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This article is Part 3 in the series, “North Africa and the Global Political Awakening.”

Part 1: Are We Witnessing the Start of a Global Revolution?

Part 2: America’s Strategic Repression of the ‘Arab Awakening’

It  has  been  a  month  since  President  and  dictator  Zine  El  Abidine  Ben  Ali  fled  Tunisia,
sparking the civil disobedience and protests that have since resulted in the fall of one of the
Arab world’s strongest and most long-lasting dictators, Hosni Mubarak. Yet, where does
Tunisia stand today, and where is it headed in the future?

In Part 1 of this series, I  asked the question, “Are we witnessing the start of a global
revolution?” I concluded that we are seeing the emergence of a powerful phase in what will
be a long road to world revolution, spurred on largely by what is referred to as the ‘Global
Political  Awakening.’  The ‘Awakening’ is driven by the information and communications
revolutions, in which people around the world, and in particular in the ‘Third World’ have
become increasingly aware of their lack of freedom, economic exploitation, oppression and
disrespect. Specifically, the educated youth are the driving force, and the quest for human
dignity is the driving impetus.

In Part 2 of this series, I analyzed how American imperial strategy has changed in the past
several years to support democratization in the Arab world, not out of any humanitarian
qualms regarding supporting oppressive and ruthless tyrants, but out of strategic interest in
securing  long-term  control  and  hegemony  over  the  region.  The  strategy  of
“democratization” is  a  method of  controlling and managing the process and problems
inherent in the Global Political Awakening. However, American strategists and think tanks
made it clear that they preferred a strategy of democratization supporting “evolution, not
revolution.” Thus, when the uprisings and revolutions began, America’s imperial strategists
were quick to react in order to attempt to control the situation.

The aim, then, is to mitigate and manage the process of change, promoting the idea of
“unity” or “transition governments,” so that America may manage the transition into a
democratic system that is  safe for  Western interests,  and will  produce a political  elite
subservient to America and Western financial institutions like the World Bank and IMF. This
part of the series, “North Africa and the Global Political Awakening,” is a brief examination
of the strategy undertaken in Tunisia to pre-empt and subsequently manage the uprising
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that took place, and where this could likely lead.

America Anticipated Trouble in Tunisia

According to the Wikileaks diplomatic cables on Tunisia, the issue of succession in Tunisia
from the Ben Ali regime were being discussed by the American Embassy in 2006. However,
at the time, the Ambassador noted that, “none of the options suggest Tunisia will become
more democratic, but the US-Tunisian bilateral relationship is likely to remain unaffected by
the departure of  Ben Ali.”  It  was discussed that  if  the President  became “temporarily
incapacitated” (largely referring to his struggle with cancer), then “he could turn over a
measure  of  presidential  authority  to  Prime  Minister  Mohammed  Ghannouchi.”  The
Ambassador noted that average Tunisians generally view Ghannouchi “with respect and he
is  well-liked  in  comparison  to  other  GOT  [Government  of  Tunisia]”  and  party  officials.[1]
Ghannouchi was subsequently the person who stepped in as interim President once Ben Ali
fled  in  2011,  but  with  very  little  support  among  the  people,  who  demanded  he  resign  as
well.

In a 2008 cable regarding a meeting with President Ben Ali, it was ironically noted that Ben
Ali felt that the situation in Egypt was “explosive” and that, “sooner or later the Muslim 
Brotherhood would take over. He added that Yemen and Saudi Arabia are also facing real
problems,” emphasizing that the whole region in general is “explosive.”[2]

