubarak had stepped down, and that the army was now in charge. In just over two weeks, following the fall of Ben Ali, the regime of Hosni Mubarak too had fallen: the Arab world was watching, and learning. The Obama administration was caught off guard, Europeans were baffled, Israel was scared. The Islamic Republic rushed to call the Egyptian Revolution an Islamic Revolution, but an immediate communiqué from the Muslim Brotherhood declined the offer: this was not an Islamic revolution; it was an Egyptian revolution. The Arab Spring now had its biggest apple, and events was in full swing. What country would be next?

On 16 February, protests erupted in Benghazi, Libya; further clashes with the police and security forces were reported the following day. The immediate cause was the arrest of a human rights activist, Fethi Tarbel, known for his tireless work with families of the victims of a notorious 1996 massacre at the Abu Salim prison, where it is believed over a thousand prisoners were executed. By 21 February, hundreds of protestors were reported killed in clashes with police and security. Yet not all members of these forces supported the crackdown; early in the uprising, two air force pilots, refusing to bomb civilians, defected to Malta, while diplomatic defections were reported at the UN in New York. On 22 February, Gaddafi, in power since 1969, delivered a belligerent speech threatening protestors with a swift crackdown. Protests now spread to Tripoli, where many were shot. By 3 March, President Barack Obama was asking for Gaddafi to leave. Meanwhile the International Criminal Court (ICC) announced that it would be investigating Gaddafi for crimes against humanity. Heavy fighting was reported in Zwiyah, 30 miles from Tripoli. By 9 March the UK prime minister David Cameron and Obama announced they were preparing military options should Gaddafi not step down. On 18 March, the UN Security Council passed a resolution approving a no-fly zone over Libya and authorized NATO to take ‘all necessary measures’ to protect civilians, short of putting troops on the ground. On 19 March the first air strikes were launched by the US and its European allies against Libyan targets. By 4 May, the ICC announced that Gaddafi had committed war crimes, and issued an arrest warrant. By late June, the African Union was meeting in Pretoria to find a peaceful resolution to the evident stalemate in Libya, while Lt Gen Charlie Bouchard, the Canadian military commander in charge of NATO operations in Libya, was confident that they would force Gaddafi to surrender. France was instrumental in launching a military strike against Gaddafi. The US and its allies were now officially at war with yet another Muslim country. The US soon handed operational authority to NATO, as Obama was beginning to concentrate on his re-election and wished to avoid the perception that the country was involved in yet another war, and Congress was adding to the pressure by indicating that it would oppose military involvement in Libya. By now, Israel was very nervous and wanted to make sure that any post-Gaddafi regime was friendly toward the Jewish state. But against the odds Gaddafi stood firm; he had become a finger against the wind of the Arab Spring.

Protests in Yemen began as early as 23 January. In response, on 2 February, President Ali Abdullah Saleh, in power since 1990, told the Yemeni parliament that he would not be seeking re-election when his term expired in 2013. On 3 February, the Yemenis planned a ‘Day of Rage’ to express their opposition to the ruling regime and some 20,000 took to the streets in Sana’a. A young Yemeni human rights activist and journalist, Tawakkol Karman, became world famous as she led thousands of her compatriots in demonstrations. On 12 February thousands more demonstrated, calling for political reforms. President Saleh — baffled by the speed of events, as was his patron, the US — held an emergency meeting. On 10 March, in response to the continued protests, Saleh announced he would draw up a new constitution. Later in the month, pro-reform demonstrations resumed, after police snipers opened fire on peaceful demonstrators in Sana’a, killing scores. Senior military figures, including a key general, Ali Mohsen al-Ahmar, now declared their backing for the protest movement. Several ministers and other senior regime figures also defected. In April, the pattern of unrest and violent government response continued; President Saleh vowed to remain in office. In May, dozens more died in clashes between troops and tribal fighters in Sana’a. Alarmed by the uprising, the US feared an al-Qaeda resurgence in Yemen. Soon airports were shut down while thousands fled the city. In June, President Saleh was injured in a rocket attack on his presidential palace and was flown to Saudi Arabia. Saudi Arabia had now become the main haven for runaway dictators fleeing the Arab Spring, its own ruling regime becoming ever more heavily involved in suppressing the movement. Meanwhile, the US too had much to fear, for Yemen was a major US ally, being a vital military base for operations in the Indian Ocean and Africa.

