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Guyana turns its back on its past



Hélène Ferrarini




The reputation of Guyanese historian Walter Rodney has grown internationally in the 40 years since his death. Yet in Guyana, shaped by past injustices, his work has been almost entirely forgotten.
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When Palestine captured a generation’s dreams



Alain Gresh




The events around Black September opened a new chapter in Middle East history as the Palestinians began to impose political demands and military (...)







	



Macron and his foreign ministry



Marc Endeweld




De Gaulle began France’s diplomatic approach of respecting alliances but not aligning itself with the US, but it was abandoned under Sarkozy and Hollande as more neoconservatives joined the foreign ministry. Emmanuel Macron wants to break with their influence, especially on Russia, but he’s struggling.







	



Libya’s proxy war



Akram Kharief




The long conflict between the Tripoli government and the Benghazi-based Libyan National Army has grown into a proxy regional war, serviced by foreign funding and supplies, and by mercenaries.









	



Central Asia’s time of choice



Marlène Laruelle




The successors of the first generation of leaders who came to power with the fall of the Soviet Union face pressure from their young, unequal societies which now threaten Arab Spring-type rebellion.







	



The rise of evangelical Christianity



Akram Belkaïd & Lamia Oualalou




The fast-growing evangelical movement is mainly ultraconservative and keen on prosperity; it is transnational, pragmatic, shrewdly political and increasingly seeks ways to advance its rightwing agenda.






	


Korea’s indefatigable warriors of God



Kang In-cheol




Protestantism has now overtaken Buddhism as South Korea’s biggest religion, and its evangelical wing has disproportionate political clout. Anticommunist and pro-American, it sees North Korea as fertile ground for future expansion.





	


Brazil’s religious-media-political complex



Anne Vigna




RecordTV belongs to the media empire of Bishop Edir Macedo, who founded both the evangelical Universal Church and the Republicans party, and is now a force in Rio de Janeiro and national politics.





	


‘Pentecostal republic’ of Nigeria



Anouk Batard




Nigeria, with both Christian and Muslims, has a strong born-again popular culture, and politicians of all faiths court the powerful evangelical vote at elections.









	



Albania, newly built on shaky ground



Jean-Arnault Dérens & Laurent Geslin




In 1991 Albania swapped decades of communist dictatorship for a new era of bipartisan factionalism that has often come close to civil war. Prime Minister Edi Rama claims his country is booming and wants EU membership, but for many Albanians emigration is still their best hope.







	



Knowing your place



Akira Mizubayashi




In Japan, language is an integral part of a vertical society in which submission is a virtue. Japanese has different words for addressing a superior, a colleague or a sibling, which signal their place in society.







	



Subverting the American dream



Richard Keiser




Asian Americans’ success at high school, aiming for top-tier colleges, is causing white Americans to send their children to lower-achieving, less competitive, whiter schools.
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‘Knowledge can transform our social worlds’

Guyana turns its back on its past


The reputation of Guyanese historian Walter Rodney has grown internationally in the 40 years since his death. Yet in Guyana, shaped by past injustices, his work has been almost entirely forgotten.



by Hélène Ferrarini











Georgetown, Guyana, March 2020

Luis Acosta · AFP · Getty





As I was leaving Guyana, the X-ray machine at Georgetown airport revealed rectangular blocks in my luggage. The customs official assumed they were cocaine, since this is a major departure point for South American drugs en route to Europe. But the search only found books, including the first French biography of the Guyanese historian Walter Rodney, with a distinctive image of him on the cover. The official was amazed: ‘How do you know about him? No one here’s interested in him anymore.’

Draining the land Georgetown is built on, and making it habitable, was a huge task as it lies below sea level. Ninety per cent of Guyana’s 780,000 inhabitants live within a few miles of the Atlantic.

By the 17th century, after the Spanish and Portuguese had divided up the rest of South America, all that remained was what sailors called the Wild Coast — the Guianas, a barrier of mangroves between the Orinoco to the north and the Amazon to the south, which Europeans had sailed past in the 16th century, stopping only to trade with local Amerindians. Its European colonisation began in the 17th century, and after two centuries of wars the region was carved up between the French (who held French Guiana in the east), the Dutch (Suriname in the centre) and the British (Guyana in the west).

