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The wvents or JaNUARY AND FEBRUARY 2011 have shaken
not only the Middle East and North Africa but the whole world.
Starting in Tunisia in December 2010, unrest has spiralled through
the Arab world, with extraordinary results: following mass uprisings,
the Tunisian dictator Zine al-Abidine Ben-Ali has fled the country,
while his counterpart Hosni Mubarak of Egypt decided to stand
down with immediate effect. Meanwhile, Algeria — also ruled by a
military dictatorship — has seen major riots, with several protestors
killed, while similar demonstrations in Yemen have led President

Saleh to announce that he will not seek another term in office.

In this sampler, Yale University Press presents chapters from three

of its acclaimed and immensely readable books on the region.
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In Egypt on the Brink, Tarek Osman looks at the situation of his
fellow young Egyptians — tech-savvy and full of passion, but deeply
frustrated by the corrupt, economically stagnant Egyptian state.

In Algeria, Martin Evans and John Phillips ask how long Algerians
will put up with their repressive military regime, whose only

opposition consists of intermittent al-Qaeda attacks.

In Yemen, Victoria Clark analyses the prospects for a country with
40% unemployment, near-exhausted water supplies, and a long-

running rebellion in the southern provinces.
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CHAPTER 7

YOUNG EGYPTIANS

EGYPT’S CURRENT STATE resembles a surrealist painting. It is
difficult to decipher its components, challenging to comprehend
its meaning. At the centre of the painting there are dark, abra-
sive lines; most onlookers would see them depicting anger,
frustration and occasionally menace.

The painting’s most conspicuous ominous line is the country’s
45 million young Egyptians who are under thirty-five years of
age (including the largest group of adolescents in the country’s
history). The conditions in which many of these millions live
may be somewhat caricatured in much of the foreign media:
neighbourhoods with absolute poverty, unreliable services and
shabby buildings with peeling facades; millions of veiled young
women, some as young as eight or nine years old, with long
sleeves and skirts; narrow alleys with uncollected garbage and
open cesspools; amplifiers and radio systems blaring out Koran
recitations on every corner; disagreeable-looking crowds in
vastly compacted streets; and, most strikingly, millions of young

men, with wild eyes and dusty faces, usually captured on cameras
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shouting, screaming, burning flags and described as ‘forces of
menace’, ‘angry storms’ and ‘frustrated potential energy’. This
caricaturing often depicts Egyptian society in lurid colours that
miss its many shades and variations.

But even a more straightforward description is sobering
enough.! More thorough observers highlight the institutional-
ization of corruption, the frightening increase in the rate and
change in type of crime; a rooted disregard for human dignity;
the descent of society’s values and behaviours; and shifts in
society’s value system, particularly reflected in violent crimes
perpetrated by teachers, students, businessmen and other
members of the middle class. In 2008, a nine-year-old boy was
abducted from Cairo to Tanta, where his body was found
dismembered and mutilated. In the same year, a teacher was
arrested for fatally injuring an eleven-year-old student for failing
to do his homework. There is also a growing incidence of sexual
harassment; the most notorious case was during celebrations in
Cairo at the end of the holy month of Ramadan in 2007, which
turned into a crazed series of sexual assaults by dozens of young
men on female passers-by. ‘People were just watching,” one
eyewitness said. In addition, several shocking cases of sexual
assault have drawn attention to a complex of social problems in
Egypt, the most notable of which are street children: thousands
of boys and girls, some arriving as young as five and six years old,
living in dirty alleys and gritty corners under bridges, sleeping on
pavements and in public gardens, begging or selling used and
repackaged products at traffic lights and junctions, all fleeing
poverty, abuse and exploitation.

Hardship is not only breeding crime and neglect, but also
crudeness and coarseness. Cutting up and zigzag driving have
become common features of Cairene and Alexandrian traffic. The
sound of horns is the hysterical background music of the Egyptian
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street at any hour of the day and night. Drivers and passers-by
typically shout at and curse each other. Standing in lines is now a
rare phenomenon at any Egyptian retail or service outlet. Using
profanities is very common on the Egyptian street, and increas-
ingly among children. The street is also tense and agitated. Voices
are loud. Fights begin for frivolous reasons. ‘People seem ready to
leap at each others’ throats over seemingly trivial matters. The
culture of tolerance that long existed among Egyptians is on the
decline,” noted sociologist Samir Hanna.? And the classic Egyptian
tradition of gentlemanliness (shabama), as featured in Egyptian
black-and-white films, has died out. ‘How do you expect a man
who’s been working sixteen hours, to leave his seat on the bus for
a woman or an elderly man? Or if he stops after that long day to
buy bread, why should he let a woman ahead? When you’re being
enslaved by the system, you don’t really care about manners,” said
a young man in a survey by Al-Abram Weekly.?

‘Egypt is becoming a very harsh place’ is a common sentiment.
Many are desperately trying to flee. In 2006, around 8 million
Egyptians (more than 10 per cent of the population, the vast
majority of whom were under forty years of age) applied for the
American green-card lottery; Egyptians are among the top five
nationalities applying to Canada’s points-based immigration-
approval scheme. From the mid-2000s, thousands of young
Egyptians risked their lives attempting to reach the southern
shores of Greece and Italy in search of work there or in coun-
tries to the north. According to a January 2008 report by
the Egyptian Organization for Human Rights, ‘around half a
million Egyptians have successfully entered Europe illegally in
the 2000s’. Increasingly, hundreds of young, poor Egyptians are
picked up from tiny boats in the Mediterranean by Libyan coast
guards and incarcerated in Libyan prisons (hardly an escape
from their lives in Egypt).
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The tough economic circumstances (official unemployment in
the under-30 age group is around 21 per cent, almost double the
overall total®) help explain this desperate response. Unemployment
is partly the result of the major economic changes of the 1990s and
2000s and poor education — for example, most state universities’
business graduates do not come into contact with a computer, and
accordingly fail to secure jobs in the private sector. But part of the
problem stems from antiquated attitudes; many university gradu-
ates prefer to remain unemployed than work in blue-collar or
labouring jobs.

But such ‘opting out’ is not the preserve of the poor. More
than a million Egyptian postgraduates now live in Europe and
the United States; the vast majority will most likely never go
back to live in Egypt’ — and increasingly have very tenuous links
to their original country. The range of problems inside Egypt
(increasing sectarianism, the prevalence of corruption, the lack
of the rule of law and the deterioration in values) compels fresh
generations to emulate them. Mayar, a thirty-something econo-
mist who graduated in the top 5 per cent of her class, underwent
the long administrative process to gain Canadian citizenship
because she ‘does not want her daughter brought up in Egypt’.

But there is another form of ‘opting out’, a sort of internal
migration by those who stay in the country but seek to insulate
themselves from its difficulties — and are prosperous enough to
make the effort. Egypt’s macro-economic progress has seen
consumer expenditure per capita (at purchasing power parity)
grow between 2000 and 2008 from $2,647 to $3,672; for the
richest 20 per cent of the population, the figures were $5,770 and
$8,000. Those who benefited from that wave have increasingly
retreated from the hustle and bustle of society to lead secluded,
isolated lives. The well-paid telecoms engineer in his mid-thirties
(and his friends, the I'T consultant, the accountant at a leading
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local company, the sales executive in a multinational, the banker,
the doctor) are increasingly drawn to the Internet, to satellite
dishes and even the express-delivery service of Amazon UK. If his
financial situation improves significantly, his immediate objective
becomes a home in one of the new, rich and isolated suburbs of
Cairo, from where he and his wife will send their children to a
new private school and attend a secluded, members-only sports
and social club. The psychological isolation and the emotional
detachment slowly, gradually and subtly instil a feeling among
such people that there is a major civilization gap between them
(and their neat world) and the rest of their society.

The retreat from city centres to peripheral areas is also part of
a wider change in Egyptians’ relationship with their land. Egypt’s
urban constellations (mainly Cairo and Alexandria, but also Al-
Mahala, Tanta, Al-Zakazeek and Asyut) and their surrounding
areas are in constant flux with both population growth and
internal migration (mainly from Al-Saeed and the remote parts
of the Delta — now around 800,000 annually). Egyptians were
increasingly condensed in the centres as well as fragmented at the
peripheries. Between the 1960s and the 2000s, Cairo grew from
6 million inhabitants to more than 15 million. The city’s density,
at more than 1,000 individuals per square kilometre, is among the
highest in the world, and Alexandria is not far behind. The
exuberance, energy and waves of creativity that characterized
Cairo and Alexandria throughout the twentieth century were
giving way to suffocating crowdedness, domineering compact-
ness and stifling closeness. At the same time, the rich and the
upper middle class were deserting the city centres and the old
neighbourhoods for new suburbs, opting for gated communities
on the outskirts, detached not only from the over-crowding and
the increasingly ailing infrastructure, but also from the historic
neighbourhoods and quarters that have witnessed and shaped
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Egyptians’ interaction with their physical space throughout
decades (and at times centuries).

Cairo’s centre, Zamalek, Garden City and Maadi were increas-
ingly shadows of their former selves. New boutiques, restaurants
and shopping centres continue to open up, but the city’s centre of
gravity has moved to the Sixth of October, Palm Hills, City Views,
Allegria, the Fifth Settlement, Al-Obour and Al-Shorouk — new
rich, immaculate and spacious communities, but lacking Cairo’s
and Alexandria’s long and rich touches (and scars) of history.®

As a result, for the first time in Egypt’s history many people live,
work and socialize far from the city centre, leaving its landmarks —
the centuries-old mosques and churches, the baroque buildings
and palaces of Ismael Pasha, the Corniche’s boulevards, the busy
streets of Adly, Embaba and Shoubra — neglected. Egyptians’
attachment to their physical heritage is diminishing; the burning of
Al-Musafir Khana (an eighteenth-century Mameluke guest house)
in 2007 and of Majlis Al-Shoura (a modern Islamic architectural
gem) in 2008 went almost unnoticed (Gamal Al-Ghitanni’s
Regaining Al-Musafir Kbana' transcends its purpose of describing
the lost house, and emerges as a tribute to Egypt’s ‘old devotion to
its emotional heritage’).

In a lecture in Paris in the mid-1990s, Mohamed Hassanein
Heikal offered a revealing analogy. He noted that the French
urban engineer Haussmann, the designer of the Rue de Rivoli
and the Boulevard de Sebastopol, was the same man who
designed the Mohamed Ali Street in Cairo. But while the Rue de
Rivoli and Boulevard de Sebastopol remain ‘a front of civiliza-
tion in the city of Light’, ‘lights have gone off on central Cairo’s
civilization fronts’; Cairo’s old Opera House has been replaced
by a multi-storey parking block.