On 14 February Bahrain launched its own ‘Day of Rage,’ organized through social media. Demonstrators were mostly Shi’a. The ruling Sunni regime soon denounced the uprising, arguing that it was different from the Arab Spring, and in fact instigated by the Islamic Republic of Iran. The Shi’i–Sunni divide, however, was a ruse. The more fundamental matter of political corruption lay at the root of the action. Two demonstrators were killed in Manama. To commemorate their death, on 15 February, thousands of demonstrators gathered at Pearl Square, and the main opposition party withdrew from parliament in protest. On 17 February, an early morning raid cleared Pearl Square of the thousands of protestors who had camped there; four people were reported killed. The king, Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa, his family ruling Bahrain since 1942, released a number of political prisoners as a conciliatory gesture, while ordering an even more severe crackdown on the protests. Meanwhile prominent Shi’a opposition figure Hassan Mushaima, the secretary general of the Haq Movement, returned from exile. On 14 March, Saudi Arabia and other Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states sent troops to assist Bahraini security forces in sup-pressing the uprising. The following day martial law was declared by the ruler, but the protests continued. Soon after, due to the fear of a repetition of Egypt’s Tahrir Square, the focal point of demonstrations, the Pearl Square, was demolished. In April, the government banned the two main political parties representing the Shi’a majority. Four protesters were sentenced to death. By June, the heavy security remained in place, while scores of activists were sentenced to imprisonment, ranging from two years to life. As the home of the US Fifth Fleet, Bahrain is of vital strategic significance to the US, whose naval forces in the Persian Gulf, Red Sea, Arabian Sea, and coasts of East Africa are heavily invested in the stability of the tiny island.

On 5 February 2011, Syrians, following Egyptians, declared a ‘Day of Rage,’ using Twitter and Facebook. However, only a few hundred participants dared to attend and many who did were arrested. By now the ‘Day ofRage’ had become a leitmotif in the Arab Spring, whereby people declared and demonstated their angry defiance of the status quo. By March, massive protests were being held in Damascus demanding the release of political prisoners; many more were arrested. On a similar rally in the southern city of Deraa, security forces killed demonstrators, triggering further rallies. The government announced a few conciliatory measures and released some prisoners, but to no avail. President Assad accused the protesters of being Israeli agents. On 12 April, a number of soldiers were reportedly shot for refusing to fire on protestors. The crackdown intensified. On 16 April, Assad promised to lift the Emergency Law. But more arrests, more crackdowns, and more casualties followed. The US announced that it was considering imposing sanctions on Syrian officials; by early May the EU had done so for human rights violations. On 21 April, the state of emergency was lifted — but mounting casualties were now numbering in the hundreds. In May, Syrian army tanks entered Deraa, Banyas, Homs, and suburbs of Damascus to try to crush anti-regime protests. By mid-June thousands of Syrians had fled their country to Turkey for fear of persecution, and a humanitarian crisis was mounting on the Syria–Turkey border. Turkey was incensed and condemned the Syrian crackdown. But President Bashar al-Assad was adamant, and his army lethal.

Thus, between January and June 2011, a period of only six months, the map of the Middle East and North Africa changed radically. From Morocco to Iran, from Syria to Yemen — from one end of the Arab and Muslim world to the other — demonstrations spread in a relentless wave, and they were producing results. Major oppositional rallies in Morocco in February forced King Hassan II, in June, to promise constitutional reform. In Algeria similar demonstrations broke out in January over food prices and unemployment. In response, the government ordered cuts to the price of basic foodstuffs. In February in Oman, protesters demanded jobs and political reform. Sultan Qaboos immediately reacted by promising more jobs and benefits. In Saudi Arabia, in February, King Abdullah announced increased welfare spending; but by March protests had been banned, after small rallies were held, in mainly Shi’a areas of the east. Inspired by a wave of protests across the Arab world, Saudi women were now pushing for reform, defying official bans against their driving. In March, in Kuwait, hundreds of young people demonstrated for political reform, demanding more meaningful participation in the affairs of their homeland. In Morocco, by June people were voting in a referendum on a revised constitution designed to curb King Mohammed VI’s absolutist rule.

Not a single Arab state was spared by the Arab Spring, though the momentum and the intensity of revolts varied. On 14 February, thousands of anti-government protesters demonstrated in Tehran, in solidarity with the Arab Spring, resuming and radicalizing their own Green Movement. By mid-June the tally of casualties was high, but varied from country to country. In Tunisia it was hundreds, in Yemen more, in Egypt many more; in Syria the number exceeded 1,000, and in Libya it was much higher.1 

Every one of these postcolonial nation-states and political climes has a special significance in the blossoming of the Arab Spring. From the tiny Bahrain to the colossal Egypt, millions of people have revolted against domestic tyranny and foreign domination alike. The rise of each country has a significance of its own. The changes in Tunisia have challenged the European Union’s attempt to dominate the Mediterranean basin; events in Egypt have radically compromised the influence of the United States in the region; violence in Libya has resulted in the country becoming a testing ground for NATO and the EU to flex their military and diplomatic muscles in the cause of complete control of the Mediterranean basin. Change of any magnitude in Syria will affect the geopolitics of the region the most because of its strategic alliance with Iran and Hezbollah; while Yemen will have defining consequences for the Saudi kingdom to the north and East Africa beyond the peninsula. The democratic uprising in Iran is the gateway to Central Asia. If the tyrannical regime in the Islamic Republic were to collapse, Afghanistan and Pakistan would immediately be affected, as would the Central Asian republics. The Pakistani military is now trying to find new markets for its military services; to them the tiny kingdoms in the Persian Gulf look quite suitable, despite the need to compete not only with US arm manufacturers but also with mercenary outfits like Blackwater Worldwide.2 