We need such brilliant examples as Rodney of what it means to be a resolute intellectual who recognises that the ultimate significance of knowledge is its capacity to transform our social worlds Angela Davis

On arriving in central Georgetown, I started with a visit to the National Library of Guyana, an imposing wood-framed building funded by the philanthropist Andrew Carnegie in 1909. None of Rodney’s works were on the open shelves, though according to the card index a few were held in the stacks, some accessible, others not; old typewriting on one card stated, ‘The author is Guyanese.’ A librarian asked if I meant Walter Roth, and other people I met also confused the historian with the British colonial administrator after whom Georgetown’s anthropology museum is named.

In the city’s only bookshop there were two copies of one of Rodney’s books, each costing more than Guyana’s average daily wage. Guyana is the lowest South American country on the Human Development Index and second lowest in the Caribbean after Haiti; in 2017, 41% of its inhabitants were below the poverty threshold of $5.50 a day (1). As an English-speaking former British colony, it has closer ties to the Caribbean than to South America.

‘What colour is his grave painted?’

Looking for Rodney’s grave in Le Repentir cemetery was just as frustrating. On the main avenue of the cemetery, which lies between major roads in central Georgetown, a man with dreadlocks was working a piece of wood; he did not recognise Rodney’s name and said, ‘You need to know what colour his grave is painted.’ Some graves, accessible only via rickety planks across a muddy ditch, were densely overgrown and Rodney’s proved impossible to find.

Why is Rodney so overlooked here, 40 years after his death? ‘Perhaps because we ignore those who have given us a sense of what freedom means,’ said Charlene Wilkinson, who teaches at the University of Guyana. Perhaps Rodney being forgotten is emblematic of a country that has turned its back on its history.

Rodney was born in 1942, into a working-class family of African origin. He studied in Jamaica and London, where he met CLR James. He became interested in the history of slavery and wrote a thesis on the West African slave trade (2). He went on to teach in new universities in recently independent nations, in Jamaica and East Africa. In Julius Nyerere’s socialist Tanzania, he contributed to what Beninese historian Amzat Boukari-Yabara calls ‘the emergence of decolonised African social sciences’ (3). Rodney tried to take knowledge beyond academia and share it with people in Kingston’s working-class districts, where he encountered the Rastafari movement, and also in villages in Tanzania, where he spoke Swahili (the local language). In 1974 he returned to Guyana, involved himself politics and tried to challenge deep-rooted political divisions.

The African slave trade supplied workers to European colonists on Amerindian land in Guyana for over two centuries, and when slavery was abolished in 1838, former slaves left the sugar plantations en masse. Some pooled resources to buy land despite deliberate restrictions. The planters replaced slavery with harsh labour contracts — and slaves with indentured labourers from the Portuguese island of Madeira, from China, and especially from India.

Tens of thousands of Indian labourers arrived, which limited the ability of former slaves to negotiate better wages: it was the beginning of an antagonism between the two groups that still comprise most of Guyana’s population. ‘The two main races were thrown into economic competition,’ Rodney wrote in a (posthumously published) book intended as the first volume of a popular history of Guyana (4). He described the ethnic division of the economy by sector, which was encouraged under colonial regulations: Indians did most of the agricultural work on sugar plantations and gradually established a farm-worker class who grew rice on their own small plots of land. Those of African descent worked in mining (gold, diamonds and bauxite) and urban jobs.

Politics fractured on ethnic lines 

In the early 1950s, the nationalist movement united the Guyanese working class around demands for independence, but by the time Rodney returned home, eight years after independence, politics had again fractured along old ethnic fault lines. On one side was the People’s Progressive Party, which had led the struggle for independence, headed by Cheddi Jagan, who was of Indian origin regarded as a Marxist during the cold war; on the other side, the People’s National Congress (PNC), led by Forbes Burnham, which was officially socialist but had US backing. Guyana’s African-descent community supported it, and it stayed in power by rigging elections.

Rodney helped found the Working People’s Alliance (WPA), which aimed to ‘create a political consciousness, replacing ethnic politics by revolutionary organizations based on class solidarity’ (5). That work came to an end when, six years later, he was killed by a bomb believed to have been planted by the then ruling PNC. Thirty-five thousand people, including politicians from the Caribbean, union representatives, workers and students attended his funeral, and a monument was erected near the site of the explosion in Georgetown. It now stands between coconut palms with trunks painted in the national colours of red, yellow and green; the titles of his eight books are inscribed on the base of pillars supporting a wrought-iron arch with his initials.