In July of 2009, a diplomatic cable from the American Embassy in Tunis noted that Tunisia is
“troubled,” and that, “many Tunisians are frustrated by the lack of political freedom and
angered  by  First  Family  corruption,  high  unemployment  and  regional  inequities.”  The
Ambassador noted that while America seeks to enhance ties with Tunisia commercially and
militarily, there are also major setbacks, as “we have been blocked, in part, by a Foreign
Ministry  that  seeks  to  control  all  our  contacts  in  the  government  and  many  other
organizations.”  America  had  successfully  accomplished  a  number  of  goals,  such  as
“increasing substantially US assistance to the military,” and “strengthening commercial
ties,” yet, “we have also had too many failures.” Tunisia had declined USAID to engage in
regional programs “to assist young people,” as well as having “reduced the number of
Fulbright  scholarship  students,”  which  was  a  specific  strategic  suggestion  made  by  the
Council on Foreign Relations report in 2005 in supporting ‘democratization’ of the Arab
world. Further, the Ambassador noted, the Tunisian government “makes it difficult” for the
Embassy  to  maintain  contact  “with  a  wide  swath  of  Tunisian  society,”  adding  that
government-owned papers “often attack Tunisian civil society activists who participate in
Embassy  activities,  portraying  them  as  traitors.”  The  government  also  made  it  very
apparent  that  it  disapproves  of  Embassy  contact  with  opposition  figures  “as  well  as  civil
society activists who criticize the regime.”[3]

In posing the question of – “what should we do?” – the Ambassador explained that America
had “an interest  in keeping the Tunisian military professional  and neutral,”  as well  as
“fostering greater political openness.” The Ambassador emphasized the need “to maintain
contacts with the few opposition parties and civil society groups critical of the regime.”
Further, the Ambassador stressed the need to mobilize the Europeans to help in pushing for
‘reform,’ as “key countries such as France and Italy have shied from putting pressure on the
GOT.” The Ambassador noted that ultimately, “serious change here will have to await Ben
Ali’s departure.”[4]

Many U.S. democracy promotion organizations had established ties to Tunisian civil society
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organizations  and  opposition  leaders  over  the  past  few  years,  including  the  National
Endowment for Democracy (NED), Freedom House, and the National Democratic Institute
(NDI).[5] 
 

‘Democratizing’ Tunisia

As we see from the course of events in Tunisia, America’s strategy of democracy promotion
has not  necessarily  gone according to  plan.  As the CFR Task Force stressed in  2005,
“America’s  goal  in  the  Middle  East  should  be  to  encourage democratic  evolution,  not
revolution.”[6]  This  was  apparent  in  the  uprising  catching  America  somewhat  off  guard.
Following the self-immolation of Mohamed Bouazizi on 17 December 2010, Tunisia erupted
in protests, inspired by food price hikes, dissatisfaction with corruption, lack of freedoms,
and unemployment. The protests were met with police brutality, and were receiving little if
any coverage in international media. A hallmark of a U.S.-sponsored democratic “regime
change” is to have Western media play a powerful role from the moment the protests erupt,
yet the Western media did not pay attention until President Ben Ali fled on 14 January 2011.
Prime Minister  Mohamed Ghannouchi  then took  over  as  acting  president,  handing the
position of acting president over to parliamentary speaker Fouad Mebazaa the following day.
Fouad Mebazaa then asked the Prime Minister to form a “unity government,” saying that a
“national unity government in the country’s best interests.”[7]

Immediately  after  Ben  Ali  fled,  the  Tunisian  military  was  deployed  into  the  streets  to
“maintain order” in the face of riots and looting that broke out. Many blamed the riots and
looting on militias which “are part of the ministry of the interior, or police members, and
they are co-ordinated by heads of police and intelligence in Tuisia.”[8]

Within days, the formation of a unity government was announced, vowing “to work towards
democracy,” which resulted in several opposition leaders joining: “Ahmed Ibrahim, head of
the Ettajdid party, Najib Chebbi, founder of the opposition PDP party, and Mustafa Ben
Jaafar,  head  of  the  Union  of  Freedom  and  Labour,  are  all  expected  to  get  senior
appointments.” Ibrahim was quoted as saying, “The main thing for us right now is to stop all
this  disorder.  We  are  in  agreement  on  several  principles  concerning  the  new
government.”[9] Najib Chebbi, leader of the opposition PDP party and member of the “unity
government,” is a lawyer who “has long been seen by Western diplomats as the most
credible figure in the opposition.”[10] The “unity government” announced that it planned to
hold elections within 6 months.