The regional and global consequences of the Arab Spring are yet to be fathomed, let alone assayed. It would therefore be wrong to allow the notion of an ‘Arab’ or even ‘Muslim’ Spring to detract attention from larger frames of references. As is evident from Greece, Spain and the UK, the unrest is not limited to the Arab or to the Muslim world. The sense of dissatisfaction extends well into the Mediterranean, from labor migrations to a variety of economic woes demanding ‘austerity measures.’ From Senegal through to Zimbabwe and Djibouti, African courtiers are equally affected by these uprisings, but for now they are mostly below the radar, perceived as part of the map of the ‘Arab world.’ As the initial interaction between Tunisia and Egypt spread to Libya and on to Bahrain, Yemen and Syria, it became clear that this was a full-fledged dialectic between the national and the transnational. If the counter-revolutionary forces — ranging from the US, Israel, and Saudi Arabia to outdated outfits like the ruling regime in the Islamic Republic and Hezbollah (and including even the morally and intellectually bankrupt ‘left,’ which does not quite know what to say about the dramatic events) — wanted to contain any national scene, the transnational will to resist tyranny comes to the fore and prevails. Above all, on the emerging map of these adjacent regions, the old categories of the ‘Islam and the West’ have disappeared. The world is in effect decentering — albeit that in reality the center was never more than a powerful delusion.

Remapping the World 

In one of the most beautiful visionary recitals of medieval mystic philosopher Shahab al-Din Yahya Suhrawardi (1155–1191), Risalah al-Tayr, ‘Treatise of the Bird,’ tells the story of a group of birds who are duped into a trap. Some of these birds manage to escape from the trap and are about to fly away when they notice that a few items from the old trap still cling to their wings, preventing them from flying.3 The allegory is sublime in its power of implication and has one of the most powerful, surprising, and earthly endings in Suhrawardi’s entire œuvre. But a vital paradox remains at the heart of the parable.

The expression that Suhrawardi uses for the trapping paraphernalia that remains with the birds and thus prevents them from flying away is very crucial. He uses the two words dahul-ha va band-ha. Band-ha is straightforward: it is the plural of ‘band,’ which here simply means ‘strap.’ But dahul-ha is a wholly different matter, involving a fantastically paradoxical double-bind. Dahul-ha is the plural of dahul, which means both ‘scarecrow’ — a crude image or effigy of a person, which is to say a fake human being, that farmers set up in a field to scare birds away from growing crops — and ‘decoy,’ namely a fake animal that hunters set up next to their trap to attract the birds they want to kill.

It is this word dahul (both ‘scarecrow’ and ‘decoy’), which is deceptive in two contraposing senses — the one pretending to be human to scare animals away, the other pretending to be an animal to attract real animals — that is most helpful for us in overcoming the major hurdles to understanding the unfolding revolutionary uprisings in Asia and Africa we indexically call the Arab Spring. Dahuls in this case are the spin doctors (on which I shall elaborate shortly), who don’t pose as such to confuse the beholders, because they are themselves confused, pulling the wool over their own eyes so they won’t see what is right in front of them. When Egyptians in Cairo or Syrians in Hama chant al-Sha’b Yurid Isqat al-Nizam, ‘People Demand the Overthrow of the Regime,’ the word Nizam means not just the ruling regime but also the régime du savoir, the regime of knowledge production that is, ipso facto, in the absence of conspiracy, in the business of distorting reality by way of making it understandable in the form of tired and old clichés — a mode of knowledge that is conducive to domination, namely ‘the West over the East,’ the ruling regime over the defiant population.

It is foolhardy to imagine any revolutionary uprising of the magnitude we are witnessing in Asia and Africa today, the proverbial parable of birds trying to fly away and alter their circumstances, without a recognition of the forceful fury of the old regimes clinging to their wings and trying to hold on to their power and pre-empt or co-opt the uprising by any means possible. Every revolutionary movement quite obviously generates and sustains its own kind of counter-revolutionary forces and alliances — dahuls clinging to brave birds trying to fly away. While the massive popular uprisings are yet to unfold their full revolutionary momentum, counter-revolutionary forces with their own vested interest in maintaining the status quo have created alliances to ensure business as usual.