Despite their disagreements, the main political parties could agree that ‘the main game [is] convincing the respective groups that their interests would be better served by the domination of “their” party,’ as British sociologist Steve Garner puts it (6). A visit to Georgetown’s two museums encapsulates the divisions of Guyanese history. Amid crowded display cases and the smell of formalin and floor polish, the history section of the Guyana National Museum praises the ‘major achievements of the 1970s’, which it attributes to Burnham and the PNC.

Indians did most of the agricultural work on sugar plantations and gradually established a farm-worker class who grew rice on their own small plots of land. Those of African descent worked in mining and urban jobs

The Cheddi Jagan Centre, a colonial building covered in red-painted shingles, traces the political career of the PPP’s strong man, his role in the independence struggle, three decades in opposition and eventual victory in 1992 in the first elections since 1964 that international observers judged free of fraud. The Guyana National Museum, a public institution, describes Burnham’s accession to power in 1964 as the result of a ‘constitutional reform’. In the Cheddi Jagan Centre, privately run by his supporters, there is a framed document from the US Congress explaining that the US government played a significant role in destabilising the Cheddi Jagan government.

Two versions of history

Guyanese, including the many school groups that race through these exhibition rooms, are presented with two different versions of their history, as are a few foreign visitors pausing in Georgetown before visiting Amerindian villages in the rainforest. Neither museum mentions Rodney, now better known abroad than at home. His books are read in English-speaking universities worldwide and by the Guyanese diaspora, which is estimated to equal the population of the country. There is also interest in the life of an activist and intellectual who was pan-Africanist, anti-colonialist and Marxist, and for whom historical understanding and political action were closely linked. ‘We certainly need such brilliant examples [as Rodney] of what it means to be a resolute intellectual who recognises that the ultimate significance of knowledge is its capacity to transform our social worlds,’ Angela Davis recently wrote in the foreword to a new edition of Rodney’s classic How Europe Underdeveloped Africa (7).

‘It’s shameful that Rodney isn’t more widely studied here,’ said Guyanese sociologist Wazir Mohamed. Few Guyanese children learn much history at school and what they are taught focuses on the wider Caribbean region. The textbook for secondary schools has just a few lines on Guyana’s history and does not even mention Rodney (8).

‘When they leave high school, very few students have studied history,’ said Shammane Joseph-Jackson, who teaches at the University of Guyana. She became aware of the huge gap between Rodney’s reputation abroad and neglect at home when she did a distance-learning master’s with a UK university. ‘There was a whole week on Walter Rodney’s writing and ideas. Everyone looked at me, the Guyanese, expecting I’d know more about it.’ She is still embarrassed she knew so little. Students in her history degree class understand her feelings; she has only three on this programme.
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Restoration in Washington?

by Serge Halimi







In 2008, when Barack Obama chose veteran centrist Joe Biden as his vice-presidential running mate, it seemed a prudent choice: Democrats had already expressed their desire for change by choosing a progressive African American who opposed the Iraq war to succeed George W Bush. In November, it’s Biden’s turn to run for the top job. Since he does not quicken any pulses, good political casting called for a running mate who would symbolise something more exciting than himself — not political radicalism, but inclusion. So he picked Kamala Harris, who has a Jamaican father, Indian mother and Jewish husband.

The boldness stops there. The senator from California is a conventional, opportunistic politician, best known for her solid personal ambition and consummate talent for fund-raising with billionaires (1). US stocks, which had already jumped in March when Biden beat Bernie Sanders for the nomination, rose still further on the news of Harris’s selection. After the failure of her bid for the Democratic presidential nomination — she withdrew at the end of last year before the first primaries — she will owe everything to the man who chose her, whom she may one day succeed. So it’s all worked out well. They see more or less eye to eye: America is big and beautiful, and a few reforms will make it even better; its values inspire the world, and its military alliances protect liberal democracy from tyrants.

Biden and Harris are not committing to do much more than Obama did during his two terms. At least they won’t make a reckless claim like he did in the summer before his election: ‘We will be able to look back and tell our children that this was the moment when the rise of the oceans began to slow and our planet began to heal.’ By the time Trump succeeded Obama eight years later, those children had grown up, and the oceans were still rising.

