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Iran cracks down
on protesters

D

espite desperate attempts by
Iranian authorities to minimise
their importance, street protests in
more than 50 towns and cities sent
a damning message to the clerical
establishment.
That it is left shaken is obvious.
Despite Iranian President Hassan Rohani’s claim
of tolerating Iranians’ right to protest, Tehran has
cracked down hard. The commander of the
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC),
Major-General Mohammad Ali Jafari, sent armed
forces to Isfahan, Lorestan and Hamadan provinces to thwart “the new sedition.”
Mousa Ghazanfarabadi, head of Tehran’s
Revolutionary Court, threatened the death
penalty even as he equated the demonstrations
with “waging war against God.” It switched off
messaging apps, such as Telegram, and virtual
private networks — VPNs — that bypass internet
restrictions.
Amnesty International reported on January 4
that “more than 1,000 people have been arrested
and detained in jails notorious for torture.”
Even if they manage to muzzle their population, however, the authorities will have to reckon
with the new realities laid bare by the protests.
The demonstrators showed that many Iranians
are no longer in awe of the cult of extreme
veneration of the supreme leader — 78-year-old
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei — and other senior
clerics. Some even shouted nostalgic slogans that
referred to Iran’s last shah, Reza Pahlavi.
The protests, triggered by rising food prices and
economic grievances, evolved into something
broader. They have become an expression of
hostility to the political power enjoyed by the
clerics, as well as their policies at home and
abroad.
The protesters showed themselves to be
resentful of profligate and corrupt practices of
those at the very top of the pyramid of power.
Rohani was re-elected last year on a promise of
greater prosperity for the many but poor Iranians
have not benefited much. The 2015 lifting of
sanctions in exchange for a curbed Iranian
nuclear programme has not yielded the promised
economic benefits.
Iran’s economy remains hamstrung by such
structural problems as the vast control exerted by
the IRGC in almost every sector of economic
activity.
Charities and front companies connected to the
IRGC operate opaquely and with impunity. Iran’s
ruling class imports thousands of luxury cars
each year.
The resentment over Iran’s costly adventures
abroad has been palpable. Demonstrators
chanted: “Leave Syria, remember us.” Iran has
allocated billions of dollars to back its allies and
proxies in Syria, as well as in Iraq, Yemen,
Lebanon, Bahrain, Gaza and elsewhere. The
domestic costs of this foreign adventurism are
woefully apparent.

Hopes for the new year

A

s 2018 begins, the hope is it ushers
in a new era of peace, progress and
prosperity in the Arab world.
For such an ambitious wish to
come true, three conditions need
to be met:
• The ongoing war and civil
strife must end. Thus far, this has seemed a
dream too far. Negotiations have faltered — or
been a non-starter — because a zero-sum culture
predominates, especially among politicians and
warlords. Interference by regional and global
powers has made matters worse. Iran’s sectarian
meddling is a case in point.
Even so, the Arab world has only itself to blame
for allowing the wider world to exert so much
leverage.
The hope is that with the defeat of the Islamic
State (ISIS), a new (and less bloody) chapter could
begin in the Middle East and North Africa.
• There should be a new focus on reconstruction and socio-economic development.
It’s not too early to think about a coordinated
Arab effort to rebuild war-ravaged countries in
the region. There is an urgent need for economic
reform. Economic diversification and the
introduction of a value added tax (VAT) in the
Gulf region is an example of the steps needed to
wean countries off their dependence on oil. Far
more is needed to tackle the mindset of entitlement.
• A stronger momentum for social progress.
This requires far-reaching educational reform
that allows young people to acquire professional
skills that prepare them adequately for adult life.
Young Arabs must be equipped with the tools of
modernity — knowledge of science and technology, of course, but also a spirit of pragmatism and
openness to the world.
Youth is a solid reason for optimism about the
future of the Arab world. An opinion poll by the
German Friedrich Ebert Foundation indicated
that no less than 65% of Arab youth said they
were optimistic about the future. That optimism
will be warranted if the Arab world invests
in its youth.
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Celebrating Amazigh
culture in the Maghreb
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is a Tunisian writer and political analyst.
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Authorities in the Maghreb countries are aware that guaranteeing citizenship
rights to all citizens is the best defence against insubordination.