There are two particularly disruptive sorts of spin-doctor dahuls at work to (mis)interpret the events to their, and their clients,’ respective advantage: let’s call one analysts and the others annalists. A representative example of the analyst who assimilates things to their habitual thinking is Bernard Lewis on the Arab Spring:


The Arab masses certainly want change. And they want improvement. But when you say do they want democracy, that’s … a political concept that has no history, no record whatever in the Arab, Islamic world. … We, in the Western world particularly, tend to think of democracy in our own terms … to mean periodic elections in our style. But I think it’s a great mistake to try and think of the Middle East in those terms and that can only lead to disastrous results, as you’ve already seen in various places. They are simply not ready for free and fair elections. … In genuinely fair and free elections, [the Muslim parties] are very likely to win and I think that would be a disaster.4 


Here, at least, the Orientalism is explicit, and racism is not hidden behind spurious geopolitical rhetoric. But the common denominator between old-fashioned Orientalism and spin doctors is that neither has any hope, trust, or care for anything remotely democratic in this region.

Such blatant brokering of power for a corrupt and abusive state like the Islamic Republic, and the spinning of old-fashioned Orientalist clichés on behalf of Israel notwithstanding, what has happened in Iran since the contested June 2009 election now seems like a shot in the dark compared to the chorus of liberty echoing in the region. There is a much wider frame of reference, one that the old school of Orientalist analysts or the newly minted Area Studies specialists have no capacity to comprehend or imagination to fathom. But their combined effect is testimony to the modes and manners of mundane knowledge production that influence those American (and European) analysts trying to make sense of the Arab Spring. The Arab Spring itself — with its day-to-day cry of ‘People Demand the Overthrow of the Regime,’ has made such outdated chicanery obsolete.

The impediment to our understanding of the unfolding events, however, is not limited to corrupt and compromised analysts. The false anxiety of influence — in short, whose example did the Arabs follow in their Spring — is a relatively benign factor, but is nevertheless a distraction that has confounded the effort to begin to tell the narrative of these revolts more constructively. The prominent British journalist Robert Fisk, for example, suggests that,


in reality, the ‘Arab awakening’ began not in Tunisia this year [2011], but in Lebanon in 2005 when, appalled by the assassination of exprime minister Rafiq Hariri (Saad’s father), hundreds of thousands of Lebanese of all faiths gathered in central Beirut to demand the withdrawal of Syria’s 20,000 soldiers in the country.5 


This is a deeply flawed argument. The March 14 (‘Cedar Revolution’) and March 8 (formed in opposition to March 14) alliances are unfortunate manifestations of the deeply rooted sectarian politics of Lebanon, and as such precisely symptomatic of the divisive politics of despair that the Arab Spring is now overcoming. It is factually and analytically wrong to reduce the Arab Spring to a development of the March 14 alliance, to disregard the March 8 alliance, and to drag these revolutions back to the pothole of sectarian politics in Lebanon (a gift of the French colonial legacy, which keeps giving). If anything, the Arab Spring will assimilate the sectarian politics of Lebanon to its emancipatory imagination, rather than the fractious politics of Lebanon dragging the Arab Spring down to its level.

But even beyond its analytical flaw, this sort of annalist reductionism is an entirely pointless wild goose chase offering no significant insight into what is unfolding before our eyes. It even inadvertently reignites the racialized binary of Muslim–Christian, Sunni–Shi’i, or Arab–Iranian seesaw, and indulges in the false anxiety of influence. To begin to make an assessment of these revolutionary uprisings, and put an end to the futile merry-go-round, we might in fact begin with 14 December 2008, when no major event took place but there was a fateful one-to-one encounter between an Iraqi citizen and an American president: on this day during a Baghdad press conference the Iraqi journalist Muntadhar al-Zaidi shouted ‘This is a farewell kiss from the Iraqi people, you dog’ and threw his shoes at US president George W. Bush. Predictable and time-worn Orientalist clichés were immediately deployed to interpret the meaning and significance of the shoe in Arab and Islamic culture — but, as usual, those wielding them were barking up the wrong tree: for sometimes a shoe is just a shoe, the only object you have to throw. I believe that the instance when Muntadhar al-Zaidi threw his shoe at President Bush was a cathartic moment, and the iconicity of the act was reinforced by the fact that the president dodged the shoe and therefore no harm was done to him — he even managed a nervous chuckle. The truly symbolic gesture is when precisely nothing happens, when the illuminative act has no instrumental function.

The catharsis of this moment was Aristotelian in its precision, iconically invoking the moment in the Poetics when Aristotle theorizes the literary effect of an action on either the characters of a tragedy or on the audience, or preferably both, thereby releasing pent-up energy and restoring the world to equilibrium. In precisely Aristotelian terms, the shoe-throwing Muntadhar al-Zaidi relied on the theatricality of the event to bring the emperor out of his sanitized environment to face his subjects. Ideas from Aristotle to Freudian cathartic aggression come together to give meaning to the momentous occasion when Muntadhar al-Zaidi publicly declared that the emperor’s pants were down and thus symbolically paved the way and saw us off to Tahrir Square.

Uprisings versus Empire or versus Imperialism? 