However limited, the Biden-Harris ticket has at least one aim that will create enthusiasm: kicking the current incumbent out of the White House and cleansing an institution Democrats see as now debased by a racketeer. One Democrat leader recently compared Trump to Mussolini (and suggested ‘Putin is Hitler’) (2). Such a hate figure should ensure a good Democrat turnout on 3 November.

Most European governments too are hoping for a return to a ‘normal’ American presidency. They are quite unable to detach themselves from the US leadership, even when it is in the hands of an uneducated loudmouth, and they imagine that a Democrat administration will treat them a bit more kindly. And restore some credibility to the usual platitudes about democracy, the ‘free world’ and the values of the West. Is such a reset a cause for celebration simply because the alternative looks so apocalyptic?




Serge Halimi
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Fifty years since Black September

When Palestine captured a generation’s dreams


The events around Black September opened a new chapter in Middle East history as the Palestinians began to impose political demands and military solutions. They caught the spirit of revolution from Latin America through the Third World, and for a moment the old order seemed vulnerable. The young of the world took Palestine as their cause.



by Alain Gresh











Women at a PLO training camp in Jordan, January 1968
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The walls of Amman in September 1970 were covered in slogans proclaiming ‘Revolution until victory!’, ‘All power to the resistance!’and‘The road to Jerusalem lies through Amman!’. Alongside them were posters of Che Guevara, the ‘heroic guerrilla fighter’ assassinated in Bolivia in October 1967 on the orders of the CIA. Armed militants in keffiyehs manned checkpoints at major crossroads. Pickups carrying machine guns sped through the maze-like streets.

The congress of the General Union of Palestinian Students welcomed hundreds of foreign leftwing activists, including some Jews, who entered Jordan more or less legally. The participants quoted Fidel Castro and Mao Zedong, devoured Frantz Fanon and Ho Chi Minh, and commented on Võ Nguyên Giáp’s writings on the People’s War in Vietnam. The atmosphere recalled Petrograd in 1917 and its slogan ‘All power to the Soviets’. Nayef Hawatmeh, leader of the leftwing Palestinian group Popular Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PDFLP), felt that Jordan was in a ‘dual power’ situation and that King Hussein should give way to the Palestinian resistance, as Alexander Kerensky’s provisional government in Russia had been forced to give way to the Bolsheviks.

From Asia to America, revolution is in the air! It must be a spectacular one, it must have fireworks, it must be afire that leaps from bank to bank,from opera house to opera house, from prison to courthouse Jean Genet

In Amman, as in Havana, Algiers and Hanoi, the Third World rose up, dreaming of a new world order. In the West, students and young workers who had rebelled in the spring of 1968 recognised their own dreams in this utopia. Jean-Luc Godard filmed on location ‘a war that will continue until the victory of the Palestinian people’; Jean Genet wrote of his love for the Palestinian fighters: ‘From Asia to America, revolution is in the air! It must be a spectacular one, it must have fireworks, it must be afire that leaps from bank to bank,from opera house to opera house, from prison to courthouse’ (1). The writer Ania Francos, whose grandparents had died in Nazi concentration camps, declared, ‘It’s worth dying on foreign soil; and in the same way that I felt Algerian when they flattened the Aurès [mountains], today I feel Palestinian’ (2).

This outburst of popular feeling touched an Arab world traumatised by its defeat by Israel in June 1967 and now directing its simmering anger towards Arab governments. Even Gamal Abdel Nasser’s Egypt and its Baathist ally Syria, both champions of revolutionary, anti-imperialist Arab nationalism, lost some of their aura. Throughout 1968, Nasser and his regime had faced student and worker demonstrations protesting against the indulgence shown by Egyptian courts towards the officers responsible for the defeat, and demanding greater democratic freedoms. A debate on the ‘new class’ (of profiteers) and the limitations of ‘Nasserist socialism’ began. In Iraq, the Baath party came to power. In Libya, a coup brought down the monarchy. In South Yemen, an armed struggle brought independence.

Palestinian foothold in Jordan

The Palestinian fedayeen organisations rushed into this unexpected breach, taking advantage of the weakened state of the monarchy to establish a foothold in Jordan — where half the population was Palestinian. They offered revenge on Israel and its American ally through armed struggle, in tune with the dynamic of the January 1966 Tricontinental conference in Havana, which had aimed to unite the peoples of Africa, Asia and Latin America against ‘Yankee imperialism’.