It was not only the rich and the upper middle class who

deserted the city centres; the newcomers (the millions who left
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the rural areas for Cairo and Alexandria) and the newly poor
(the other millions who had crumbled under the crippling
socio-economic conditions in the 1980s, 1990s and 2000s) were
compelled to live in detached spaces on the peripheries of the
Egyptian metropolises. Cairo’s City of the Dead is the most
conspicuous: an area of more than 8 square kilometres where (at
least) 4 million poor Cairenes live and work in a crowded grid of
tombs and mausoleums, forming a quasi-independent commu-
nity. Many aspects of it are distressing, from the hundreds of
thousands of children deprived of basic education to the lack
of sanitation, but the city is also a beacon of creativity and make-
do. Electricity is typically brought in by wires over roofs
from nearby mosques or public spaces; rooms are modelled to
suit living requirements;® and cooperative income sources are
constantly invented. Similar circumstances, though on a smaller
scale, exist in Garbage Village, home to more than 50,000
garbage workers (and their families), whose lives, like those of
the millions living in the City of the Dead, are disconnected
from proper Cairo (Mai Iskander’s Garbage Dreams, a film inde-
pendently produced in 2009, is a poignant, emotive and
intriguing portrayal of life in Garbage Village).

A change in the relationship with Egyptians’ physical space has
also occurred in the Egyptian Delta and Al-Saeed. The fragmen-
tation in ownership of cultivated land, the encroachment of
construction on the Nile’s soil and waves of internal immigration
are some components of the change. Land is no longer the sole
(or even the main) source of income for most Delta or Saeedi
families, the quasi-sacred asset that housed the entire family to be
passed from one generation to another. Yousef Chahine’s 1969
film The Land (Al-Ard), adapted from a novel by Abdelrahman Al-
Sharkawi, brought the daily life of poor Egyptian farmers to the

screen: their voices and clothes, their grinding work through
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sweltering days and tranquil nights, the smell of cows and chicken
in their homes, their faint smiles, their dignity and poverty, their
superstitiousness, and — above all — their almost-sacred attach-
ment to their land. In the film’s last scene, the ageing villager who
had stood up against overlordship (played by the actor Mahmoud
Al-Meligui) is brutally punished: his feet bound, his body tied
to the legs of a horse ridden by the village sheriff, so that his
clothes are torn and his body bleeds. Yet as he is dragged along,
his hand clutches at the mud, the soil. He refuses to let go, to
abandon his land, his home, his life. The audience — millions of
whom wept while watching this scene — almost questioned
whether Al-Meligui’s hands were clutching the earth, or the earth
was clutching him.? That deep attachment to and recognition of
the sanctity of the land is vanishing.

Egypt’s demographic changes have exacerbated this process.
The near-doubling of the Egyptian population since the 1970s
has turned the Egyptian demographic structure into a pyramid —
extremely narrow at the top and enormously wide at the bottom,
with very limited conduits between the few millions in their
fifties, sixties and seventies and the 45 million-plus under thirty-
five years of age.!” The fading generation is carrying off with it
the classic compositions of the Egyptian character and the reser-
voir of the Egyptian personality, while the incoming, increasingly
dominant generation is hardly receiving any cultural heritage.
The new generation never fought (or witnessed) a war; never
lived with a national project; grew up at a time in which the
country was undergoing a surgical transformation (the move
from Nasserite secular, socialist Arab nationalism to Islamism,
and later capitalism, through Sadat’s al-infitab). It was a tense
period. The new generation lived through an almost open war
between the state and groups bent not only on overthrowing the

regime, but on transforming the entire society. Sectarianism and
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the conspicuous withdrawal of Egyptian Christians that intensi-
fied in the same period (from the 1970s to the 2000s) deprived
society of diversity and vital breathing space, previously achieved
through traditional interactions with Europe and Western
culture in general. Even the relationship between the regime (and
especially the president) and the people during those decades was
stressful: the regime asserted its authority, at times with severe
coercion and utter disregard for human rights, without forging
the classic emotional links between the pharaoh (or the figure-
head of the Egyptian family, as President Sadat preferred to say)
and his subjects. All of these factors contributed to a tense and
agitated society. The millions of young Egyptians were stepping
into a stressed (and stressing) social milieu.

Egyptians are keenly aware of their regression and relapse
over the past four decades. And the more the regime, via its
sponsored media, has stuck to notions of ‘Egyptian leadership
and headship’, the more the realities of daily life confirmed the
deterioration. Saudi’s political prominence (as compared to the
retreat of Egyptian foreign policy in the past three decades,
discussed in Chapter 6), the Gulf’s wealth, Lebanon’s creativity
and joie de vivre, Jordan’s rejuvenation (under a young, energetic
royal couple) and Dubai’s glamour reminded Egyptians of their
ailing conditions and unfortunate situation. Blame flew every-
where, from the mismanagement and corruption of successive
governments to the dysfunctional system, to the regime’s shady
governance, to the decline in society’s values. Within the many
morbid symptoms of the fracturing of the social order and
national regression, a shared feeling has emerged: that ‘some-
thing has gone wrong’ (‘fee haga ghalat’) in society and values,
and in the heritage available to the young, rising generation.

Indeed, the classic channels of cultural transmission have
become seriously frayed. The 1970s and 1980s was a low period in
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Egyptian culture. Many newspapers, magazines, theatres, cinemas
and cultural avenues were closed down; thousands of writers, jour-
nalists, professors and artists were obliged to leave the country.
Wahhabism and Salafism gained ground in social attitudes and
norms as well as politics. The regime, during Sadat’s last years and
throughout Mubarak’s containment, confrontation and coercion
years, had low tolerance of dissidents and dissenters. And with
the retreat in the role of Egyptian Christians and society’s change
of orientation from progressive liberalism and a fascination with
Europe towards conservatism and religiosity, classic Egyptian
culture has been hollowed out and homogenized.

The deterioration of Egypt’s educational system is a further
negative factor. Though elementary education (from ages six to
fourteen) is compulsory in Egypt, and though more than 19 million
Egyptians between the ages of six and eighteen, representing
around 90 per cent of all school-age children, were enrolled in
2008 in the country’s pre-university education system (taking
Egypt’s overall literacy rate to circa 71 per cent after decades of
hovering at 50 per cent), the system as a whole is in trouble, with
falling enrolments, poor teacher-student ratios and persistent
gender inequality. Actual school enrolments in rural areas often fall
below 50 per cent of all school-age children. School drop-outs,
especially in Egypt’s poorest regions (mainly Al-Saeed) or the
rougher neighbourhoods of Cairo and Alexandria, reach 20-25 per
cent of all enrolment figures. Gender inequality continues to
persist. Girls’ enrolment ratios are typically around 20 per cent
lower than those of boys, and drop-out ratios are higher.

The infrastructure of schools is a chronic problem. Classes in
public schools often include more than sixty or seventy students.
Teacher—student ratios in most schools are around one to fifty.
Playgrounds, let alone music, art rooms or laboratories, are a

rarity. English is a part of the curriculum in the preparatory and
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secondary stages, but the quality of teaching and students’
command of the language leave much to be desired. And private
tutoring continues to be a major challenge: highly expensive and
therefore the exclusive domain of affluent families, it disrupts the
supposed equality of the educational process. In the mid-2000s,
around 60 per cent of families in the major cities stated that their
children had private tutoring. According to Egypt’s Central
Statistics and Mobilisation Agency (CAPMAS), more than 60
per cent of all investments in education are spent on private
tutoring. At university level, the links to international centres
of excellence and innovation are paltry; there is a major retreat
in research and development, a thriving clandestine trade in
class notes and examination essays and little emphasis on inde-
pendent knowledge and learning as opposed to passing exams
and receiving a degree.!!

These processes — a change in the country’s value system,
detachment from society, the gap between generations, the
weakening of Egyptian culture, the deterioration in the educa-
tional system and the damage to the most sacred of the tenets
of Egyptianism, the land — have altered Egyptians’ link to each
other and their country. The millions of young Egyptians
entering the country’s public life need to re-establish these links,
in order to make sense of their lives and their society. It would
seem natural to look to politics as the avenue of change here; but
the young generation’s contribution is not welcomed in public
policy or decision-making circles. Within the ruling National
Democratic Party, Gamal Mubarak’s wing, especially in its years
of ascension (from the late 1990s to the mid-2000s) was keen on
positioning itself as a wave of well-educated, young Egyptians
with a strong interest in the country’s public life. But with the
maturing of that wing, and its establishment at the pinnacle
of the party and the regime, the young faces and the youth



YOUNG EGYPTIANS

organizations that Gamal Mubarak had championed (for
example, The Future Foundation) have been relegated to the
background. What remains around the regime’s strong man are
scions of ultra-rich families and symbols of liberal capitalism.

The same dynamics have been at work in the Muslim
Brotherhood. The vigour and drive that had characterized the
Brotherhood in the early 2000s (and which led to its 2005 mani-
festo, parliamentary election success and strong presence across
a number of prominent societal circles) waned. The many young
Brotherhood members, who had surrounded Mahdi Akef (the
general guide) in that period, were gradually dispersed; the
Brotherhood’s decision-making channels, power circles and
public faces remained old and tired. Even the Kefaya movement,
the country’s most prominent civic opposition group in the
2000s, did not manage to extend its appeal (or membership) to
significant numbers of young Egyptians. Its rhetoric (highbrow
and concerned with political failures rather than the ragged real-
ities of ordinary people’s daily lives) resonated with the intelli-
gentsia much more than with the millions of university students.
A partial exception has been the liberal opposition represented
by Aziz Siddqui’s platform of the mid-2000s and, later, Ayman
Noor’s Al-Ghad party; but they are too weak and marginalized to
be a viable forum. Not surprisingly, the political participation
rate of young Egyptians is dismal, even by the standards of the
Arab world (according to the 2009 Arab Human Development
Report, only 28 per cent participated in the 2005 parliamentary
election and 23 per cent in the 2005 presidential election).

But their dynamism and activism has found other outlets —
mainly cultural. The vacuum that needed to be filled stirred the
creativity of thousands of young (twenty- and thirty-something)
writers, film-makers, singers and musicians. Egyptian cinema in

the 2000s, with new twists, stories, scripts, innovations in visual
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effects, shooting styles and higher production values, more than
tripled its revenues from the levels of early or mid-1990s.
Production budgets are now routinely US$3-5 million, if not
more.!? Distribution has expanded from the classic markets of
the Gulf and Levant to North Africa, and increasingly to the
world cinema circles in Europe. From 2004 onwards, at least one
Egyptian film was presented every year at Cannes Film Festival.
And there were serious attempts at participating in innovative
gatherings such as Tribeca in New York and Sundance in Utah.
The same development took place in Egyptian music: innova-
tions (and in many cases refreshing unorthodoxy) in tones,
mixes, melodies and visuals drew more listeners, opened new
markets and generated more revenues. Egyptian music and
artists won the prestigious World Music Award three times
between 1998 and 2007.