Neither pathology nor genealogy, neither the racist dismissal of the Iranian and Arab uprisings nor the wild goose chase after one commencement date or another, will damage the texture and fabric of what is unfolding. Genealogy is no explanation; nor will the anxiety of influence unveil the inner dynamics of these events. It was a gracious gesture on the part of those Egyptians in Tahrir Square who sported a sign bearing the Tunisian flag, declaring (with a pun on a Muslim prayer): antum al-sabiqun, wa nahnu al-lahequn, ‘You are the first, and we follow you.’ The jigsaw puzzle is coming together in and of itself.

Leaving aside both analysts and annalists, those who would reduce the Arab Spring to psychopathological traits and those who insist on assimilating it, retrogressively, to unending historical antecedents, the question remains: what is it we are witnessing taking shape before us? Within what frame of reference can we make sense of it? We seem to be caught in the dialogue between Hamlet and Polonius:

Hamlet   Do you see yonder cloud that’s almost in shape of a camel?

Polonius   By th’ Mass, and ’tis like a camel, indeed.

Hamlet   Methinks it is like a weasel.

Polonius   It is backed like a weasel.

Hamle   Or like a whale.

Polonius   Very like a whale.6

So is it a camel or a whale — or perhaps a weasel? How we read the events unfolding in ‘the Arab and Muslim world’ is precisely contingent on how able we are both to see and to place these events within that unraveling concept, and yet allow them to transcend the world that thus seeks to contain and codify them and point to another, more expansive, more liberating, more open-ended, and yet-to-be-named world. To see that world emerging, the one these events announce and promise, we must begin with our current understanding of the world beyond the falsifying binary of ‘Islam and the West.’ That binary — a particularly potent version of ‘the West and the Rest’ — is the most powerful disfiguration of multiple world maps over the last two hundred years; it is precisely that imperial map (code-named ‘the West’) that the Arab Spring is now altering, reconfiguring, recasting.

If we leave the propaganda officers of US imperialism, such as Francis Fukuyama (‘the End of History’) and Samuel Huntington (‘Clash of Civilizations’), out of the picture — for by now the banality of their propositions has become self-evident7 — by far the most valiant effort to make sense of our world over the last decade has been the collective insights of Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s Empire (2000), later extended into their Multitude (2004) and Commonwealth (2009). They argue that the nature of globalized capital and the massive network of information technologies and monetary and political bureaucracies it has engendered have preempted the possibility of singular imperial control from any metropolitan center. We have exited, they propose, the age of imperialism and entered the era of Empire, predicated on a pervasive network, not hierarchy, of domination. What defines our world today is not pyramidal relations of power but an amorphous network of domination, benefiting the ruling regimes and disenfranchising the rest of the globe. Hence Empire is a web, not a pyramid, of domination. Empire is ‘a decentered and deterritorializing apparatus of rule that progressively incorporates the entire global realm within its open, expanding frontiers.’8 The age of the nation-state has ended, they assert, and no nation, even the United States, can act as the center of an imperialist project. The very concept of nation-state is now a nostalgic notion, entirely useless.9 

This appears to be an exciting and clear-headed way of looking at our world, except that when we consider it more closely it seems that Hardt and Negri have simply imagined the rampant globalization of the ‘Western world,’ ipso facto rendering obsolete both the postcolonial nation-states and the European models on which they were predicated. They do not offer a radically different view of the world, just a perspective that projects a radical exacerbation of the existing state of affairs: to them ‘the Western world’ and all its peripheral boundaries have been erased in a gridlock of domination. ‘The construction of Empire is a step forward in order to do away with any nostalgia for the power structures that preceded it and refuse any political strategy that involves returning to that old arrangement, such as trying to resurrect the nation-state to protect against global capital.’10 Though politically quite distinct from Fukuyama and Huntington, Hardt and Negri nevertheless effectively take the triumph of ‘the West’ for granted, even though they believe it has now succeeded and exhausted itself, and entered a more abstract phase of domination — the globalization of its own innate logic. While their Eurocentricism remains intact, they judge that the mode of domination that ‘the West’ exerts has entered a new phase of governmentality.

It is not just the nation-state but also localism that is outdated in Hardt and Negri’s account of Empire. Localism is not external to globalization but integral to it, they maintain. We need counter-globalization, whilst accepting the universalization of ‘the Western world’ and seeking a manner of resisting it in terms that are domestic and familiar to that dominant world. Empire is now the economic logic of domination at large — it does not have specific agency. The nation-state, Hardt and Negri emphatically insist, is disappearing, and abstracted modes of domination have emerged. But they seem to have disregarded the fundamental fact that the nation-state was never the modus operandi of capital. If for European national economies, from the time of Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations (1776) onwards, the assumption of ‘the nation’ was a mere bookkeeping mechanism, in the colonial world it was a method of mobilization and resistance against an already globalized capital. That is, what Hardt and Negri believe to be a new development — a network of domination rather than a one-to-one imperial relation of power — has been the modus operandi of capital since the day one. However, Hardt and Negri fail to acknowledge that, while capitalism’s logic of global domination has always been transnational, the mode of resistance to it has been — and must remain — national and regional. You don’t fight an amorphous domination with an amorphous resistance, but at concrete sites of resistance. But there is a need to cease universalizing ‘the West’ (as if God Almighty from the Heavens had mapped the world with it) and stop confusing it with the world that resists imperial domination.