What were these organisations (3)? Fatah, the biggest, was led by the (as yet) little-known Yasser Arafat; it had launched its first armed attacks on Israel on 1 January 1965 and called for the liberation of all Palestine by the Palestinian people. The Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) and its leftwing splinter group, the PDFLP, came out of the Arab Nationalist Movement founded in Beirut after the defeat of 1948 by George Habash, a Palestinian Christian. For many years Habash called for Arab unity, which he saw as a necessary condition for the liberation of Palestine, recognising his own aspirations in Nasser’s message. Later, he converted to Marxism-Leninism and criticised both Nasser and ‘lower middle-class’ Fatah (even though a wing of Fatah claimed to be Maoist). There were countless other small groups, too, many financed by Arab governments, such as Saiqa, aligned with Syria, and the Arab Liberation Front, which had ties to Iraq.

The Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO), founded by the Arab League in 1964 and discredited by its bureaucratic behaviour, was now no more than an empty shell. In February 1969 it fell under the control of Fatah, and Arafat became chairman of its Executive Committee. The PLO brought together the various fedayeen organisations but was ineffectual as a unifying framework, each member organisation doing largely as it pleased.

Yet despite their differences, these organisations all rejected the idea of simply returning to the situation before 5 June 1967 — which essentially meant returning the occupied territories in exchange for peace, as called for in UN Security Council resolution 242 of that November. Instead, they called for the liberation of all of Palestine, to which, they argued, armed struggle was the only means.





Resolution: Yasser Arafat and King Hussein agree to the ceasefire brokered by Egypt’s President Nasser, 27 September 1970
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Challenge to Israel at Karameh

This revolutionary stance set them against the Arab regimes, whether in Jordan or even in Egypt — though Nasser himself supported them. The number of guerrilla attacks in the West Bank launched from Jordan seemed to confirm the strategy of the Palestinian resistance, rising from 97 in 1967, to 916 in 1968, 2,432 in 1969 and 1,887 in January-September 1970, before falling again to only 45 in 1971 (4).

The high point of the fedayeen’s strength was the battle of Karameh on 20 March 1968, when Fatah fighters held up for an entire day an Israeli armoured incursion into Jordan intended to destroy one of their bases there; the Israelis lost several dozen personnel and many vehicles. The Israeli authorities tried to play down this defeat, but Haaretz on 29 March called it ‘one of the darkest chapters in Israel’s military history’. The actual losses were less significant than the symbolic importance of the defeat: it was the first time that Arab guerrillas had stood up to the Israeli army. Thousands of volunteers, male and female, many very young, from Palestinian camps across the Arab world and even from the West, joined the resistance, and its popularity reached a peak. This success went to the heads of the Palestinian organisations, and Fatah promised it would soon create ‘liberated zones’ in the West Bank.

The Palestinian organisations all rejected the idea of simply returning to the situation before 5 June 1967. Instead, they called for the liberation of all of Palestine, to which, they argued, armed struggle was the only means

But the Middle East was not Southeast Asia, Palestine was not South Vietnam, and Jordan was not North Vietnam — nor was it likely to be. King Hussein maintained communications with Israeli leaders, was a solid ally of the US — he was even on the CIA payroll (5) — and had no intention of allowing a rival power to establish itself in Jordan. The Palestinians had no strategic allies, not even in Egypt, Israel’s main enemy.

In June 1970 the US tabled a framework for negotiations based on Security Council resolution 242; it was accepted by Jordan, Egypt and, after an initial rejection, by Israel. However, the fedayeen organisations were reluctant to approve a project that ignored the rights of Palestinians except as ‘refugees’. Their media questioned the motives of Nasser himself.

To avoid a breakdown in relations, Arafat led a delegation to Alexandria to meet Nasser. The Egyptian rais explained, in substance, that he did not believe in the Rogers Plan (named after the US secretary of state) — which Israel would also denounce a few weeks later — but needed time to rebuild the Egyptian armed forces. He promised not to abandon the Palestinians to King Hussein, but urged them to be realistic. He mentioned the idea of a Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza, casting doubt on their ability to liberate the whole of Palestine. The delegation were satisfied by these clarifications.