Even reading, a long-lost cause in Egypt, has witnessed a
revival. The Arabic (and in many cases illegal) translations of the
Harry Potter books and The Lord of the Rings, the rising penetra-
tion of the Internet in cafés and public spaces, in addition to the
popularity of blogs and chatrooms, triggered an enthusiasm for
reading, writing and critiquing. So far another Naguib Mahfouz,
Yousef Idris!® or even Alaa Al-Aswany'* has not emerged, but
thousands of young writers are experimenting with new themes,
structures and language (an evolution of Egyptian slang).!> One
refreshing example is ‘El Koshary Today’,'6 an English-language
‘fake news website’, modelled on the highly successful satirical
“The Onion’ in the United States, and launched by three twenty-
something Egyptians. With its tongue-in-cheek hilarity and
uproarious directness, El Koshary Today has managed to attract
a dedicated and increasing fan base.

Young Egyptians’ dynamism has also set off a wave of innova-
tion in Egypts business and finance scene. The Egyptian
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computing and information-technology industry, though tiny
in size and highly concentrated in terms of professionals and
entities, boasts excellent education centres (especially at The
American University in Cairo), a number of highly successful
companies with international clientele and sales distribution, and
an increasingly high reputation. Young Egyptians also created
and led the Middle East’s, the Arab world’s and Africa’s most
successful investment bank, private equity firm, telecoms oper-
ator and construction conglomerate — all with spectacular
successes throughout the 2000s. And, more interestingly, even at
the core of the society’s socio-economic life, away from the
industries and sectors that require sophistication, exposure to the
West and access to mega-funding, thousands of young Egyptians
have created tens of thousands of small businesses and enter-
prises in numerous sectors, from small textile workshops to
fast food restaurants, to taxi fleets, to diving centres. By the end
of 2008, Egypt’s Ministry of Trade was processing more than
2,000 new company registrations every week. Adam Smith’s
invisible hand was very much in action throughout the 2000s,
promoting creativity, ingenuity and resourcefulness. There is a
dominant view that Egyptians, as a result of their centuries-old
agricultural culture, are lacking in terms of entrepreneurialism.
In fact, the production of — and trading in — raw cotton, textiles,
dyeing, silk, sugar and wheat gained immense economic import-
ance through Egyptians’ long experience with agriculture and
farming. The concentration of funding in a few centres and
circles, however, has restricted the emergence of an agribusiness
culture in the country.'’

In philanthropy and social investment, too, the new generation
of Egyptians have established a large number of NGOs working
with Egypt’s poor and needy, including the provision of educa-

tional and vocational assistance. Among them are independent
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groups such as Al-Mahrousa and The American University in
Cairo’s Philanthropy Centre. Social work and enterprise extended
to general social and environmental problems, such as efforts of
independent activists to raise awareness of climate change, solve
old Cairo’s severe rubbish problem and confront the problem of
female genital mutilation in poor rural districts.

But young Egyptians’ most important contribution today is not
in cinema, literature, business, philanthropy or social work; it is
in formulating their own definition of Egyptianism, their own
definition of a twenty-first-century Egyptian project. The fragile
channel of communication between the fading generation of the
1950s and 1960s and young Egyptians, and the overall weakening
of ‘brand Egypt’ has encouraged some of the generations taking
the stage to develop their own understanding of their society
and heritage. Some talented young people, depressed by the
devastating decline of Egyptian culture, values, attitudes and
behaviour, leapt over the past fifty years (seeing only troubles
and failures), and embraced Egypt’s liberal experiment of the
1920s, 1930s and 1940s. The tolerance that had characterized
that experiment; the refinement, the beauty, the sophistication
and the civility of the Egyptian society at the time; the
cosmopolitanism of Cairo and Alexandria; and the overall joze de
vivre of the period, intoxicated those searchers for a new identity,
a new understanding of their cultural inheritance.

These young talents sought a confluence between the appeal of
the liberal experiment and the energy that their coming onto the
stage of Egyptian society has unleashed. The 2000s saw a plethora
of films, TV series and novels glorifying and extolling the liberal
experiment, especially its tolerant values, and its relaxed modus
vivendi. One of the most successful TV programmes on a youth-
oriented satellite channel in Egypt in Ramadan 2010 (Egyptian

television’s annual high season) was Kan Yama Kan (roughly ‘was



YOUNG EGYPTIANS

in the past’) — a nostalgic show about Egyptian life and society in
the 1930s and 1940s. The infatuation with the 1920s, 1930s and
1940s extended to a large number of new and exclusive restau-
rants in Cairo and Alexandria where the decor is ‘chic 30s’, the
waiters wear the old fez (tarbouche) and the menus offer ‘classic
Egyptian cuisine’. Those young Egyptians, almost all hailing
from Egypt’s liberal capitalist camp, have been trying to summon
a charming bygone past and superimpose it over the present they
resent.

Some young Islamists, too, have responded to the failure of
their movement by seeking inspiration (or evasion) in history:
the early Islamic society of Medina, the Abbasid era in Baghdad,
the Ummayad era in Andalucia, Saladin’s victories or the great
Mamelukes. A multitude of ‘Islamic preachers’ burst out on
Islamist screens, programmes and chatrooms promoting ‘our
glorious history’, ‘noble values’, ‘the mercy and compassion of
Islam’ and ‘the purity of earlier Islamic societies’. The return to
past glories complemented the Islamic movement’s missionary
zeal in the present and provided it with an emotional counterpart
to liberal nostalgia.

The jump to the past also stemmed from the historical and
contextual vacuum from which Egyptian society suffers. The
country witnessed a continuous process of repudiating the past
and discrediting its leaders. Al-Wafd sidelined all of Saad
Zaghloul’s (and later Mustafa Al-Nahas’s) challengers inside (and
outside) the party — from Adly Yakan Pasha in the 1920s to
Makram Ebeid Pasha in the 1940s. Nasser tarnished the ‘bygone
era’ and silenced all of its men. Sadat sullied the entire Nasserite
project and Nasser himself, throughout the second half of the
1970s, became an open target for state media. The Islamic
movement shunned all of Egypt’s leaders, and its militant side
portrayed many of them as infidels. And recently the liberal
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capitalist elite disassociated itself from all of what has come
before it. Even in culture, the same trend took place: Taha
Hussein, Al-Akkad, Tawfik Al-Hakeem, Naguib Mahfouz,
Yousef Idris, Mohamed Hassanein Heikal and others all were on
the receiving end of serious smearing campaigns.

That discrediting of the past, the rapid transformations of the
society over the past six decades and the major differences
between the various ideologies and projects of the successive eras
has left the people, especially the young, without national givens.
Modern Egypt lacks consensus on any notion, project or person
in its recent history. Its longest conflict in the past seventy years
(the four wars against Israel) today seems meaningless in the
context of an Egypt that is a pillar of the Pax Americana in the
Middle East. The foundations of its revolution (social equality
and the Arab nationalist identity) are remnants of the past,
divorced from today’s realities. Its hero (Nasser) is either adored
or vilified without an objective assessment of his role in the
country’s history. Even its two traditional religions today seem
entangled in a tense relationship. The young lack not only a role
model or a continuous national project to which they belong, but
also a nationally accepted narrative of their past.

Many observers have seen these appeals to the past in the
context of the overarching political struggle in Egypt between
the regime’s liberal capitalists and the Islamic movement: the
creative figures of cinema, music and literature were extolling
liberalism’s values, imposing the remnants of Egypts liberal
experiment on the country; the philanthropists were acting out
of religious consciousness; the private-equity professionals, the
investment bankers and the myriad businessmen (and women)
were associates and junior partners of the regime, while thou-
sands of small and medium-sized businesses were part of the

economic infrastructure of the Islamic movement in the country.
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But that view failed to recognise that the young’s endeavours
were truly independent from the liberal capitalists and the
Islamists; they represented the need of millions of young
Egyptians to rise above their unfortunate situation (including the
struggle between the regime and the Islamic movement) and to
cling to something they could be proud of, some frame of refer-
ence, a skeleton of an identity.

"The more compelling criticism of today’s efforts and contribu-
tions, then, is that most of them are indeed mere skeletons. The
young liberals took from Egypt’s liberal experiment its charming
and polished facade; but they lacked the depth (or the interest)
to delve into the period’s realities. They ignored the plight of
foreign occupation, the central political reality of Egypt’s 1920s,
1930s and 1940s. They overlooked the liberal experiment’s pivotal
intellectual struggle between the Mediterranean-ists who wanted
to place Egypt in Europe and the eastern-ists. They discounted
the dramatic socio-economic gap that marked Egyptian society
then (despite the similarities with today’s situation). And though
their packaging was attractive (such as the high production values
of the TV series and films that espoused the liberal experiment),
they lacked determination and intellectual courage. They invoked
the facades of liberalism; but they did not go further and push for
a confrontation with Salafism and its clinging to the past (as
outstanding liberal intellects such as Taha Hussein had done at the
height of the liberal experiment).

The young Islamists did not fare better. Their selection of
the images of the purity of Prophet Mohamed’s early Islamic
society and the glorious victories of the Abbasids, Saladin and the
Mamelukes was an example of excessive historical subjectivity
that censored history and consciously (or ignorantly) overlooked
the almost continuous embarrassing episodes of blood-letting
and internal struggles. And as was the case with the liberals, the
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young Islamists excelled in packaging: young, soft-spoken,
well-dressed, articulate preachers. But they lacked the solidity,
audacity and scholarly vigour of Islamic thinkers such as
Mohamed Abdou, Al-Akkad or even recently Seleem Al-Awaa or
Gamal Al-Banna, who, courageously, delved into the realities of
Islamic history and experimented with new interpretations.

There were also initiatives by young Nasserites and Arab
nationalists (especially in journalism and literature) advocating a
revival of Egypt’s traditional role in the region. They campaigned
for ‘saving Gaza’, made films honouring the ‘martyrs of the Arab
nation’ and even advocated minor programmes of ‘pan-Arab
unity’; but there wasn’t the depth and sturdiness of Nasser or the
brilliance and composure of Heikal. Their message demonstrated
more noise and passion than a profound understanding of the
Egyptian project.

The youths’ efforts were also internally focused. Their ‘appeals
to the past’ were divorced from any creativity in terms of looking
at the country’s national security or strategic positioning. Neither
the liberals nor the Islamists who sought solace in earlier glamour
and glory put forward serious views regarding Egypt’s approach
to international relations. That was partly the result of the young
people’s exclusion from politics and the tenuous link between
their creativity and enterprise and the experience of the older
generation now leaving the scene. But it was also the result of
languor and indolence. The loudest voices in the young liberals
camp repeatedly idolized ‘liberal, Mediterranean Egypt’ but
failed to define what kind of relationship Mediterranean Egypt
should have with the United States in light of the occupation
of Iraq and Afghanistan, how Egypt should position itself in
(or with regard to) the Arab world and what should be the
dynamics governing the relationship with Israel, given the

deteriorating situation in the Palestinian territories. The young
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Islamists gracefully avoided any discussion of how ‘a return to
our glorious Islamic past’ would affect the country’s foreign
policy, the peace treaty with Israel or, indeed, the implications
of their Islamic calling on Egypt’s Arab or Mediterranean
heritage.

