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A Revolutionary Train and the Arab Spring:

Japan’s Presence amid National Struggles

Abdalla Almoamen

Introduction

The word “reform” does not necessarily mean “progress.” In other words, “to reform”
and “to move forward” are not synonymous. At times, “reform” may even imply regression. It
may come off as trite, but my point is that this is not a simple formula of things changing =

things advancing.

We can undoubtedly regard 2011 as the year that signaled revolution in the Arab world.

Popular demonstrations that began in Tunisia leapt like a fire to Egypt, and then, one
after another, spread to a number of neighboring Arab states. As the people demanded the
downfall of their authoritarian regimes, their cries of “The citizens want to tear down the
government!” were unstoppable. From all parts of Egypt came an unrelenting flood of people—
young and old, students and businessmen, women and children, and even those with entire
families in tow. The people, thrusting a “NO” into the face of their longstanding authoritarian
regime, stood up with the desire for a democratic society. This was the arrival of the Arab Spring.

Watching those masses struggling, with their lives on the line and seeking change, 1
began to ask myself: What is the meaning of this revolution? What were these people fighting for,
standing up for? The revolution represented the people protecting their own dignity. This was a

revolution with dignity at stake.

What did the citizens win in these revolutions, and what must they achieve hereafter?
Though the people were successful in removing the rulers who had installed their dictatorship,
their authoritarian systems and corruption have yet to fall. It is as if, although the head of the
snake has been cut off, the body is still moving. The reality is a far cry from the continually
clamored demands of the Egyptian people to “tear down the government.” Then, how should the

revolutions’ train of reform be driven forward? I would like to consider a number of issues,
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including what role “Islamism,” while seen by its citizens with a degree of suspicion, should play,

how this will impact people’s identity, and what connection will these countries have with Japan.

1. The Unseen Backstory and Its Influence

If there is one thing we can say, it is that these democratic movements that cascaded
over the Arab world are not actually a first. When revolution was breaking out in Gamal Abdel
Nasser’s Egypt of the 1950s, the surrounding Arab states experienced its impact and became
active as well. In effect, such events could be regarded as a uniquely Arab phenomenon. It may
be that people share the troubles of its neighboring countries, and being connected through these
troubles is a particular feature of the Arab identity. This phenomenon is rather pronounced this
time around as well.

Though Arab people are, in essence, an ethnic group that favors stability, it is also true
that with the rise of a new generation has come an extraordinary increase in the number of young
people expressing ambivalence toward stability. In these recent uprisings, with the authoritarian
regimes being, however indirectly, the root cause for everything and with various situations
building on one another, I believe that even the Arabs desiring stability, especially the Tunisians
and Egyptians, entered a situation in which, if they did not act on their own volition, they could
not have gone on living.

Another issue that should receive attention is that of information networks. In Egypt
alone, various social classes are present. There is an upper class, a middle class, and a lower
class, and though I suspect it is the same in other countries, people largely associate only with
others of the same class. However, on the Internet, one need not concern oneself with the social
class of another person. Thus, the Internet is an important forum of expression for Arabs
precisely because it makes possible discussion among various social strata. This communication
network that enabled virtual, cross-border discussion became a daily activity for the Arab people.

Both before and after the outbreak of the revolutions, the youth had cell phones with
which they would chat with friends daily and always be aware of the latest news. Through such
an extraordinarily robust exchange of information, the Egyptians, for example, were able to use
the Internet to learn about the problems with which Jordanians were grappling. In effect, this
meant a heightened understanding that these problems were not Egypt’s alone. Arabs realized
that dictatorships existed not only in Egypt but also in other Arab countries. What only spurred
on the Egyptians’ discontent was the stance taken by the international community, such as the
United States, in what might be called a double standard in showing respect toward the

anti-democratic regime of Mubarak while espousing democratic values. As such, the Arabs’
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unease not only intensified vis-a-vis their own governments but also when they looked outside
their own country.