But a chain of events had begun in Jordan that no one would be able to stop. In July 1968 the PFLP began a series of attacks on western airliners aimed at securing the release of Palestinian prisoners in Israel, including a hijacking led by a young woman of 25, Leila Khaled, whose hero was Che Guevara. On 6 September 1970 the PFLP hijacked four planes at once, forcing three to land at Dawson Field, a remote airstrip in Jordan (which became known as the ‘revolutionary airport’). The fedayeen blew up the three aircraft, and images of this ‘firework display’ were seen around the world. The hostages (several hundred) were released without any casualties among them, but the incident gave the Jordanian authorities a pretext for launching an offensive aimed at ‘restoring order’.

On 15 September King Hussein, confident of US and Israeli support, appointed a military government and sent armoured vehicles to attack areas held by the fedayeen, which were shelled around the clock. To the fedayeen’s disappointment there were few deserters from the army, though many of its troops were Palestinians. As Éric Rouleau of Le Monde recorded, ‘The king had given most posts to true West Bank Jordanians. He had mounted a propaganda campaign to discredit the commandos, who were accused of being atheists, enemies of God, allies of far-left Jews ... Had not young Israelis and European and American Jews taken part in the congress of the [General] Union of Palestinian Students’ (6)? The king, though collaborating with Israel, used this ‘Jewish presence’ as an argument against the Palestinian resistance.





Hijacked airliners at Dawson Field, Jordan, 1 September 1970
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Nasser mediates ceasefire

Despite promises from Baghdad, the Iraqi contingent present in Jordan since 1967 stood idly by; Syria did attempt an armoured incursion but was forced back by threats of Israeli and US intervention, and defence minister Hafez al-Assad’s refusal to provide air cover. When the fighting had claimed more than 3,000 lives according to unofficial Jordanian estimates (three times that, according to the Palestinians), Nasser intervened, saving the fedayeen by mediating a ceasefire on 27 September, on conditions far more favourable to the resistance than expected, given their military defeats. But then Nasser suddenly died of a colossal heart attack, leaving Hussein free to finish ‘cleaning up’ Jordan in summer 1971.

There were many reasons for the Palestinian defeat. The resistance was overwhelmingly made up of young recruits, enthusiastic but with little training or experience; their lack of discipline intensifiedtheir rejection by a section of the Jordanian population, including those of Palestinian origin. The resistance movement overestimated its own strength and remained hostage to one-upmanship between the Palestinian organisations. Lacking diplomatic and political experience, it failed to pay attention to the balance of power, both locally and internationally, and overestimated the readiness of ordinary Arabs to mobilise. Above all, it had difficulty — beyond the slogans — in defining a political and military strategy under conditions very different from those in Vietnam or Algeria.

At Karameh, the actual losses were less significant than the symbolic importance of the defeat: it was the first time that Arab guerrillas had stood up to the Israeli army

What people remember most about the aftermath of the defeat is the creation of Black September — the organisation which assassinated Jordan’s prime minister Wasfi Tal on 28 November 1971 and mounted the attack on the 1972 Summer Olympics in Munich, leading to the deaths of 11 members of the Israeli team. The Palestinian resistance transferred its military capacities to Lebanon, where it established itself, forming an alliance with the national movement.

The resistance gained decisive political influence in the West Bank, to the detriment of King Hussein, and the PLO gradually became recognised as the ‘sole representative of the Palestinian people’. It broadened its diplomatic alliances in western Europe and within the ‘socialist camp’, abandoned the utopian discourse of the 1960s that had raised such enthusiasmaround the world, and gave up hijackings and terrorist actions abroad. It adopted a more moderate strategy, calling, after the October 1973 war, for the creation of a Palestinian authority, and later a state, in the West Bank and Gaza. Yet to date this ‘realistic’ approach has not brought more tangible results to Palestinians living under occupation, or those in exile, than the revolutionary utopia that roused the emotions of young people across the world half a century ago.
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Is the Quai d’Orsay in the hands of the ‘deep state’?

Macron and his foreign ministry


De Gaulle began France’s diplomatic approach of respecting alliances but not aligning itself with the US, but it was abandoned under Sarkozy and Hollande as more neoconservatives joined the foreign ministry. Emmanuel Macron wants to break with their influence, especially on Russia, but he’s struggling.



by Marc Endeweld











Emmanuel Macron and Vladimir Putin, St Petersburg, May 2018
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Emmanuel Macron surprised France’s diplomatic corps last year. At the annual ambassadors’ conference at the Élysée Palace, he suddenly said of the Quai d’Orsay, France’s foreign ministry, ‘I know that we too have a “deep state”, as some foreign analysts say. So, sometimes, the president of the Republic says something ... and the collective tendency might be to say, “Well, he says that, but at the end of the day, we’re the ones who know what’s really going on, so we’ll just carry on as normal.” I strongly recommend you not to take that path’ (1).