Young Egyptians’ different enterprises are only a few years
old, and have a long way to go. Most of today’s efforts
actually reflect the consequences of the weak links between
the generations, the extremely poor educational system, the
denying of political participation for decades, the oppressing
conservatism, the retreat of liberalism and exposure to the West
and the deteriorating Egyptian culture of the past few decades.
And in their attempts to make sense of their heritage, they have
faced a far harder task than many of their predecessors, so
consuming of the past have Egypts recent decades been. It
would be unfair to compare young Egyptians’ endeavours with
Egypt’s liberal experiment and/or with Nasserite Arab nation-
alism — as some observers have done. The first, as discussed in
Chapter 1, was the outcome of more than half a century of
a comprehensive cultural renaissance, determined efforts at
development and progress and a political and social movement
inspired by ‘catching up with Europe’. Arab nationalism, despite
the strong momentum that Nasser personally represented,
followed more than thirty years of toying with Arabism and
easternism.

"This generation is animated by a passion to escape the failure
it feels it has inherited. Swaths of young Egyptians, across many
sectors (in business, academia, entertainment, social develop-
ment and the arts), dismiss their recent past and present as utter
failures. The economic malfunctioning that has kept more than
40 per cent of the population under the international line of

poverty; the disappointments in foreign policy and the country’s
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international standing; the breakdown in the social contract in
the country; and the feeling of an overarching defeat and almost
total collapse, has driven the young (many of whom have had far
better education and exposure to the wider world than their
parents) to deem the previous generations’ experience bankrupt,
with nothing to offer or learn from.

There is a glaring disconnection between the generations, and
a rejection of the old by the young. This rejection is even notice-
able in fiction for adolescents. Whereas in the 1980s, the most
successful series of this genre was Ragol Al-Mustabeel (an
Egyptianized James Bond, who is part of the state’s General
Intelligence Agency), the 2000s witnessed the emergence of the
rebel hero who snubs the state’s system and society’s norms. To
a large extent, the rise of the new stars of business, finance,
academia, entertainment and journalism has been a displacement
of old norms, leaders and modus operandi, rather than a contin-
uation and building upon of existing structures. In the public
sector, entire management teams (some of them with decent
track records) have been forced into retirement and replaced by
young managers drawn from the private sector. State-owned
banks witnessed a complete makeover with MBA graduates with
stints in investment banks in London and New York replacing
a generation of older bureaucrats. In government, the new 2004
administration was a breakaway from previous ways of working
and thinking. Even in culture (especially in literature and
cinema, two of the very few areas in which recent Egyptian
heritage is commendable), Egypt’s bestselling books and films in
the last few years have been vastly different in terms of style,
themes and even language from traditional Egyptian novels
and films.

Turning to history to borrow from earlier experiences and the

dismissal of the recent past as utter failure reflects a presumption
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that the dynamism of young Egyptians is inherently superior to
that of their predecessors (by virtue of better education and
exposure, and because of the widespread disregard for recent
history and heritage). A prevailing line of thinking is that these
new efforts could pull this ‘failing society’ out of its current
situation and usher in a new promising future; that the new
momentum in business, academia, entertainment, social devel-
opment and the arts will create economic, financial and cultural
centres of excellence in Egypt (in the midst of the poor masses)
which will trigger positive ripple effects throughout the
economy and society, and which in time will lead the country
towards development and progress.

It will be a long and tough path. Almost all the contributions
and initiatives mentioned above — in business, philanthropy and
culture — are top-down, remain divorced from major public influ-
ence and together lack the ability to coalesce into a national
project. They do not touch the vast majority of young Egyptians,
whose main concerns are surviving in daily life, finding work and
social opportunities and acquiring skills. Even geographically,
most of those initiatives are concentrated in Cairo and Alexandria
and some areas in the Delta, detached from the majority of
the country’s youths — for example, far away from Al-Saeed or
Al-Nuba.'® The successful business groups have become the
country’s main employers. The new cultural and artistic wave
has found in Egyptian youths its largest market and fan base.
And even the many philanthropic groups have worked with
thousands of deprived young Egyptians in poor neighbourhoods.
Yet the real involvement of the millions of young Egyptians
remains miniscule. The vast majority of the 45 million Egyptians
under thirty-five years of age are concerned with survival, trapped
in circles of economic suppression and political repression;

new business or work opportunities are beyond not only their
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capacities and acquired skills, but also their understanding; social
work, activism and concern for overall social challenges are luxu-
ries to be dismissed with smiles of scorn and bitterness; and enter-
tainment and culture are taken in small doses when the grind of
daily life permits.!?

This severance between society’s most important dynamics
(which are, invariably, driven by bright young Egyptians) and the
majority of the population is society’s greatest loss. Millions are
prevented by their crippling circumstances from participating in
the most important (and promising) changes their society is
undergoing. Society is thus denied their contribution. The Arab
Human Development Report of 2009 concluded that the young
are insecure in ‘almost all living aspects’; their lives render them
‘hardly free’ to make their own decisions; their socio-political
environments disfavour any meaningful social participation,
whether political or economic; and the abuse of their rights
drives them to reject not only the governing regime, but the
entire society in which they feel imprisoned and humiliated.?°

There are nonetheless some positive trends. For the first time
since the 1950s, the private sector in Egypt now employs more
Egyptians than the public sector. This significant shift coincides
with the regime’s subtle but consistent lifting of the social safety
net that Egyptians have enjoyed since the 1960s. This means that
the prices of staple foodstuffs are increasing (which provoked
serious demonstrations and riots in early 2008); healthcare is
effectively becoming privatized; the government’s guarantee to
create job opportunities for new graduates is all but null and void,;
and the dominant operating mode of the entire economy is
unmistakably capitalist. Many observers highlight the corruption
and vast income differentials that are among the by-products of
these changes. As important, however, is the emergence of a new

and broad-based class of engaged economic agents who partici-
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pate in and have stakes in the country’s economic system. These
businesspeople (owners and shareholders, as well as managers and
employees) are economically independent of the government’s
and the public sector’s schemes, and this encourages a much more
assertive and outspoken attitude towards the elements holding
the country back. It is notable, for example, that new and rela-
tively insignificant associations of small- and medium-sized busi-
ness entities are actively involved in drafting laws, in the tradition
of white papers pursued by Western governments. Also of signifi-
cance is that the government’s new universal tax system is based
on participatory contribution, whereby industry and special-
interest groups have a say in various details and schemes.

The effects of that stakeholder mentality are mounting. It is
common for observers to hail new media and the Internet, satel-
lite TV channels and greater openness to the outside world as
central to the wave of political activism that Egypt has witnessed
since 2003—4 (involving active professional syndicates, flour-
ishing universities and a multitude of bloggers). All true, but
arguably more fundamental is the factor of self-assurance that
comes from being economically independent. The spreading
realization among many young Egyptians (in the higher as well
as lower socio-economic segments) that they will never work
for the government or the public sector — because these are no
longer the main providers in Egyptian society — has been the
trigger of the new activism. That trend is now irreversible — and
is gaining momentum. One of the most important dynamics in
Egypt today is how (no longer if) the private sector and its agents
will transform their economic power into political power.

Another major trend among young Egyptians concerns the
areas where the new Egyptian capitalism meets young people’s
creativity and thirst for change. For example, three investment
funds were launched in 2009 that focus solely on the most
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deprived areas in Al-Saeed; all are managed by thirty-something
young Egyptians who have returned to the country from New
York and London. The information-technology sector in Egypt
is also witnessing a wave of entrepreneurialism, capital invest-
ment and exposure to advanced technologies. The same trend is
taking place in the tourism, food and beverage, transportation,
real-estate and consumables sectors. There is a fusion here of
personal incentive and social improvement that is a potential
source of development and progress.

The country is also experiencing a revival in the role of (and
respect for) civil society. Long ignored and demonized during
the decades of the rise of Islamism, civil society is regaining some
of its lost ground. While the Islamic movement’s (and the
Church’s) social infrastructures continue to be the country’s
most widespread and effective social networks, private groups
are active today in trying to supplement the government’s ailing
public social services. The rise of private universities, busi-
nessmen associations, chambers of commerce, consumer protec-
tion groups and the multitude of independent press and TV
channels that Egypt has seen in the 2000s are part of the trend.
All are assertive of Egyptianism (as opposed to Islamism or
Christianism) in various social aspects and endeavours. For
example, the country’s most generous and sought-after scholar-
ships today are offered by three private, independent trusts,
rather than the government or a religious body; the professional
syndicates and the Judges’ Club front today’s wave of political
activism; the four independent Egyptian newspapers with the
highest circulation (especially among young Egyptians) are
determinedly secular. For example, A/-Dostour; Al-Masry Al-Youm,
Sout Al-Ummab and AIl-Shorouk are able to combine a firmly
secular line with intelligent and invigorating coverage of Islamic

(and Christian) topics of interest.
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Even Islamism is changing. There is a recurring tendency
among analysts to simplify political Islamism by reducing it to
the Muslim Brotherhood; but this is not (as is often stated) the
most important or pervasive Islamic force in the country. This
description more accurately defines the Salafist movements
(discussed in Chapters 1 and 3). Salafists, who regard early pious
Muslims and their communities as exemplary models, command
major followings among young Egyptians. They are not politi-
cally active and have a relatively blank record: no history of
violence, no organizational structure, no manifestos and no
obvious political ambitions, and that is why they are tolerated
(and sometimes encouraged) by the regime; that is also why they
do not feature in news bulletins or reports on the country. Their
influence, however, is many times more than that of organized
political Islam. Their presence has traditionally been much more
diverse than political or militant groups.

Political and militant Islam, as a result of its organizational
structures, has grown through geographic expansion. In the case
of militant Islamism, for example, the growth was from Al-Saeed
(where the police’s presence in the mid- and late 1970s was rela-
tively light) to Cairo and Alexandria. Salafist groups, however,
because they mostly lack organizational structures, expand
haphazardly and rapidly. Salafist thinking, which has been prolif-
erating in Egypt for more than three decades, is based on a reli-
gious view of life and a strict and highly conservative social code,
and inherently advances an Islamist foreign policy. Unlike polit-
ical Islamism, which has clear objectives, Salafism is an abstract
current that is flexible enough to accommodate and absorb
different ambitions and orientations. The accumulating influ-
ence of this significant Salafist sway on Egyptian society is
making many young Egyptians more anti-secular, anti-liberal

and anti-Western.






CHAPTER NINE
CAN THE CENTRE HOLD?

PAYING FOR POWER

‘T look at this country, and I see a plane ready to take oft?’

‘In what direction?’

‘I can see you don’t believe me,” said Faris al-Sanabani, pausing for
another forkful of steak, ‘But we have everything in Yemen!’

The president’s smart public relations supremo, who doubled up as
a wealthy businessman with his own security company and English-
language newspaper, knew at least as well as I did that Yemen had
almost nothing, that its oil and water were running out, that jihadism
was on the rise, that corruption was endemic, southern secessionism a
la mode and, at the time, a fifth Saada war was in the offing. Equally, we
were both aware that the rule of law was a distant dream, the popula-
tion exploding, unemployment running at 40 per cent and the president
spending billions Yemen could not spare on Russian fighter planes.