From the 1970s up until the occurrence of the “Arab Spring” phenomenon, the
governing regimes of Middle Eastern Arab states like Egypt, Libya, Tunisia, Syria, and Jordan
were virtually all pro-American dictatorships. Accordingly, and so that internal strife would not
break out among the pro-Western Middle Eastern Arab states, the United States pressurized these
authoritarian regimes, while, if only indirectly, generously providing both political and economic
support for those governments. Naturally, the dictatorships of many Middle Eastern Arab states
took advantage of the support of the United States while at the same time solidifying their own

authoritarian power.

2. From “the Republic of” to “the Islamic State of”

Needless to say, while the situation may differ from country to country, the potency of
Islamism has grown leaps and bounds in these dramatic political changes in the Arab world
brought about by the Arab Spring. In Tunisia, following the removal of the government of Ben
Ali, the Islamist party of Ennahda acquired 90 seats in the constitutional assembly election (217
total) conducted in October 2011, becoming the party with plurality. Based on the results of the
election, an interim cabinet was formed on December 23, appointing Ennahda Party’s al-Jabali as
prime minister. Though there were alliances with other secular political parties, the Ennahda
Party, which is affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood, holds the main cabinet ministry positions

and appears central to Tunisia’s politics as it goes forward.

In Egypt, which boarded second on the revolutionary train, the parliamentary elections
were divided into three stages between late November 2011 and the latter half of January 2012.
The result was that the Freedom and Justice Party, which is an Islamist party and an affiliate of
the Muslim Brotherhood, secured 47% of the total 508 seats to become the party with plurality.
In second place was the Islamist Nour Party of the Islamist bloc, the Salafists, making up 25%. If
combined with the other Islamist political parties, such parties comprise about 75% of the total
seats in parliament. The result is a resounding victory for the Islamist parties. Moreover, the
victories for Islamic forces did not stop there. In Egypt’s elections for the Consultative Council,
which is the upper house of parliament, conducted between January and February of this year,
the Muslim Brotherhood’s Freedom and Justice Party along with the Islamist bloc’s Nour Party
secured a combined 85% of the total seats—another overwhelming victory by the Islamist

parties.
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Moving on to other countries in which the Arab Spring has arrived, Islamists extended
their influence to the constitutional convention elections conducted in Libya in July of this year,
following the collapse of the Gaddafi regime. Libya’s Muslim Brotherhood and other Islamists
decided to establish a new party, the Justice and Construction Party, and elected as its head the
Muslim Brotherhood leader Mohamed Sowan, who was held as a political prisoner under the
Gaddafi regime.

The liberal party, the National Forces Alliance, secured 39 of the 80 party-list seats in
the legislature. The Muslim Brotherhood-backed party, the Justice and Development Party, came
in second with 17 seats. However, it is thought that the Islamist forces and their influence on the

military will have a great impact on Libya’s political trajectory, henceforth.

Although the wave of the Arab Spring has not yet reached Algeria, a look at the
country’s political trajectory likewise reveals the strength of Islamist forces that are in no way
abating. While in Algeria, the political parties associated with the Muslim Brotherhood have
continued to emphasize their stance, and maintained some degree of influence through their
participation in a coalition government since 2004, it is predicted that Islamist forces will

increase their seat count in parliamentary elections to be held this year.

3. The Arab Spring and Its Impact on Identity

Though there have been a wide range of changes brought about by the Arab Spring,
there have also been, at times, many a scene that might cause one to ask, “What is an Arab?”

As an interpreter, | met many Arab and Japanese government officials and dignitaries.
Several years ago, when charged with interpreting for Palestine’s Mahmoud Abbas, I was able to
ask him: “Will there come a day when the Arab world joins together?”

He answered, “There are some essential conditions to be met before that is possible.
This is to say that Arabs themselves must be cognizant of the fact that they are Arabs.” These
words have stayed with me to this day.

I also had the following exchange with Hanamidori Yanagiya, who played the role of a
student on the 2005 NHK educational program “Arabic Conversations,” who asked me: “If you,
Mr. Almoamen, were to assign an order to these three identities—Egyptian, Muslim, and
Arab—how would you arrange them?”