There were a few embarrassed laughs: the ambassadors behave as if they are the aristocracy of the republic, and are not used to such abuse. Macron’s demonstration of authority, which some saw as an admission of weakness, did not please everyone and I was told off the record that ‘people at the Quai took it very badly.’

Pierre Sellal, a senior counsel at law firm August Debouzy, was secretary-general at the Quai from 2009 to 2014 and France’s permanent representative to the EU for more than 10 years. He claimed not to understand Macron’s statement: ‘I was a little surprised by his reference to a “deep state”. The Quai is France’s most loyal ministry, and has the strongest links to the president. There is a continuum between the ambassadors and the president. Foreign policy is an expression of the state, and of the president of the Republic.’ Since the present constitution came into force in 1958, foreign policy and defence have been the president’s prerogative, though Christian Lequesne, director of the Centre for International Studies (CERI) at Sciences Po, points out that ‘diplomats use indirect methods of resistance, aiming to obstruct through delay’ (2).

A week before the conference, Macron had welcomed Vladimir Putin to the Fort de Brégançon, his summer residence. Putin had come to Versailles in 2017, but this second invitation was significant in coming just before France hosted the G7 summit at Biarritz. (Russia was suspended from the G8 in 2014.) Macron urged officials to reassess France’s relationship with Russia and intensify dialogue: ‘Pushing Russia away from Europe is a major strategic error, because we are pushing it either toward isolation, which heightens tensions, or toward alliances with other great powers such as China, which would not at all be in our interest.’

‘No U-turn on Russia’

Macron wrote in his book Révolution, published during his presidential election campaign, that he intended to ‘work with Russia to stabilise its relationship with Ukraine and allow sanctions on both sides to be gradually lifted’ (3); an advisor at the Élysée told me that there had been ‘no U-turn on Russia’ and that there was ‘absolutely no intention of absolving Russia’.

Emmanuel Macron doesn't buy the idea that France should be just another western country. He wants to play a leading role Hubert Védrine

Europe’s security is a highly sensitive subject. In the last 20 years, the EU has been at loggerheads with Russia on Kosovo, Georgia, Ukraine and Syria (4), and Russia has been angered by NATO’s broken promises not to expand into eastern Europe. The US has pressed home its advantage, to the point of withdrawing in June 2002 from the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty, and in August 2019 from the 1987 Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty, which resolved the Euromissile crisis, ending the deployment of Soviet SS-20 and US Pershing and cruise missiles.

Some of France’s EU partners, resentful at being presented with a fait accompli, have criticised the resumption of bilateral dialogue between France and Russia, suspended since the start of the Ukrainian crisis in 2014. France itself has plenty of Atlanticist experts and commentators hostile to Russia. Bruno Tertrais, deputy director of the Foundation for Strategic Research (FRS), was sceptical: ‘France has chosen to go it alone on an issue that concerns all of Europe... My conclusion is that no, this will not produce anything concrete. Which is not to say that [Macron] is wrong to try. At least people will no longer be able to accuse us of not talking to Russia enough.’ Some at the foreign ministry were keen to resume dialogue. Sellal said that ‘much of the Quai is nostalgic for a grand policy on Russia, a policy that has been reduced to mere sanctions. If there was any resistance, it came from elsewhere, from NGOs and/or the media.’

Macron visited Moscow as economy minister in January 2016, accompanied by Jean-Pierre Chevènement, special representative for economic diplomacy in Russia since 2012. They got on well: Macron had been a member of Chevènement’s Mouvement des Citoyens in the late 1990s, and in 2017 he asked Chevènement to come back to work. His new mission was to secure Russia’s full readmission to the Council of Europe.

‘I ran into the deep state at every level’

By June 2019 it was done, and Russia regained the voting rights it had lost after annexing Crimea in 2014. Chevènement was open about resistance at the Quai d’Orsay: ‘When President Macron and all his staff welcomed me, I very quickly sensed that there were people still operating on the old tracks. I ran into the deep state at every level.Every one of my initiatives went against the views of many officials. Since Bernard Kouchner [foreign minister 2007-10] and the appointments he made, the Quai has adopted the US neocons’ stance on Russia.’