It was March 2008 and only the previous evening a western diplomat
had told me that, at a recent gathering of his counterparts from other
western embassies, all had agreed that Salih’s removal from power was
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vital if Yemen was to avoid disintegration. But even with him gone,
the diplomat had confided, not one of them had been able to suggest a
plan to reverse the country’s decline. ‘Of course we’d start by raiding
the president’s foreign bank accounts for a few billion dollars, but that
wouldn’t stop the rot,” he had said.

There was clearly no question of Yemen being about to ‘take
off’, although from where al-Sanabani and I were sitting, dining
off steak and chips in a fashionable restaurant in Hadda, a southern
suburb of Sanaa, it was hard to believe the outlook was all gloomy. We
were surrounded by unveiled, wealthy women from the Gulf States
and foreign businessmen; the lighting was low, the air-conditioning
soothing, the service attentive. Looking around me in that oasis of
luxury, I might almost have swallowed al-Sanabani’s ludicrous line if I
had never seen the dreary destitution of towns like Mocha or Marib,
or the squalor of ancient Zabid, if I had not met women who had been
married off at the age of nine, if I had not known that a city as vast as
Taiz had no mains water supply for weeks on end, or that so much of
rural Yemen remained without electricity or that around half the popu-
lation could not read. I dreaded to think what the camps filled with
people fleeing the on—off war in Saada were like, what out-of-bounds
Saada itself looked like.

A mere twenty-minute drive from old Sanaa to wealthy Hadda is a
journey from the third world to the first. Hadda’s clean, quiet avenues
were lined with glamorous eateries and the fortress palaces of the rich
and influential concealed behind high blank walls and iron gates, and
protected by armed guards. I had visited a few of them. A former prime
minister’s home boasted a basement library and a reception room the
size of a hotel conference hall. While lunching at the palatial residence
of a member of Yemen’s upper chamber of parliament, I had learned
that the second power in the land, Brigadier-General Ali Muhsin
al-Ahmar, occupied a neighbouring mansion. Another gigantic
marble-floored palace, the home of a former minister of transport, had
a swimming pool and tennis court. The al-Ahmar clan’s stronghold
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in the capital, a cluster of high-rises in Hadda, was located not far
from the American and British embassies with their anti-al-Qaeda
fortifications. Al-Sanabani himself was proud to have built his own
brand new home in Hadda of stone quarried from a whole mountain
he had purchased near Marib, rather than from cement, and to have
employed a skilled craftsman to create traditional stained glass and
alabaster windows for him. In the main, however, the wealthy of
Hadda seemed to have looked to the architecture of Saudi Arabia and
the Gulf States for inspiration, rather than to Yemen’s famously deco-
rative native style.

In old Sanaa it is much easier to believe oneself in the remote and
mysterious heart of Arabia, in a place with a claim to being the longest
continuously inhabited city on earth, founded by one of Noah’s sons
and visited by the Prophet’s father and son-in-law. Residing in one of
the hundreds of high-rise fortresses fashioned of stone and brick with
decorative frostings of white plaster-work around stained-glass half-
moon windows, with uneven floors and steeply winding central stair-
cases wafted by burning incense, one experiences a style of Yemeni life
far more compellingly attractive than anything on offer in Hadda. In
Hadda there are no sturdy, prettily patterned minarets greeting God’s
new day with a crackle of amplified electronic feedback, before their
muezzins’ preparatory coughs give way to the shattering surround-
sound of the call to prayer. The rich of Hadda are too distant from the
old city to enjoy the full effect of those competing wails mounting to
heaven like the cries of hundreds of prisoners in an overcrowded
dungeon, ricocheting off the nearby mountains and then fading to a
sporadic grumble as more workaday noises start up in the narrow alley-
ways: the roar of engines and the braying of donkeys, the banging on
old wooden doors and shrieking from high windows, all the sounds
and stinks of the souk.

Barring a few restaurants, Hadda after nightfall is silent and dark,
while old Sanaa is at its most seductive, the coloured half-moon
windows of its high-rise palaces aglow with jewel light. After
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ruminating the afternoon away in their above-ground-level niches, on
rolled carpets or battered car seats, with their qat and their bottled
water and their cigarettes, the merchants and carpenters and black-
smiths in the souk are back in business. Each dimly gas-lit niche and
cupboard shop is like a window opened in an advent calendar and, in
the low glow of hissing paraffin lamps, a row of crouching qat sellers
resembles a group of priests engaged in some mysterious pagan rite.
Men returning from the hammam with towels slung over their shoul-
ders and a group of their elders lounging companionably on the steps
of a mosque suggest the closest kind of community life, as does the fact
that if one has visited old Sanaa more than once one is guaranteed to
be recognised and greeted, as if one has never left. ‘You are welcome’
and ‘I love you’ shout the children in the only English they know.
More than anywhere else in Yemen, old Sanaa has the power to
persuade one that 9/11, Osama bin Laden and the global ‘war on
terror’ are just sad, bad figments of the western imagination.

Our first-world Hadda surroundings and even the excellent steak
were not improving al-Sanabani’s spirits. He began railing against
Yemen’s mulish parliament; if the jet plane of Yemen was taking its time
achieving lift-off, if the material gap between Hadda and the rest of
Sanaa, old and new, was showing no sign of narrowing that was because,
in al-Sanabani’s opinion, the ignorant tribesmen who accounted for the
bulk of Yemen’s MPs were refusing to let the government speculate to
accumulate by building a duty-free port at the Bab al-Mandab for
example, or a new pipeline and refinery at Mukalla, or a big duty-free
port north of Hodeidah, near the Saudi border. Al-Sanabani grabbed a
paper napkin and impatiently scribbled a rough map of Yemen with
some pipelines and percentages for me. It was really so simple, he said.
Actually, he could not see any point in Yemen having a parliament.
‘What we need here right now is a dictatorship, not democracy,” he told
me, ‘Carrots and sticks is what it takes. We should just leave people as
they are — illiterate and without electricity — they’ve been that way for
hundreds of years, after all — and just get in the investment from outside
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and make a start on these big projects. That’s the way to get jobs
and growth — He stopped short, belatedly aware of the damage his
cynicism was doing to his cause.

American-educated, impatient with his president’s costly and time-
consuming dancing on snakes’ heads that often looked to him like a
failure of a will to rule, he was tired and out of sorts. A young friend of
his, a deputy of minister of international financial relations named Jalal
al-Yaqoub, might be better placed to convince me of Yemen’s economic
potential, he said. A few days later al-Yaqoub and I duly met, again in
Hadda, in another fashionable establishment called The Coffee Trader,
at an hour of the afternoon when most Yemenis were lounging at home
consuming qat. The American-run café with its authentic Yemeni coffee,
Wif1 connection and pleasant courtyard garden was as outlandishly first
world as the steak restaurant al-Sanabani had taken me to. A threesome
of veiled teenage girls sat hunched and giggling over a single laptop. A
few young men, dressed in jeans and T-shirts lolled in their chairs, idly
scrolling up and down their screens.

In spite of a first, brave assertion that he was ‘tired of whining about
how bad things are’, al-Yaqoub turned out to be far less persuaded of
Yemen’s chances of pulling off an economic miracle than al-Sanabani
had hoped. After a promisingly enthusiastic start — he and Ahmad, the
eldest son of the president, were about to embark on an urgent mission
to the US and Europe in search of skilled and educated compatriots who
could be persuaded to return home to jobs in the higher echelons of the
civil service and government — he slowly succumbed to gloom. It tran-
spired that the proposed bait for these young ex-pats — essentially, ‘your
country needs you’ — was highly unlikely to do the trick, given the level
of remuneration on offer to those they would be relying on to carry out
their commands. As a US-educated deputy minister, al-Yaqoub himself
was guaranteed a basic monthly salary of only $250. ‘You can see now
why no one with any talent wants a job in the civil service,” he grumbled.

Al-Yaqoub repeated what I had heard many times, that no
matter how well-intentioned, western-educated or even well-paid
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government ministers were, they soon discovered there was no effi-
ciently working structure in place to implement their directives, that
any lever they tried to pull would simply come off in their hands. He
explained to me that the true function of the bloated civil service was
not to act as an efficient machine in the service of the government but
simply as a social safety net. Employees were assured of small but
secure salaries in return for doing almost nothing except voting GPC
when general election time came around, and for Salih as president
whenever given the chance. Naturally enough, the inadequacy of their
tiny salaries had led to endemic corruption; one could not procure a
sick note, a passport, a job, or permission to build, for example,
without bribing a civil servant. The judiciary branch of the civil service
was described by 64 per cent of people polled in 2006 as the most
bribe-ridden sector of public life, with cases of judges ruling in favour
of whichever party offered the largest bribe.! Corruption meant that
discontent with Salih’s regime was growing, not just in a south
nostalgic for British and even Marxist law and order, or in remote and
poor Saada, but everywhere.

What al-Yaqoub was saying about the dysfunctional civil service
reminded me of what Abdul Qadr Bajammal, Yemen’s prime minister
between 2001 and 2007, had told me about really only putting in three
hours work a day while in office. Other state employees I had met had
similar tales to tell of chronic underemployment. A former headmaster
confided to me that he had quit his job in disgust on discovering he was
powerless to sack the quarter of his teaching staff who were on the
payroll but had never shown their faces at the school. A tribesman
acquaintance had complained to me that two of his cousins, both full-
time and wealthy qat farmers, were on the army payroll but only
expected to show up for training twice a year. The army, which swal-
lowed around a sixth of Yemen’s GDP, was particularly vulnerable to
corruption. In 2006 it was estimated that perhaps a third of Yemen’s
armed forces were in fact ‘ghost soldiers’ like my acquaintance’s
cousins, for the simple reason that the size of an officer’s budget
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depended on the number of soldiers under his command. Surplus
ghost soldiers’ salaries could be pocketed by the officer and extra kit
sold off for personal profit. The higher echelons of the army, domi-
nated by tribesmen, were at liberty to requisition land for military use
but also to sell it on for private gain, a practice that had aroused partic-
ular anger in the south,? contributing hugely to the prevailing feeling
that it had been ‘occupied’ by the north since the 1994 civil war.
Yemen’s public service wage bill was swallowing 13 per cent of the
country’s GDP in 2000° but 15 per cent of it by 2005, when the World
Bank stepped in to fund a biometric ID system for employees aimed at
eradicating what Salih himself estimated to be a 60,000 strong plague
of ‘double-dippers’ (employees on a number of different payrolls) and
‘chost-workers’ (employees who never appeared).* By mid-2009,
however, it was clear that little progress had been made; an EU
commission had calculated that if both the army and security services
were included in the purge Yemen could easily lose a grand total of
1,200,000 double-dippers and ghost-workers.” By one estimate, there
were 45,000 employees of the PSO in Sanaa alone, some of them
responsible for nothing more taxing than attending qat chews and
spreading the idea that without Salih at the helm, the country would
be lost.% It was equally clear that calling a halt to this thinly disguised
dispensing of largesse by a kind and generous sheikh masquerading as
a modern president would mean Salih agreeing to disband the biggest
constituency with an obvious and solid stake in his remaining at the
helm of a united Yemen. Without his vast army of idle and corrupt but
solidly loyal civil servants, Salih’s credibility as an elected president and
Yemen’s claim to be a democracy would look very flimsy. He would
have no choice but to transform himself into a military dictator.
Judging al-Yaqoub’s mood to be sombre enough already, I forbore
from asking him why Yemen was buying so many MiG-29s from
Russia or why the ministry of finance was not trying to replenish the
state coffers by taxing Yemen’s highest-earning product after oil:
qat. With an estimated one in every seven Yemenis involved in the
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cultivation, distribution or sale of the plant, and 72 per cent of Yemeni
men (33 per cent of Yemeni women) spending almost 10 per cent of
their meagre incomes on it, surely it represented an obvious and
immediate source of revenue, as alcohol or tobacco in any other
country?” A former finance minister had once informed me that
although in theory there was a 10 per cent tax on qat, perhaps only
20 per cent of it was ever collected. A mere 25 million dollars of annual
qat tax revenue could and should have been five times that amount, but
it would not have been easy, of course. There were tales of tribesmen
resisting qat taxation in much the same way as their forebears had
resisted the Ottomans’ tax farmers. One attempt to set up an army
checkpoint to levy the tax on qat-laden passing pick-ups had ended in
chaos, with six soldiers taken hostage and their cars stolen.?