ith the beginning
of every new
calendar year,
we hear Amazigh
(Berber) voices
demanding to
add the Amazigh calendar to the list
alongside the Gregorian and Hijri
calendars in North African countries.
Such requests are usually looked
at by authorities as part of the usual
package of Amazigh demands for
cultural recognition raised by
activists around January 13 every
year. They express the Amazigh
efforts to be part of the public
sphere in their respective countries
as well as their perseverance in
trying to revive and preserve the
Amazigh heritage.
The decision by the Algerian
authorities to declare the Amazigh
New Year an official holiday in
Algeria has, paradoxically, resulted
in increased demands by the
Amazigh populations in the
Maghreb countries. In general,
given regional and international
contexts, authorities prefer to
contain minority demands for a
bigger share by increased rights
before resorting to partitioning
solutions or to restoring unity by
force.
We would not be far from the
truth when we say that the third
millennium ushered in a new era of
Amazigh revivalism in the Maghreb
countries. Morocco was the first to
initiate the process of guaranteeing
citizenship rights for its Amazigh
population.
In his 2001 Agadir speech, King
Mohammed VI touched on those
rights. Morocco’s 2012 constitution
recognised Amazigh culture as a
component of Morocco’s national
identity and Berber as an official
language alongside Arabic. In 2001,
a royal decree created the Royal
Institute of the Amazigh Culture in
Rabat as a public institution
responsible for preserving and
reviving all aspects of Amazigh
culture and language.
Algiers followed suit and
implemented actions and decisions
to reinforce Amazigh rights in
Algeria. The Algerian constitution
recognised Amazigh culture and
Algerian authorities created a

television channel dedicated to
programmes in Berber and established the High Commission for
Amazigh Identity.
Despite the raging civil strife in
Libya, the reconciliatory approach
to the situation in Libya carries
with it the necessity for the
country’s new constitution to
recognise the Amazigh language
and culture as part of the official
aspects of the new Libya.
In Tunisia, however, it is difficult
to speak of the existence of an
Amazigh or a Berber problem. One
cannot even speak of the existence
of an Amazigh minority by the
usual standards defining minority.
Nevertheless, active Amazigh civil
society associations exist and are
pushing for the official recognition
of the Amazigh language in Tunisia.
The above facts indicate that
authorities in the Maghreb countries are aware that guaranteeing
citizenship rights to all citizens is
the best defence against insubordination. It is true that each country
in the Maghreb has chosen its own
path in dealing with ethnic minorities and their identity angst.
In the end, however, they all
opted for a soft approach to contain
their Amazigh problem by granting
special rights and recognising
Amazigh culture and language.
Algeria and Morocco have gone
beyond the phase of identity
debate and guaranteed minorities’
rights in their constitutions. By
doing so, they have widened the
concepts of citizenship, culture and
social fabric in the Maghreb.
Algiers was the first to declare
the Amazigh New Year as an official
holiday. Rabat will certainly follow
suit soon and even Tunis and
Tripoli might join in the trend.
Amazigh associations in Tunisia
and Morocco have made official
requests to copy the Algerian
initiative. Tunisian Minister for
Human Rights Mehdi Ben Gharbia
used a speech to the Human Rights
Council in Geneva to wish Tunisia’s
Amazigh minority a happy new
Amazigh year.
On closer examination, the
Algerian decision might have been
hastened by specific regional and
international events. In Iraq, Spain
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and even Nigeria and Cameroon
relations between the central
authorities and far-away provinces
have been seriously tested.
Algerian authorities might have
decided to pre-empt any secession
demands driven by identity and
economic issues.
Authorities in the Maghreb
countries understand that
marginalised cultures and weak
regional economies are breeding
ground for secessionist movements. They have seen it happen
in Sudan and in Iraq. Even if
secession did not succeed in
Catalonia, there are no signs yet
that unity will be restored there.
Rabat quickly understood that
message as it dealt with social
unrest in Morocco’s Rif region and
so did Algeria as it dealt with
similar situations in Tizi Ouzou,
Oran and Tlemcen. Nobody
questioned those regions’ right to
a fair share in economic development. Still, the threat of disunity
in the Maghreb countries lurks
about from within and from
outside.
Recognising minority rights in
the Maghreb carries potential
risks. For one thing, it might lead
to creating a strong local identity
that might start competing and
even challenging the dominant
Arab-Islamic identity. It is crucial,
therefore, that the Amazigh
minorities realise that success in
their battle for recognition is
contingent on their acceptance of
the other components of the
national identity in their countries.
Second, accepting to officially
celebrate the Amazigh New Year
might give some Amazigh extremists an appetite for more cultural
concessions based on their Berber
historical heritage.
For the anecdote, the people of
the Great Maghreb do not seem to
realise that the Amazigh calendar
is no other than the agrarian
almanac regulating a farmer’s
relations with earth, weather and
crops. In the end, however, a
shared culture deepens citizenship
feelings and citizenship rights
guard against disloyalty to
the nation.