If I remember right, [ answered “1 - Muslim, 2 - Arab, 3 - Egyptian.”

However, as I later mulled over my response, I realized it was not at all wise to rank

those three identities. Because they overlap one another, they are not things that can be put in an
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order.

I believe the number of identities a person carries is not just one. People undoubtedly
have multiple identities and form a multilayered structure.

For example, to make several separate puzzle pieces form a single picture, one has to
put certain pieces in certain places. The same is true for identities.

I do not think that mine is a simple structure, with my identity consisting only of
“Muslim,” “Arab,” or “Egyptian” pieces. Similarly, the Arab world is not homogenous. The size
and color of the pieces necessary to assemble a puzzle are somewhat different for each Arab state.
Nevertheless, the completed picture is, without a doubt, the Arab world.

There are three types of identity that Arabs carry:

1.) Ethnic Identity ------- An identity in which one is a member of a larger Arab world.
Arabs feel strongly the pride of being Arabi (Arabi = Arab) and a sense of camaraderie with
fellow Arabs.

2.) Regional Identity ------- An identity in which one is a citizen of a nation.
One feels great pride in being a citizen of one’s country, for example, being Masri
(Egyptian) or Su’udi (Saudi).

3.) Religious Identity ------- An identity in which one is Muslim.
This is an identity that transcends differences in national borders, skin color, or race. When
another person is also Muslim, those two are brothers. When another country has Islam as
its national religion, one feels a kinship with that country and its people. Of course,
Christians also identify themselves as Christians. That identity, as is the case with Muslims,

also transcends borders, skin color, and race.

Arabs live their day-to-day lives subconsciously embracing these three identities.
Depending upon the education received and the environment and time period one is brought up
in, how one chooses to be conscious of and prioritize these identities differs greatly.

Religious identity is the one element that has particularly stood out amid the changes
brought about by the recent Arab Spring. By spurring the Muslim religious identity, Islamist
forces have succeeded in growing their base of support to its highest level. Egypt serves as its
perfect example. Needless to say, religion is indispensable in the lives of people in Arab
society—it is the standard for behavior in the contexts of personal philosophy, marriage, work,
children, human relations, neighborliness, and every other facet of life. Moreover, religion is
incorporated into school classes as an academic subject, and Arabic is filled with expressions of

Islamic origin. Not just words but also clothing, accessories, and home decoration are but a few
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of the areas in which religion is strongly visible. In sum, the mark of religion can be seen
everywhere in Arab society.

Clearly, the elections were not exceptions to this. There were various signs of religious
influence. In reaction, a certain pattern of recognition became prevalent among citizens,
choosing political alternatives that decide their countries’ futures based on the priority of the
identities they had formed up to that point. Thus, a suppressed Islamic religious identity broke
free and gave rise to what at a glance seems to be the contradictory phenomenon of
simultaneously advancing democratization and Islamization. The expectations concerning the
direction of the Arab Spring seem to have been different between the Western and Arab world.
As the Arab Spring occurred, everyone in the West associated it with democracy. Yet, what the
Islamist forces immediately envisioned was the realization of an Islamic society. The difference
appears to have been in the goals aimed by the West and the Muslim Arab world. While the goal
for the Western world may have been democracy, it is clear that the goal of the Islamist forces is
the realization of an Islamic society, and democracy is but a part of its process. This is the

decisive distinction between the two worlds of the West and of Islam.

Now, the countries where the Arab Spring has arrived are eager to regain their former
glory, with democracy and Islamic thought as the pillars. The current situation in the Arab world
remains a difficult one. However, from a bigger perspective, it looks as though they are
beginning to search for a new “postmodern” model to replace the modernism of Western style
democracy and capitalism. In particular, what lies on the horizon for the Arab world is the
actualization of the Islamic nation-state.

The Muslim Brotherhood assumed control of the reins of power. However, what
follows will retain the major focus. For the Muslim Brotherhood, the time has arrived when the
realization of a state run by the Muslim Brotherhood, which it had waited for so many years, has
become achievable. With regards to Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood is eager to unite the entire
country under the Brotherhood.