In contrast to imperialism, Hardt and Negri propose, Empire establishes no territorial center of power and does not rely on fixed boundaries or barriers; it is a decentered apparatus of rule that progressively incorporates the entire globe within ‘open, expanding frontiers.’ But in fact that has always been the way both capitalism and imperialism have operated. The assumption of a centered metropole for the operation of capitalism or imperialism (coded ‘the West’) was always an illusion. It is good to be cured of that illusion; but that is not synonymous with an entry into a new phase of either capitalism or imperialism. Any unwanted (illegal/‘guest’) laborer from Asia, Africa, or Latin America will testify that national boundaries mean nothing when they are chasing after their daily bread. Capital has never had a center. Imperialism, as thinkers such as Max Weber and Schumpeter realized, is predatory capitalism — the abuse of labour by capital multiplied by the global map. This operation of capital has manufactured the illusion of a center, to assure itself of civilizational superiority, the Eurocentric conception of which seems finally to have been identified — which is a positive development. But viewed from the colonial angles of its operation, capitalism was global from the start — and thus the question of why it developed ‘here’ and not ‘there’ is really an exercise in futility, for from the very beginning capitalism was a global and globalizing event and it did not matter if it happened as a consequence of Protestant ethics or the Industrial Revolution in Europe; or in Africa, Asia, or Latin America; and with a Buddhist, Hindu, or Islamic world-view. Europe, as Fanon noted, is and remains an invention of the Third World — by which he meant the colonized world — at a certain moment of the operation of capital, which in and of itself has always been transversal in its inner logic and operation. Capitalism has never had a center, and thus no periphery. Imperialism has never operated without a network of material and normative institutions that facilitate and hide its naked brutality, for as capital has violently crossed national borders in pursuit of raw material, cheap labor, and markets, so has cheap labor smuggled itself into the presumed centers of capital. What Hardt and Negri have discovered in the academy — the brute force of capital and the abused reality of labor — have in fact long been known and experienced.


Our basic hypothesis, however, that a new imperial form of sovereignty has emerged, contradicts both these views [of those who endorse or oppose the assumption that the US rules the world]. The United States does not, and indeed no nation-state can today, form the center of an imperialist project. Imperialism is over. No nation will be world leader in the way modern European nations were.11 



It is precisely the assumption of that imperial centrality, of it ever having existed, that is at issue. Neither the United States nor any other nation has ever held that position. And it is precisely for that reason that there always been a relentless crescendo of uprisings against imperialism. The assumption that world capitalism has a center and a periphery has always been a powerful illusion that has helped the hegemony of that figment of imagination code-named ‘the West,’ casting ‘the Rest’ of the world to the presumed margins — the ideological manufacturing of a white supremacist mission civilisatrice. This chimera was believed in for some time, and now in the works of Hardt and Negri it seems finally to have been challenged. But this belated recognition makes little difference to the way in which the material operation of capital has been wrapped around the globe (transgressing national boundaries violently to steal raw materials, secure cheap labor, and expand markets), nor to the fact that peripheralized worlds around this delusional center have always imagined themselves and thrived at the heart of their own different universes.

Hardt and Negri’s conception of ‘Empire’ remains constitutionally Eurocentric, even Eurotriumphalist, in effect declaring the triumph of ‘the West’ over ‘the Rest’ as accomplished, with no option but to acknowledge that triumph, and seeking modes of resistance domestic to it. Underlying this Eurocentricism, furthermore, is a profoundly Christian theology that informs their politics of resistance. As early as Empire (2000), the immanence–transcendence binary that Hardt and Negri suggest by way of the distinction they detect between Empire and imperialism was already the indication of an evident Christianization of the imperial imagining — for the terms are primarily Christological in the postmodern theology they entail. Hardt and Negri’s differentiation of Empire, which for them is aterritorial, immanent and hybrid, from imperialism, which is aterritorial, transcendent, and with fixed boundaries, exposes a transparent Christology. But it is not until the appearance of Commonwealth (2009) that the two contingent concepts of love and poverty make it quite clear that we are indeed in the presence of two deeply Christian thinkers. The fungible disposition of these sorts of ideas — immanence–transcendence — which we have learned how to detect in disguise at least since Max Weber’s sociology of religion, here becomes the framework for two Christian thinkers yet again trying to Christianize the world in secular (Marxist) disguise — a Christian colonization of our critical faculties. There is, of course, nothing wrong with two Christian Marxists seeing the world through their Christological bifocals. But the issue is how valid would that vision be for the non-Christian world at the mercy of Christian colonial missionaries since the debates between Bartolomé de las Casas (1484–1566) and Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda (1489–1573), one opposing, the other endorsing, Spanish colonialism — both in Christian terms.