However,  the  public  in  the  streets  were  not  satisfied  with  the  creation  of  a  “unity
government” containing many remnants of the Ben Ali regime, with some activists claiming,
“The new government is a sham. It’s an insult to the revolution that claimed lives and
blood.”[11] The military played a powerful role in the Tunisian uprising, most especially by
refusing  to  fire  on  protesters,  which  led  to  Ben  Ali  fleeing  the  following  day.  Two  days
following Ben Ali’s  departure,  an Egyptian newspaper reported that Army Chief  Rachid
Ammar was in immediate contact with the American Embassy in Tunis, according to an
officer  in  the  Tunisian  National  Guard,  and  that  the  U.S.  Embassy  gave  instructions  to
Ammar  “to  take  charge  of  Tunisian  affairs  if  the  situation  gets  out  of  control.”[12]

In fact, army chief Rachid Ammar vowed to “defend the revolution.” Ammar was speaking to
protesters on the 24 of January, as protesters were demanding the unity government resign.
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He warned protesters, “Our revolution, your revolution, the revolution of the young, risks
being lost … There are forces that are calling for a void, a power vacuum. The void brings
terror, which brings dictatorship.”[13] In other words, the military was aiming to support the
“unity government,” and to use its reputation with the people to get them to support it as
well.  Coincidentally,  the U.S. Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern Affairs (the U.S.
Middle east envoy) Jeffrey Feltman, traveled to Tunisia the same day that General  Ammar
spoke to the crowds, supposedly in order to “convey U.S. support to the Tunisian people,”
and assess “how the United States can help” with the ‘transition.’ Feltman “said the Obama
administration could be helpful in providing support and preparations for Tunisia’s upcoming
elections  through  American  nongovernmental  organizations  that  have  helped  other
countries  that  did  not  have prior  histories  of  allowing a  free  and fair  process.”  State
Department spokesman P.J.  Crowley stated that the unity government is  “trying to be
responsive,” and that, “this is a government that is trying hard to respond to the aspirations
of its people.”[14]

In  other  words,  American  officials  are  deeply  involved  in  attempting  to  legitimize  the
Tunisian “unity government,” in order to hold elections in six months, when the U.S. can
ensure that they control  the outcome. Thus, the U.S. is interested in holding back the
revolution, likely pressuring General Ammar to try to reason with the protesters, as well as
support the unity government itself. As US envoy Feltman stated, “What’s going to give any
government real credibility… are elections,” and that, “To get to credible elections after
having a system that so restricted the role of civil society and political parties… is going to
take some time and effort.” In other words, America is attempting to stem the ‘revolution’
and maintain and manage the ‘evolution’ into a democratic government which they would
ultimately  control,  just  as  suggested  by  the  CFR  Task  Force  Report.  As  one  Tunisian
protester proclaimed, “Somebody is stealing our revolution.”[15] Feltman’s acknowledging
of the need to build a more effective civil society before the elections provides support for
the revelations  in  the diplomatic  cables  that  the Tunisian government  of  Ben Ali  was
severely  hampering  American  efforts  to  foster  Tunisian  civil  society  groups.  Thus,  I  don’t
think  it  is  appropriate  to  see the Tunisian uprising as  “engineered in  America,”  since
America was ultimately caught unprepared.

Zalmay Khalilzad, a former U.S. Ambassador to Iraq, Afghanistan and the UN under the
George Bush administration, as well as a board member of the “democracy promotion”
organization the National  Endowment for  Democracy (which funded and supported the
‘colour revolutions’ in Eastern Europe and Central Asia), wrote an article in the Financial
Times,  editorializing that the uprising in Tunisia shows the potential  for  new media to
empower  disaffected  citizens,  as  well  as  demonstrating  “the  rise  of  a  new  political  class:
young people who stand for neither secular tyranny nor Islamist radicalism.” While heaping
rhetorical praise upon a victory for ‘democracy,’ Khalilzad suggested articulating “a new
freedom agenda for the region”:

The west should also openly pressure other authoritarian regimes to liberalise, acting as a
midwife  for  democratic  reform.  In  countries  in  which  Islamist  movements  are  better
organised than liberal ones, the west should focus on developing moderate civil society
groups, parties and institutions rather than calling for snap elections. Most importantly, our
distribution  of  foreign  aid  should  reflect  and  advance  these  priorities.  Regimes  and
reformers throughout the region are taking note of events in Tunisia. The US and Europe
must act quickly.[16]
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So  what  ae  these  “democracy  promotion”  organizations?  Three  prominent  ones  are
Freedom  House,  the  National  Democratic  Institute  and  the  National  Endowment  for
Democracy.