Qat is one political hot potato and diesel is another, but they are
linked. Yemen currently spends $3.5 billion a year — a quarter of its
budget — subsidising 2.9 billion litres of diesel, 70 per cent of which
has to be imported. Thanks to these subsidies, a litre of Yemeni diesel
costs roughly half what it should. Obviously, the arrangement benefits
most Yemeni enterprises, but it also works dangerously to the advan-
tage of two far less deserving groups: qat farmers and white-collar
smugglers. A thirsty plant, accounting for 20 per cent of the country’s
water consumption every year,” qat would be impossible to farm
without recourse to mechanical drills and pumps fuelled by subsidised
diesel because only with their help is it possible to penetrate deep
enough to access the sinking water table. It is fair to say that without
subsidised diesel, qat-farming would not be nearly so lucrative a busi-
ness, and Yemen’s water supply would not be so threatened, and more
arable land might be used for growing food. At least as damagingly, a
steeply rising quantity of subsidised diesel is reportedly being smug-
gled across the Red Sea to the Horn of Africa by high-ranking civil
servants who pocket up to 30 per cent of the original subsidy in the
transaction.!® Urgent demands from foreign donors like the IMF
and the World Bank that these fuel subsidies must be removed
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before the next injection of aid can be received have only resulted in
toppled prime ministers, riots and even deaths, in 1995, 1998 and
again, in 2005. In September 2008, a carefully targeted and limited
lifting of the fuel subsidies caused panic-buying, stockpiling and
such chronic shortages that even the Sanaa public bus service was out
of action.

A combination of bad luck and bad management has left Yemen
dependent on foreign aid and oil for more than three quarters of its
revenue, a risky position, given that neither the price of a barrel of oil
nor the generosity of foreign donors can be controlled or predicted.
"The fact that the country’s oil production is projected to diminish from
its peak of 460,000 barrels a day in 2002 to only 268,000 by 2010 and
that oil revenues had plunged by a catastrophic 75 per cent in the first
quarter of 2009, compared to the same period in 2008, was not Salih’s
fault, although the business environment he had fostered certainly
discouraged prospecting. Nor was the world economic recession and
resulting slashing of aid budgets in the last quarter of the decade Salih’s
doing, but some blame him for the fact that in the spring of 2009 as
much as half the money spent by the state was swallowed up by unaf-
fordable fuel subsidies benefiting not just Yemeni qat farmers and
corrupt officials but also a substantial number of East Africans, and by
the wages of a gigantic surplus of civil servants.!!

Salih’s dancing on the heads of not only tribal sheikhs but civil
servants and qat farmers by buying them, and his turning a blind eye
to the black market in subsidised diesel could only continue while he
had funds. By the end of 2009 signs that the money was starting to run
low were not only visible in the form of aggravated instability but in
Yemen’s steady climb up the index of failing states — from twenty-
fourth to twenty-first, to eighteenth position.!? By the autumn, people
were beginning to imagine how the touchpaper of collapse could
be lit — when he couldn’t pay the wages of the military, some said, by
2012 at the latest.
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YEMEN’S DEMOCRACY

When al-Sanabani veered wildly off his public relations message to
attack Yemen’s parliamentarians and declare in favour of a dictatorship,
I was more surprised by his crediting parliament with any influence
than by his cynicism. In the pecking order of Yemen’s power centres,
the House of Representatives ranked far lower than the technocrat-led
government ministries, which in turn were nowhere near as powerful
as the president and his kinsmen highlander tribesmen who staffed the
top echelons of the military and security establishments.

Western governments had heartily applauded Salih’s decision to
crown the new unity of the Yemens in 1990 with the enfranchisement
of every Yemeni adult, male and female, multiple political parties, a
free press and the makings of a civil society. But Yemenis, at all levels
of society, very soon lost faith and even interest in what even Salih
soon wisely began referring to as the country’s ‘emerging democracy’.
Coming barely a year after the Yemen’s first general election, the 1994
civil war had badly complicated its birth. In second and third general
elections held in 1997 and 2003, the party of the president, the
General People’s Conference (GPC) increased its already generous
lead. Thanks in large part to the first-past-the-post-system, the 123
seats it had won in 1993 became 187 in 1997, when the south’s YSP
boycotted the election, and then soared again to 229 in 2003.1}

Such results were only to be expected, it was said, while the regime
controlled all the broadcast media (overwhelmingly more powerful
than the press in a country with such a low rate of literacy) and while an
army of civil servants directly relied on the state for payment of their
wages, and while it was impossible to tell where the structures of the
state or the regime ended and those of the GPC party began. For by far
the larger part of its twenty-year life therefore, Yemen’s parliament had
been widely and routinely dismissed as window-dressing, only ever
created in the first place because Salih had shrewdly calculated that a
show of democracy — ‘decorative democracy’, as Yemenis called it — was
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a small price to pay for large injections of foreign aid money. The mere
act of holding the 1997 elections, for example, had gained the country
a package of aid equal to the size of the national debt.

But it was not as if he systematically demonstrated the parliament’s
powerlessness by routinely undermining its brave attempts to do its
work. One serious flaw was that MPs — the majority of whom belong
to the president’s GPC, of course — had not been willing or able to
challenge Salih’s micro-management of the country via his direct
control of the finance ministry and the military and security establish-
ments he relied on to ensure his continued hold on power.Yemenis,
MPs included, remained conditioned to the belief that, as in the era of
the last two imams in the north or British colonial rule in the south, all
power was concentrated at the very top. Instead of using parliament as
a forum for calling the government and president to account, for
formulating and passing laws and toeing an agreed party line, Yemeni
MPs tended to treat it as they would any other civil service job, as a
resource from which to extract maximum material benefit for them-
selves. In addition to all this, the adversarial character of western
democracies held little appeal for a society that prided itself on
having evolved a tribal political culture based on avoiding conflict by
recourse to mediation and compromise. From the president down,
Yemenis emphasised consultation, compromise and the inclusiveness
of ‘pluralism’, rather than the confrontation and strict party allegiance
that characterised western democracies. Individual reputations and
family ties continued to carry more weight than political programmes.
"To add to these handicaps, more than a fifth of the MPs elected in
Yemen’s third general election, in 2003, had had no formal education,
which meant they were either illiterate or barely literate,'* a mighty
obstacle to drafting and discussion of legislation and contracts.

I spoke to many who felt they were wasting their time and energies
in Yemen’s parliament. Tariq al-Fadhli, who had been happy to take his
place in the consultative upper house after 1994, lost interest in its
activities as soon as he realised he was powerless to influence the
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regime’s conduct towards the south and had given up attending
its sessions by the time I met him in 2004. A genial Hadhrami lawyer
who had allowed himself to be persuaded to become a deputy speaker
of the lower house was utterly disenchanted after four years in the
post: ‘’'m not running for parliament again because it’s nothing, it
means nothing,” he told me. Hamid al-Ahmar, owner of Yemen’s main
mobile phone network but also a powerful tribesman thanks to his late
father’s position as paramount sheikh of the Hashid tribes and speaker
of parliament, shared his own misgivings about Yemen’s malfunc-
tioning democracy when we met at the large and fashionably glass-
fronted premises of his Sabafon headquarters in early 2008. ‘I'm fed
up now,” he told me, ‘there’s no point in parliament if it continues like
this — when you’ve got about 238 out of 301 MPs belonging to the
GPC, and they’re just there to do whatever he [the president] tells
them to do.’

Like his father before him, Hamid al-Ahmar is a leading member
of the Islah party, which struggles to unite an incoherent array of
Saudi-type Salafists like Sheikh al-Zindani and moderate Muslim
Brotherhood Islamists, and businessmen from the southern highlands,
and conservative northern highland tribal sheikhs like the al-Ahmars
under one umbrella. Deliberately created in 1990 by President Salih’s
most powerful supporters — Hamid’s father and Brigadier-General Ali
Mubhsin al-Ahmar* — to attract voters away from the south’s Marxist
YSP, Islah had taken its time breaking free of its creators and shaping
up into anything even resembling a conventional opposition party.
After the 1994 war it devoted its energies to banning co-educational
classes and sacking female judges in the south, and to opposing the
redevelopment of Aden’s port as a free trade zone on the grounds that
it would attract too many foreign infidels.”> More popularly, Islah
recommended itself by sharing its name with an officially unrelated

*The paramount sheikh’s family and the Brigadier-General share a name but are not
directly related to each other.
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charity that compensated for many of the state’s shortcomings in the
sphere of social welfare. But in the presidential elections of 1999, the
party failed even to field its own candidate.