The events of 9/11 in the US and the two major US-led imperialist invasions of sovereign Muslim nation-states, predicated on the premeditated designs of the neoconservative manifesto the Project for the New American Century, challenge the theory of the end of imperialism and the commencement of Empire. The US-led invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq were territorial and transcendent — very old-fashioned imperialism. Soon we were to witness the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 2006 and the re-conquest of Gaza in 2008–09 — two mini-imperialist follies by the Israeli settler colony acting in conjunction with US imperialism. These backfired and made Hezbollah and Hamas, now joining forces with the Mahdi Army, even more powerful than they were before — with Syria and the Islamic Republic coming together in a battle formation effectively outmaneuvering the US/Israel and their European and regional allies. All these maneuvers were still very much territorial and transcendent, with national and subnational configurations facing up to the imperial formation of the US and its European and regional allies.

We must recognize and retrieve the multiple worlds that ‘the West’ has concealed. Imperialism has always been an Empire, and Empire imperialist, if we simply recognize that capitalism never had a center, and the civilizational manufacturing of boundaries was a heuristic mechanism to sustain the autonormativity of instrumental reason as the heteronormativity of benevolent progress. The rise of the Arab Spring has occasioned the possibility of altogether abandoning the further theorization of the West into a globalized Empire, and considering the possibility that all such grand illusions are in fact trapped inside a world they are trying to reform.

Hardt and Negri are of course fully aware of, and indeed concede, the Eurocentricity of their vision of the world, but the explanation they offer for it reveals even more.


The genealogy we follow in our analysis of the passage from imperialism to Empire will be first European and then Euro-American, not because we believe that these regions are the exclusive or privileged source of new ideas and historical innovation, but simply because this was the dominant geographical path along which the concepts and practices that animate today’s Empire developed in step, as we will argue, with the development of the capitalist mode of production. Whereas the genealogy of Empire is in this sense Eurocentric, however, its present powers are not limited to any region. Logics of rule that in some sense originated in Europe and the United States now invest practices of domination throughout the globe. More important, the forces that contest Empire and effectively prefigure an alternative global society are themselves not limited to any geographical region. The geography of these alternative powers, the new cartography, is still waiting to be written — or really, it is being written today through the resistances, struggles, and desires of the multitude.12 



This vision of the global geography continues to separate the site of the colonial from the assumed centrality of the capital and mars the perspective from which they view the world. The condition of coloniality, as integral to the operation of capital, has no place either in the formation of the capital or in the transition to Empire. Because the ‘non-West’ is not on their radar, they categorically state: ‘In our much celebrated age of communication, struggles have become all but incommunicable.’ Tiananmen Square, Chiapas, Los Angeles, France, the Intifada and South Korea seem struggles which not only have no connection or communication with one another, but which are actually incommensurable. ‘The proletariat is not what it used to be, but that does not mean it has vanished.’ The assumption that these struggles are ‘blocked from travelling horizontally in the form of a cycle, [and thus] are forced instead to leap vertically and touch immediately on the global level’13 seems, alas, embarrassingly flawed given the events of 2011 and the resonance of the singular chant al-Sha’b Yurid Isqat al-Nizam.

The problem with works such as those of Hardt and Negri is that they continue to spin grand theories predicated entirely on a Eurocentric assumption of a globality that cannot see any other world — one still operating very much within a singular ‘Western’ imaginary that they see globalized, and that in a progressive politics they seek to overcome in its own terms. They remain indifferent to or unaware of other worlds — not only worlds past, but worlds emerging in spite of the ‘Western world’ that has colonized and captivated their imagination. The alternative site of resistance to imperialist globalization involves first and foremost the retrieval and recognition of multiple worlds that have existed prior to and alongside, and are now superseding, the imperial manufacturing of ‘the West,’ which the imperial hubris of Francis Fukuyama and Samuel Huntington, and the colonized minds of those around the globe who are still talking to the West, have successfully camouflaged. What Hardt and Negri are doing in effect is not overcoming capitalist globalization but yielding to the power and authority of the world that it has generated. Appealing to the amorphous multitude is not where resistance to ‘the West’ (that is to say globalized capitalism) lies, but in specific worlds and national and transnational alliances that this very multitude can and will generate and sustain.

The Arab Spring is revealing another world, one long in the making, which the postcolonial world had promised but failed to deliver and thus concealed, and the world that the imperial mapping of ‘the West’ had made invisible. Noble and pathbreaking as their visions are, Hardt and Negri are not transcending ‘the West,’ or even decentering it. By way of making it immanent, they are making its transcendence even more metaphysical, precisely at the moment that it is imploding.