One of the previous chairmen of Freedom House was R. James Woolsey, former Director of
the CIA.[17] The current chairman is William H. Taft IV, former U.S. Deputy Secretary of
Defense, former U.S. Ambassador to NATO, and former chief legal adviser to the State
Department. Member of the Board of Trustees of Freedom House include individuals past or
presently associated with: the U.S. Department of State, the Council on Foreign Relations,
Citigroup, Warburg Pincus, AFL-CIO, Morgan Stanley, the Brookings Institution, Visa, USAID,
and the Associated Press.[18]

The Chairman of the board of the National Democratic Institute (NDI) is Madeleine Albright.
Another notable member of the board is James Wolfensohn, former President of the World
Bank, and former member of the board of directors of the Rockefeller Foundation and the
Population Council.[19]

The National Endowment for Democracy (NED), was founded by Ronald Reagan in 1983 with
the aim of  “promoting democracy,”  registered as  a  private organization,  nearly  all  its
funding comes from the U.S. Congress. One of the founders of the NED, Allen Weinstein,
once stated that, “A lot of what we [the NED] do today was done covertly 25 years ago by
the  CIA.”[20]  Notable  members  of  the  board  include  Kenneth  Duberstein,  CEO of  the
Duberstein Group, and member of the boards of Boeing, Fannie Mae, and the Council on
Foreign Relations; Francis Fukuyama, author of “The End of History”; William Galston, senior
fellow at the Brookings Institution; Zalmay Khalilzad, Counselor at the Center for Strategic
and International Studies (CSIS), former U.S. Ambassador to Iraq, Afghanistan, the United
Nations, and former Defense Department official; Larry A. Liebenow, former Chairman of the
U.S. Chamber of Commerce, and has served on the board of the Council of the Americas
(founded by David Rockefeller, who remains as Honorary Chairman); Ambassador Princeton
Lyman, senior fellow at the Council on Foreign Relations, former Deputy Assistant Secretary
of State for Africa,  former Ambassador to Nigeria,  former Ambassador to South Africa,
former director of USAID; Moisés Naím, senior associate at the Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace, former director of the Central Bank of Venezuela, former executive
director of the World Bank, and is a member of the boards of Population Action International
and the International Crisis Group; and Vin Weber, on the board of the Council on Foreign
Relations, and co-chair with Madeleine Albright on the CFR Task Force Report on reform in
the Arab world.[21]

One month after Ben Ali’s departure, Tunisians are left with more political freedoms, yet
there is still grave concern over the path of change taking place, “with Tunisia’s old guard
still  strong and interim authorities often overwhelmed — many said they fear promised
changes may be swept aside.” One opposition group leader in Tunisia has stated that,
“There is no clear political will to break from the past. The government’s decisions have
come with  delays  that  have  damaged its  legitimacy  and  provoked a  crisis  of  confidence.”
Thus,  “some  fear  the  revolution  will  be  confiscated,  its  potential  wasted  behind  a
smokescreen  of  reforms.”[22]  Yet  one  thing  has  clearly  changed  in  Tunisia,  the
development of a feeling and taste for freedom. Once that wondrous inherently human taste
for freedom is felt, it is incredibly difficult to suppress, and becomes far less tolerant of any
methods aimed at control.

This is both a very hopeful and deeply precarious situation. Change always is. The real
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question  is  whether  or  not  this  ‘transition’  will  bring  about  true  freedom  and  true
democracy, or if it will retain “neoliberal freedom and democracy”, which amounts to a kind
of democratic despotism, in which democracy becomes simply about voting between rival
factions of elites who all serve the same foreign imperial interests.

Could Tunisia potentially witness a populist democracy, like those that have spread across
Latin America? Or will it succumb to the American brand of democracy? Time, it seems, will
only be able to answer that question.  As always, the odds are against the people, but again,
as events over the past 30 days have shown the world, the people can always defy the
odds.

Andrew  Gavin  Marshall  is  a  Research  Associate  with  the  Centre  for  Research  on
Globalization (CRG).  He is co-editor, with Michel Chossudovsky, of the recent book, “The
Global Economic Crisis: The Great Depression of the XXI Century,” available to order at
Globalresearch.ca. He is currently working on a forthcoming book on ‘Global Government’.
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