It was 2005 before Islah began to outgrow its original function as a
shield of the northern highland tribal ruling elite and the southern
highland industrialists in towns like Taiz and Ibb against the old
Marxist threat from the south. In November that year the party
switched allegiances to join forces with the its old enemy, the south’s
YSP, and three other minor parties to oppose the president’s GPC in a
coalition cumbrously named “The Program of the Joint Meeting for
Political and National Reform’ (JMP). Ignoring Islah’s original
founders (Sheikh al-Ahmar, Sheikh al-Zindani and Brigadier-General
Ali Muhsin al-Ahmar), who all remained supporters of President Salih,
the JMP proceeded — admittedly, at the very last moment — to field a
respected southerner, a former oil minister named Faisal bin Shamlan
in the presidential election of 2006. Bin Shamlan went on to achieve a
creditable 22 per cent of the vote. Accounting for most of the JMP,
Islah is currently Yemen’s fastest-growing political party.!®

By the spring of 2009 the JMP was still being described as lacking a
grass-roots base of support, as less a political party than ‘a mechanism
to lobby the government for greater concessions’,!” but its various
component parts could agree that elections scheduled for April that
year needed to be postponed for two years because there was no
consensus with the GPC with regard to tinkering with the constitu-
tion. The GPC favoured keeping the first-past-the-post single-
candidate system, while the JMP demanded a party list system which,
it believed, would foster fairness and transparency. The JMP wanted a
rule compelling voters to vote in their home electoral districts, while
the GPC naturally favoured its surplus army of state workers casting
their ballots en masse, in their government offices and barracks, for
example. If, on the face of it, the postponement looked like a serious
set-back for democracy, the decision was hailed as a victory by the JMP
and tacitly approved as the lesser of two evils by western organisations
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such as the US’s National Democratic Institute, an NGO that has been
anxiously fostering democratic development in Yemen. It was felt that
by refusing to go on serving as window dressing for the regime, by
threatening to boycott the elections, the JMP had finally succeeded in
wrong-footing Salih. At last, the JMP were all agreed that, in Hamid
al-Ahmar’s words, ‘the country’s real problem is the president’.

The following month, in May 2009, on the eve of the nineteenth
anniversary of Yemen’s unification, over a thousand delegates attended
a two-day meeting convened by the JMP and chaired by Hamid al-
Ahmar, to confront the country’s multiple crises: revived secessionism
in the south, the prospect of a sixth Saada war, a lively new al-Qaeda
in the Arabian Peninsula, economic meltdown, electricity cuts, the
rocketing price of flour, and so on. Appropriately, the mood was more
sombre than celebratory: ‘We should observe the event [the anniver-
sary] with development projects rather than military parades,’®
declared the young al-Ahmar, to enthusiastic applause. Needless to say,
Salih’s military parade went ahead the next day. An hour-long proces-
sion of 30,000 troops with their Russian tanks and aeroplanes, the
largest ever seen in Sanaa, marched past the president who was seated
on his rostrum, safely shielded by a bullet-proof glass wall, while down
in Aden a demonstration of 3,000 secessionists was broken up by
police, leaving three dead, thirty wounded and over a hundred under
arrest. By August, Hamid was boldly telling Al-Jazeerah television that
President Salih should step down and be tried for treason, for the
crime of appointing too many of his relatives to high posts.

Signs of Hamid al-Ahmar’s intensifying political activity came as no
surprise. He had played a leading role in Islah’s slow maturing process
and had clearly had his sights set on power by the time I met him in
the spring of 2008. A short but sturdily built man in his early forties,
usually dressed as a tribesman (thowb or futa, jambiyab and sandals) but
with the addition of a Harris tweed jacket to complement a good
command of English gained at a Brighton language school, he had
ushered me into a penthouse office furnished with a large desk, a
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display of antique jambiyahs and photographs of his late father. One of
Sheikh Abdullah al-Ahmar’s nineteen offspring, the third of his ten
sons, Hamid was looking like Islah’s obvious leader-in-waiting but
refusing to be formally appointed. He explained that having risked
loud criticism of President Salih while his beloved father still lived, he
was being careful, missing his father’s influence and protection.

His reluctance to act and confront had seemed to me a graphic illus-
tration of the way Salih’s snake-dancing style of rule had hampered the
country’s movement in a democratic direction but kept the president in
power. Like so many of the larger tribal sheikhs, the al-Ahmar clan have
benefited gigantically by their close association with Salih during the
past three decades. Although Hamid might object to the way in which
Salih was running the country, he would need to think twice before
biting the hand that had been feeding him and his brothers the pick of
lucrative agencies for foreign firms, for example. Nevertheless, over a
lavish lunch spread for us on his boardroom table, he confided his ambi-
tion to be the next Yemeni to try his luck at ruling Yemen. I’'m proud
and willing to do the job’ he told me, ‘When you want to help your
country, you don’t count the danger.” If push (playing by the rules of
modern democracy by getting elected) ever came to shove (mounting a
traditional tribal armed rebellion in the manner of his Zaydi forbears)
he would only, as he put it, ‘need to phone about a hundred people to
rally about 50,000 fighters’ to his cause. Not that he was planning to
take the ‘shove’ route to power, but he worried Salih might try and
change the constitution’s goal-posts by permitting himself another term
as president, after his present one expired in 2013.

Hamid would not be satisfied, as his father had been, with exerting
power and influence in the background, comfortable in the knowledge
that he was ‘not directly responsible for the hunger and suffering of the
people’. His experience as a modern businessman meant that he was
used to wielding direct power and taking direct responsibility, to
saying what he meant and meaning what he said. My first thought was
that, frustrated by the slow and disorganised pace of ordinary Yemeni
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life and by the endless and expensive task of balancing disparate inter-
ests, by the old need to dance on snakes’ heads, he would soon lose
patience and turn tyrannical. By the time we had finished tearing at a
leg of lamb and scooping at a dish of honey pudding together, however,
his quick intelligence and sense of humour had persuaded me other-
wise and, by the time I left the premises, I believed that Yemenis could
do a lot worse than elect such a likeable blend of both the traditional
and the modern Yemen as their president.

Subsequently, I met a number of not just northerners but south-
erners too who told me they respected and trusted Hamid al-Ahmar,
in spite of his family’s position at the very apex of the northern
highlander military-tribal ascendancy. One southerner judged him
‘certainly not worse’ than Salih, while another praised him as ‘politi-
cally sober’ and by far the best-educated member of his family. But
others, northerners more closely acquainted with him, relayed tales
of his thuggish business practices, of the ways in which he had abused
his position to enrich himself and once badly sullied his democratic
credentials by helping himself to some ballot boxes at gunpoint in
Hajja, back in 1993.

In the evening of the day of that boardroom lunch, the affable and
Yale University-educated Abdul Karim al-Iryani, a leading member of
the GPC who had served as both foreign and prime minister, a
member of the gadhi rather than the tribesman class, wasted no time in
pouring cold water on my claim that I might have lunched with
Yemen’s next president. ‘I very much hope not!” he declared, ‘I don’t
doubt he’s a good businessman, but if he was president he would just
put members of his own tribe in power, and the Hashid are the biggest,
as you know. It would be even worse than what we have now!’

THE DANCER

An essence of that ‘what we have now’ had been memorably captured
in a larger than life-size oil painting adorning the atrium hallway of the
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GPC'’s central office in Sanaa. It was a portrait of President Salih, but
unlike any I had seen before.

Framed portraits of Yemen’s short but reasonably good-looking
leader grace almost every home and public building in the country but
are especially visible on the sides and roofs of public buildings in Aden,
which favour an image of him head down, writing, hard at work. Others
depict him in a variety of costumes: in tribal head-dress, thowb and
Jjambiyah, in a western-style dark suit, pale blue shirt and plain te, in
military uniform, or even — by 2009 — bespectacled, tweed-jacketed and
smiling in an approachably avuncular fashion. Although, as on a giant
billboard on the road from Sanaa into Hodeidah, he is as gamely grin-
ning as if he were advertising toothpaste, his expression is usually
sombre, his brow knitted in visionary thought and his jaw firmly tilted
forward. In this particular oil painting, however, he is dressed in a
lounge suit and unsmiling but seated astride a richly caparisoned
chestnut steed against a pitch black background enlivened by arcs of
colourfully exploding fireworks. His shop mannequin stiffness and an
outsize pair of dark glasses suggest both wilful blindness and a sinister
power. I guessed the artist was obliquely criticising a leader who had
deliberately blinded himself to his people’s sufferings but, if I was right,
the critique was too subtle to have hit its mark; the masterful satire was
hanging there in pride of place where every GPC functionary who
worked in the building would pass by it every day. It was hard to blame
the artist for erring on the side of caution, however. Jokes at the expense
of President Salih have been known to have serious consequences.

Salih’s entourage had targeted Yemen’s funniest satirist, Fahd al-
Qarni, a young actor from Taiz, as a particularly dangerous snake. An
active member of Islah, al-Qarni was hurled in jail for the third time in
as many years for allegedly insulting the president and fanning the fires
of southern separatism with his jokes. A cassette recording of his song
‘Fed Up’ first landed him behind bars during the presidential elections
of 2006. In the summer of 2008, shortly before he went on trial again,
a convoy of a hundred cars filled with al-Qarni’s fans journeyed from
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Hadhramaut to Taiz for a protest sit-in outside the courthouse, only to
endure beatings by the police. The next day, treated by the prosecution
to a recording of a skit featuring a clueless but reckless taxi driver with
a voice identical to that of the president, the courtroom dissolved in
helpless laughter, but al-Qarni was sentenced to eighteen months
in jail and a large fine. Unrepentant but amnestied by the president in
September, he was briefly rearrested in February 2009 for the same
crime, before being released again.

Although Yemen has rejoiced in a press that is freer than that of any
of her neighbours since 1990, there are subjects better left untouched by
journalists who value their skins. They have learned by trial and error
not to delve into four key topics: the president’s family and especially the
question of whether his eldest son Ahmad will succeed him; the country’s
sovereignty with reference to secessionism in the south and the rebellion
in the north-west; religion; and the military. In 2005 the correspondent
for the London-based A/-Quds al-Arabi’s uncovering of a corrupt trade
in fighter-plane spare parts that had accounted for a number of MiG-29
crashes cost him two days’ detention by air force high command and a
night of interrogation, until President Salih himself ordered his release.
The case of Khaled al-Khaiwani, a newspaper editor trying to report on
subjects like Yemen’s jails and the Saada war, was eventually taken up
by Amnesty International. In 2004 al-Khaiwani spent a year in jail for
insulting the president. Amnestied in 2005, he was rearrested in 2007 —
snatched off a Sanaa street by masked PSO gunmen in a Toyota Land
Cruiser — thrown into their security service jail and beaten up, before
being amnestied again. In 2008 he was rearrested and sentenced to six
years behind bars, but once again pardoned by Salih. His rearrest in
January 2009 raised a storm of international protest and yet again he was
pardoned, after receiving Amnesty International’s Award for Journalism
Under Threat. The closure of Aden’s independent a/-Ayyam newspaper
in May 2009 and a physical attack on the paper’s offices served as a tacit
acknowledgement by Sanaa of the power of the written press to promote
separatism in Yemen’s second city.
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Frequent arrests, amnesties and rearrests of political dissidents,
whether they are journalists like al-Khaiwani, or comedians like
al-Qarni, or southern secessionists like young Ahmad bin Ferid, or
jihadists like the men who attacked the USS Cole, furnish useful proof
that not only is Salih not an all-powerful dictator but he is also far from
being a bloodthirsty tyrant in the mould of Saddam Hussein or Imam
Ahmad, for example. Nor does the secret of his survival in power lie in
a monopoly over the country’s means of coercion. How could it when
there are reportedly an average of three guns in circulation for every
Yemeni man, woman and child and when many of the larger tribes
boast their own arsenals of even heavy weaponry? And it was certainly
not attributable to his having steadily improved his people’s living
standards, let alone to his having firmly established the rule of law.