Ethnos sous rature 

If we are to de-Christianize the transcendence–immanence binary and use it to help our understanding of these dramatic events, then we need to abandon the teleological temptation of memorial transcendence, which is an open-ended recollection of history, and opt for the more palpable moment of immanence in which we live and witness these democratic uprisings. The vastness of the developments taking place in multiple countries requires a hermeneutic matrix that is at once immanent in its recognition of the worldly transformations we see and yet historically transcendent in recognition of every individual nation-state in which the democratic uprisings are being launched. In other words, in understanding each one of these events — in Tunisia, Egypt, Syria, Iran, Bahrain, Yemen, or Afghanistan — we need to be at one and the same time historically transcendent and geographically imminent. Each of these countries requires a vertical, historically transcendent axis in terms of the particular colonial and postcolonial experiences it has generated and shared, and yet simultaneously a horizontally immanent axis through which it is giving birth to a new geography of liberation. History will remain transcendent for individual countries on this matrix, while allowing geography to exude its worldly immanence. Neither historically determinist nor geographically presentist but, rather, at once historically transcendent and geographically immanent seems to be the matrix on which these events can begin to make sense.

The worldly immanence of a new emerging geography, not the historical transcendence of the colonially manufactured ‘Middle East,’ is the basis for understanding these uprisings — a worldly immanence in which the history of specific colonial experiences, rather than the divinity of any given ideology, is embedded — what Hans-Georg Gadamer would consider their effective history.

At this point we are in a position to mark the fact that the events in Africa and Asia are only strategically coded as ‘the Arab and Muslim world,’ which must be used sous rature (under erasure), no longer valid but still useful. Why is the term still necessary and even productive, and at once no longer valid and arguably counterproductive? It is strategically productive, perhaps necessary, because the synergy that has been generated in the countries facing insurgences dwells on the moment of the Arab Spring; that dwelling is procreative and regenerative, and makes it very difficult for the US and its European and regional allies, or the Islamic Republic and its retinue, to micro-manage or derail the succession of uprisings. But it is also counterproductive because the more we consolidate and exacerbate such inherited branding of the liberated world the more we obfuscate the picture emerging before our eyes beyond this naming; for the unfolding events are in fact geared towards an open-ended dialectic committed to the recovery or discovery of new worlds that can no longer be defined as Arab or Muslim. The losers in these unfolding events are not just US allies such as Tunisia, Egypt, or Saudi Arabia, but also the Islamic Republic and its regional satellites — Hezbollah, Hamas, and the Mahdi Army, unless they decouple themselves (as Hamas has quickly done) from the fate of falling tyrannies. What the appellation ‘Arab and Islamic world’ thus conceals is by virtue of its ethnicizing in ‘Arab’ and ideologizing in ‘Islamic’ what in effect has already transcended both the ethnos and the logos of the Arab and the Islamic world and reached for the ethos of a renewed retrieval of the cosmopolitan facts of these societies. What we are witnessing unfold is the transformation of the ethnos of the presumed ‘Arab and Muslim world’ into the ethos of a moral and imaginative uprising, the contours of which are yet to be determined.

The last grand revolution to take place in the region was the Islamic Revolution of 1977–79, which was predicated on grand illusions of freedom and liberty that were brutally brushed aside when a tyrannical theocracy took over. Today thirty years of repressive theocracy is in the deep background of all the revolutionary uprisings we know as the Arab Spring. What the world around the Islamic Republic is exposing is the historic lie that the theocracy has tried to hide for three decades — for the cosmopolitan fact of these societies, which the ruling regime (and the régime du savoir that it violently manufactured) viciously repressed, has now returned for the whole world to see. That is to say, these revolutions are the return of the Islamic Republic’s repressed: what it had to deny and suppress to manufacture itself as an ‘Islamic Revolution,’ to posit itself as an ‘Islamic Republic.’ The region is ‘outing’ the Islamic Republic, exposing the skeletons in its closet, revealing the euphoric uprising that shaped the revolutionary hopes of 1977–79, before it was ferociously suppressed, its victims mutilated, murdered, and buried in mass graves. The site of Khavaran cemetery, where the regime buried the thousands it cold-bloodedly killed in the 1980s, is now haunting the belligerent clergy.

The neocons in the United States are afraid that the Arab Spring might be the harbinger of yet another ‘Islamic uprising,’ while the custodians of fear and intimidation in the Islamic Republic are quick to declare the events the manifestation of yet another ‘Islamic revolution.’ But what occurred in Iran three decades ago was not an ‘Islamic revolution,’ and what people fought for was not ‘an Islamic Republic.’ Rather, a multifaceted cosmopolitan revolution was violently Islamicized by a succession of cultural revolutions, university purges, mass executions, forced exiles, and the conniving abuse of a regional crisis. The Islamic Republic has spent thirty years repressing its own people and manufacturing an image of legitimacy and even a revolutionary disposition for itself, and now these magnificent revolutions around it are putting on stage precisely the initial euphoria that the theocracy killed. Thus the custodians of the Islamic Republic are as uneasy about the revolutions as are the US, Israel, and Saudi Arabia, and like them endeavors to put its own spin on them.

But all that is water under the bridge. The Arab Spring is blossoming, like a beautiful constellation of waterlilies, from the muddy and murky waters of once cruel and fertile grounds.
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