Stepan Grigoryan, political scientist

What is happening now in the Arab world and in Africa?

The events of January 2011 in the Arab world and in Africa will have serious consequences for the international community. These events are not coincidental and were prepared for a few years.

What is happening in Sudan, Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen and Jordan (I believe that in a few days that list will become larger)?

It may be suggested that now a new phase of ‘liberation movement’ has started. In the 1950-70s in Africa decolonisation occurred; in some cases, former colonisers voluntarily granted independence to ex-colonies. Now that process is going on, but the struggle is not against external enemies – colonising powers, rather against internal enemies – totalitarian regimes. The peoples now struggle for democratic freedoms against local ‘colonisers’.
Let us underline two directions of development:

1. Struggle for democratic order and for more just distribution of resources, together with liberation from dictatorships. In cases when in a given country there are no significant national and religious minorities (like in Tunisia and Yemen), the main slogans of the opposition and disappointed masses are immediate resignation of dictators, democratisation, anti-corruption measures, free elections etc. Since the gap between rich and poor in these countries is huge, and the ruling regimes have been suppressing any expression of pluralism and alternative political activity during 20-30 years, the struggle has been harsh. President of Tunisia Ben Ali had to flee the country after mass protests in January 2011.
2. The struggle for independence by means of self-determination and referenda, as happened in Eritrea and Southern Sudan. When there are significant national and religious minorities, their dispute with the central authorities may lead to armed conflicts or, in extreme cases, to genocide. In Sudan, for instance, Christian South splits from Muslim North, as a consequence of the murderous events of 2003, when in short time North’s police forces exterminated more than 300,000 Christians in the South. And after the 2011 referendum under the aegis of the United Nations, birth of a new state in Africa is visible. Interestingly, in the recent few days in the North of Sudan demonstrations took place, when youth demanded reforms.
So, in the Arab world and in Africa serious processes are going on, and it is obvious that the peoples of those countries want change, democracy, development of parliamentary systems, real anti-corruption measures (in Egypt, Tunisia, Yemen, Jordan). Some peoples want to secede from the central authorities (South Sudan). And, it may be argued, the attitude of the international community, principally, the US and EU, is very important.
In the situation when 82-year-old Hosni Mubarak of Egypt orders his police and security forces to shoot on the demonstrators (during the first days of protests 150 to 300 people were killed, according to different estimates), and then, on February 2 security agents don civilian clothes and organise provocations against peaceful demonstrators in Cairo and Alexandria, Mubarak should become an acceptable figure for democratic countries. The US and EU should impose sanctions on the representatives of regime, who shoot on the citizens and otherwise exploited violence. Such sanctions have been rightfully imposed on President of Belarus Alexander Lukashenka and his immediate entourage, although in Belarus there were no deaths during the protest campaign.

Probably, Mubarak should be strongly warned about the need to pass the power immediately to the opposition coalition, which organised peaceful ‘million march’ on February 1 (by different estimates, 2 to 4 million people participated).
Unfortunately, the US administration and EU made weak statements on January 30 and 31 and on February 1, which gave Mubarak some hope and in his February 1 address he refused to resign, as he became sure that his crimes would remain unpunished. Quite positively, on February 2 Germany, France and the UK made clear statements about the need of power transfer.
For those in US and EU, who do not understand the situation in Egypt very well, it may be noted that holding on the unpopular dictator and opposition to the transfer of power to moderate opposition (particularly, Nobel Prize laureate Mohammad El Baradei) would only increase negative sentiments against the West, mainly against the US, in the Arab world, and would radicalise the Egyptian society, so in short-term perspective radical political forces would gain more influence.
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