"Two Sanaani women I spoke to, both of them educated to university
level, were inclined to blame his entourage rather than Salih himself —
the evil counsellors, rather than the king himself — for their country’s
many problems. While one male civil servant swiftly diagnosed the
president’s problem by saying ‘he still has a 1970s mentality’, his female
colleague, a schoolteacher, insisted that as a woman she was grateful to
Salih — ‘thanks to him, I can work, I can sit in Parliament, and it may be
difficult but there is no law to say that I can’t sit in a car with a man who
is not from my family.” Back came her male colleague’s reply, ‘All right,
he has given us some freedoms. For example, we are free to talk, but as
that old man once complained to him on television “You [Salih] have
taken the sticking plaster off our lips and stuffed it in your ears!” What
good is being able to talk when the one with the power is not listening?’

Southerners with direct, personal knowledge of Salih tend to be far
more critical of him, although all agreed that he was ‘charming’ and
emphasised his lack of self-importance, his unrivalled ‘common touch’.
A wealthy resident of Hadda, a southerner and government minister,
thought hard before attempting to describe him. ‘When he speaks to
you he gives you his full attention and you are the only person in his
world. He is very, very intelligent, and he has a unique memory, and he



CAN THE CENTRE HOLD?

is not a bloodthirsty person,” was how he began. ‘But he is one of the
best liars on this earth,” was how he ended. The verdict of a fellow
southerner, a Hadhrami lawyer, was harsher still; he compared Salih to
past imams who surrounded themselves with incompetent nonentities:
‘He barely has a primary school education which means that he has an
inferiority complex, so the last thing he wants is brilliant people around
him.” An Adeni newspaper editor revealed that a far from charming
Salih, an enraged and whisky-sozzled Salih, was in the habit of tele-
phoning the paper late at night to dispute the contents of his front page,
especially any coverage of unrest in the south. Abdullah Al-Asnag, the
clever leader of the Adeni trade unions in the turbulent years before the
British departed, who subsequently served as a minister in YAR govern-
ments under al-Iryani, al-Hamdi and al-Ghashmi as well as being
adviser to Salih until 1984, confined his comment to a single sentence:
‘Ignorance combined with arrogance is the end of the world.’

Most Yemenis — both admirers and critics — had no trouble acknowl-
edging that the real key to Salih’s success has been his uncannily acute
understanding and encyclopaedic knowledge of Yemen’s tribal society.
It is his intuitive sense that he must only ever be perceived as behaving
in the manner of a wise and just sheikh — mediating, balancing, recon-
ciling, co-opting, rewarding, forgiving — that (alongside his access to
the oil revenues since 1986) has preserved him from the fate of his two
predecessors for so long.

No one disputes that for an uneducated tribesman with only a decent
career in the army to recommend him, Salih has done astonishingly well.
But there are clear signs that at the age of sixty-eight (he was born in
March 1942), and with funds running short, he is flagging. As the
sickness created by Yemen’s chronic and interrelated and multiplying
problems grows ever less curable by recourse to the sticking plasters of
bribery and promises, as the complex demands of running a modern
state proliferate and the money begins to run out, his hold on power
is perceived to be slipping. As early as November 2005 his nervous
entourage were shielding him from the shaming news that, owing to
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Yemen’s failure to meet various good governance criteria, Washington
was withholding some $30 million of aid. Certainly, his fuse was shorter
than it had been, his patience with dissent much more limited. In the
spring of 2008 he shocked and disgusted ordinary Yemenis by using the
occasion of a Festival of Camels and Horsemanship in the Tihaman port
city of Hodeidah to tell those threatening the country’s integrity, ‘Our
slogan is unity or death and he who does not like this, let him drink from
the Red Sea and the Arabian Sea.’’” At around the same time a govern-
ment minister told me, ‘Until about a year ago it looked as if he was still
the strong man with all the strings in his hands. Now it’s different. He
issues the orders, but they’re not being fulfilled. The people around him
are doing what they want’ — abusing their power to act with his authority.

I recalled Ahmad al-Fadhli musing along the same lines during one
of our chats at his banana farm; ‘the bugs in your own shirt are the ones
that can really hurt you’, was how he had put it.

THE BUGS IN HIS SHIRT

The ‘bugs’ in President Salih’s shirt are arranged in three concentric
rings. First comes immediate family, his own children and his nephews
who belong to the Bayt al-Affash clan of the Sanhan tribe, which itself
is a member of the larger Hashid Federation. The next ring comprises
other members of the Sanhan tribe belonging to the al-Qadhi clan, who
include two half-brothers and his distant cousin Brigadier-General
Ali Muhsin al-Ahmar. Both these Sanhan clans regard their rural heart-
land as the village of Bayt al-Ahmar, a half-hour drive to the east of
Sanaa, where Salih was raised and has built himself a large residence.
Beyond these two innermost circles are other Sanhanis and members of
his predecessor al-Ghashmi’s Hamdan-Sanaa tribe, which also belongs
to the larger Hashid Federation of the Zaydi northern highlands.
These widening circles of people who not only hold high positions
in the presidential household and offices but crucially in the military
and security establishments while heading lucrative enterprises and
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acting as local agents for foreign corporations, are the guarantors of his
security. For the time being too many people still have too vested an
interest in Salih continuing in the post of president to mount a coup
d’etat. As one member of the upper house of Yemen’s parliament put it
to me, ‘If something happens to the president, they’ll all suffer too, so
they let him be.” However, the cost of maintaining these concentric
circles, especially of his defensive ramparts in the army, security service
and personal guard, is considerable; officially declared to account for
25.4 per cent of the annual budget in 2003, it is unofficially estimated
by foreign observers to be nearer the 40 per cent mark.?’

Of Salih’s immediate, close family, little is generally known beyond
the fact that he has three wives, ten daughters and seven sons. Among
his seven sons there is his eldest son Ahmad, an affable and unpreten-
tious person by all accounts but inclined to dissolute behaviour and
lacking in charisma, who heads both the elite Special Forces and the
Republican Guards and has long been viewed, though not welcomed,
as Salih’s heir apparent. Muhammad Duwayd, the husband of his
daughter Saba, is in charge of the all-important Secretariat of the
Presidential Palace. One nephew, Amar Mohammed Abdullah Salih, is
deputy head of the National Security Bureau (NSB) and reputed to
be a man western counter-terrorism agencies can do business with.
Another nephew, named Tarig Mohammed Abdullah Salih, commands
the president’s close protection force and is the third most powerful
officer in the army. Yet another, Yahya Mohammed Abdullah Salih, is
the Staff Officer of the Central Security forces.

An attempt to get a feel for the inner circles of bugs infesting Salih’s
shirt by driving through the village of Bayt al-Ahmar with Walid one late
afternoon in 2008 ended in failure, with Walid badly unnerved by a pair
of sleek young men in plain clothes appearing from almost nowhere to
politely forbid us to drive any further up the road or even to try to
photograph the president’s country residence, which includes a hand-
some domed mosque. The way one of them scribbled our car registra-
tion number on the back of his hand was what rattled Walid. Most of
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the top echelons of Yemen’s defence establishment hail from Bayt-al
Ahmar, including the Commander of the Air Force, Mohammed Salih
al-Ahmar, and Brigadier-General Ali Salih al-Ahmar, the chief of staff of
the general army command and, most importantly of all, the man reck-
oned to be the second most powerful person in the country, the
commander of the north-western military sector which includes Saada
and Sanaa, Brigadier-General Ali Muhsin al-Ahmar.

When Yemenis lounge at their qat chews, pondering how a future
without President Salih might look, the brigadier-general’s name
is always mentioned, and the assumption usually made that he would
be far more tolerant of Islamists of most stripes — from mildly Muslim
Brotherhood to Saudi Wahhabi style, and perhaps even dyed-in-the-
wool jihadists of the al-Qaeda persuasion. He had facilitated the passage
of jihadists to the war in Afghanistan in the 1980s, remained close to
Tariq al-Fadhli, married his sister and recruited him to the cause of
unity on the side of the north in the civil war of 1994, and gone on to
supervise the funnelling of Yemeni jihadists to Iraq after 2003.

As early as 2002, when the American author Robert Kaplan was in
Yemen researching a book on the American military abroad, it had
been clear that thanks to Brigadier-General Ali Muhsin al-Ahmar the
country was quietly circumventing President George W. Bush’s belli-
cose war cry of ‘you're either with us or against us’. Instead, it was
spreading its risk by being both for and against, much as the YAR
had sided with the West against Marxism during the Cold War while
looking to the USSR for its armaments. Kaplan wrote: ‘it was Ali
Mubhsen’s ties to the radicals that gave the president the political
protection he needed to move closer to the Americans — temporarily
that is. And also to distance himself from the Americans swiftly and
credibly if that, too, became necessary.”?! It was also Brigadier-General
al-Ahmar who brokered the deal that kept Yemen almost free from
jihadist incidents between 2003 and 2007; if the jihadists refrained
from attacking targets inside Yemen, then Yemen would neither hunt
them down or extradite them to the US.
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But the breakdown of the tacit agreement with the jihadists after 2007
and subsequent attacks by an Iraq-hardened generation of al-Qaeda like-
wise damaged his credibility among the other bugs in Salih’s shirt, let
alone with the general population. Some believe the brigadier-general
and the president — both Sanhani tribesmen of the Hashid northern
highlander tribal federation, but from different clans — long ago agreed
that the former would replace the latter when the time was ripe, but that
Salih has reneged on the deal by setting out, like the imams before him,
to groom his son for the succession. Such people viewed all Yemen’s
troubles through a highly personalised prism of a two-man rivalry
resembling that of Octavian and Mark Antony, or Tony Blair and
Gordon Brown. For example, if Salih had used his son’s Republican
Guard up in Saada to humiliate Ali Muhsin’s regular army, Ali Muhsin
was getting his own back by encouraging his old friend and brother-in-
law, Tariq al-Fadhli, to whip up trouble in the south.

By the end of 2009, no one and nothing looked strong enough to
reverse Yemen’s decline as a useful ally of the West or its rise as a jihadist
stronghold. Thanks to southern separatism and the al-Huthi rebellion
threatening the integrity of the country and Salih’s apparent inability to
tackle either with anything but force, events looked closer to boiling
point than they had done since the civil war of 1994. Those accustomed
to watching Yemen, as Kremlinologists once watched Moscow, knew
that not only at qat chews in Sanaa and Aden and Mukalla and Taiz and
Ibb, but among the diaspora all over the Gulf and beyond, in Britain
and the United States, talks were being had, soundings being taken,
new and improbable alliances being forged. While western intelligence
agencies and think-tanks vaguely and gloomily forecast that a power
vacuum and chaos in Yemen would open the door to a jihadist takeover
and an important victory for al-Qaeda that might destabilise Saudi
Arabia and so threaten the rest of the world, Yemenis able to afford the
luxury of thinking about anything but their immediate daily needs felt
themselves to be participating in a real and current, not an imagined
and future, drama: the disintegration of their country.
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