The Muslim Brotherhood is tasked with reorganizing their own ideological platform, to

decide how the separate collectives of Islam and Arab should be positioned within Egypt.

4. The National Struggles of the Arab Spring and the Presence of Japan

How exactly should Japan regard the Arab Spring? Until just recently, this question
was not so difficult to answer. However, the circumstances have changed. It now seems more

difficult for Japan to give the “optimal” answer to this question.
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Though the political changes in the Arab world vary greatly by country and region,
now that the presence of Islamist forces has increased as a whole, Japan is seeking a foreign
policy that differs from that which pertained to the previous political systems of the Middle
Eastern region.

The stability of this region undoubtedly holds a life-or-death significance from the
standpoint of energy security for Japan as well. Under the circumstances that arise as these major
social and political upheavals proceed, it will be important in asserting a presence through the
support and participation in processes aimed at democratization and economic stability in the
Arab Spring countries, as this would be directly linked with increased presence in the entire
international community.

The Arabs reborn from the Arab Spring are currently attempting to face the issues that
still remain since the outbreak of their revolutions. The ordeals and problems they face are a mile
high, including political and economic stability, good governance, and the cultivation of human
capital. Emphasizing on the implementation of fair politics and governance, human resources,
employment, and industrial development, there is growing hope in the reborn Arab countries for
Japan’s support in achieving self-reliance. Japan is, of course, looking to boost the
implementation of economic diplomacy in response to these hopes. This is done through the
consideration for the accruement of economic benefits to both Japan and these countries through
their progress, in addition to contributing to peaceful change in their political and economic

systems.

Still, what is most required of Japan is not only in economics or democratization. I
think what is asked of Japan, a successful, non-Western model, is its support for establishing the

citizens’ awareness for self-reliance.

People who have a strong spirit of independence are free and full of vitality, and those
who are dependent are bound by other elements and tend to lose this vitality. The people of the
Arab world lost their vitality living under authoritarian regimes, a significant cause of this being
the “lack of a spirit of independence.” Individual effort is critical in cultivating this mentality, yet
the politics conducted up until now in countries of the Arab world like Egypt, Tunisia, and Libya
have repeatedly implemented policies that inhibited an environment in which individuals could
exert themselves. This has created an environment that dissipated this spirit of independence.

Just as Yukichi Fukuzawa said, “Liberate oneself, liberate a nation,” it may also be said
that a truly independent nation is one formed with each and every citizen’s independent

consciousness and care for the country at its foundation. For that reason, we Arabs will have to,

47



KRBT L ZHNEORARET ZT (BR/ T VT

before anything else, reclaim our spirit of independence and self-reliance.

5. From an Illustration

’id

)

Looking at the above picture, what comes to mind? In considering this illustration,
Arabs would imagine a small bird finally escaping the cage of dictatorship. This cartoon, drawn
by a young Iraqi illustrator, was chosen for a young illustrators’ excellence award as 2011’s most
highly regarded caricature.

It will soon be two years since the Arab Spring first began. Putting aside all the
changes brought about by the Arab Spring and the nation-specific circumstances, though the
revolutions have most certainly succeeded in many ways, the original goals have not yet been
achieved. These original goals were to change from the dictators and their corrupt systems that
for many long years had used the power of the state as a weapon, instilled fear in the citizenry,
and furthered their own power of control. The new Arabs—the Egyptians, the Tunisians, the
Libyans, the Yemenis, and others—now understand that it is not sufficient to simply remove
presidents and old structures in order to change the system. People must surely have awakened to
the fact that in order for a new Middle East and Arab world to be born, the birth of a new

)

“Egyptian,” a new “Tunisian,” and a new “Libyan” is essential. The “First Revolution” that
rejected the old systems and heads of state has reached its conclusion. The “Next Revolution”

must be the work of citizens in the Arab Spring countries who must confront themselves.

Note

1 The translation was provided by Maruzen at the request of the symposium coordinator.
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