Neoconservatism arose in the 1970s among US liberal intellectuals critical of Henry Kissinger’s realpolitik. Advocating aggressive defence of western values and US hegemony, they joined the Republican Party and were at their most successful under George W Bush (2001-09). President Jacques Chirac’s fierce opposition to the US-led war in Iraq in 2003, which included threatening to use France’s veto at the UN Security Council, mobilised neoconservative networks among intellectuals, the media and thediplomatic corps to demand that France break with its Gaullist heritage and ‘pro-Arab stance’. French diplomats in Washington and Tel Aviv and at NATO publicly favoured the war, on grounds of transatlantic solidarity and defending the ‘western family’, human rights or the ‘right’ to intervene.

Yves Aubin de la Messuzière, head of the North Africa and Middle East directorate from 1999 to 2002 and former ambassador to Chad, Iraq, Tunisia and Italy, recalled Gérard Araud’s time as director for strategic affairs in the early 2000s: ‘At meetings hosted by Pierre Sellal, then chief of staff to Hubert Védrine, he took a very hard line on Hamas and Hizbullah. Then there was also the whole clique around Thérèse Delpech, head of strategic affairs at the Atomic Energy Commission.

‘They believed France should take its lead fromthe US. Delpech once told me Iraq was close to having the bomb. I replied that the Iraqis were not in a position to restart their programme. But prior to 2003 you couldn’t take that position.’ Araud, regarded as pro-American, hinted after retirement that he had been mistaken. Back then, he felt it was best to not to challenge Bush openly; today, he says, ‘Thinking back, I was wrong, and Chirac and [foreign minister Dominique] De Villepin were right.’
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The ears of government

Until her death in 2012, Delpech, for many years the partner of anticommunist historian François Furet, was the centre of a group of senior Quai officials specialising in strategic affairs and the fight against nuclear proliferation; detractors called them ‘the sect’. There was also the Cercle de l’Oratoire (Oratory Circle), a thinktank founded after 9/11, strongly in favour of the war in Iraq. The influence of these officials grew, especially after President Sarkozy took France back into NATO’s integrated military command in 2008 (though this had been planned under Chirac). François Hollande decided to align Middle East policy with that of the Saudi monarchy; his foreign minister Laurent Fabius even favoured taking a harder line than the Obama administration on Iran’s nuclear programme. The ‘sect’ had the ear of governments of left and right. At the 2019 ambassadors’ conference, foreign minister Jean-Yves Le Drian paid tribute to Delpech, just two days after Macron’s ‘deep state’ speech.

Hubert Védrine, who was foreign minister from 1997 to 2002, during the Chirac-Jospin ‘cohabitation’ government, and now talks to Macron, said that ‘occidentalists’ who believe France should defend ‘western values’ and not have too independent a foreign policy, had taken political and strategic control of the Quai in the last 15 years. The balance of power has been inverted. Lequesne said, ‘The Arabists used to be the Quai’s aristocracy; now it’s graduates of ENA [France’s National School of Administration] who are climbing the ladder.’

When President Macron and his staff welcomed me to the Quai d'Orsay, I quickly sensed that there were people still operating on the old tracks.I ran into the deep stateat every level Jean-Pierre Chevènement

The transformation was accelerated by power being concentrated in the hands of a few senior officials. De la Messuzière said, ‘The geographical directorates have less power than before, and are subordinate to political and security affairs,which rules over the Quai. That changes everything.’ There is also a generational factor. Lequesne said, ‘Officials between the ages of 45 and 55 are steeped in occidentalism, partly because, since the 2000s, the international relations programme at Sciences Po — which is still the background of most future diplomats— presents students with views of France’s foreign policy in which independence and international status do not feature.’There has been a silent struggle between ‘Gaullo-Mitterrandists’ who believe France should maintain its independence from the US and neoconservatives keen to make France teacher’s pet in the western camp.

After Hollande and Fabius left office, the sect lost some of its prestige. Araud had produced notes for Macron’s team during the presidential election campaign, as had Justin Vaïsse, former head of the foreign ministry’s Centre for Analysis, Planning and Strategy (CAPS) thinktank, chosen by Fabius, but it was Philippe Étienne, a former ambassador to Germany with a classic Quai d’Orsay background, who became the president’s foreign policy advisor.

All change at the Quai

According to a former advisor, Étienne made peace among the factions during the election campaign, working with Aurélien Lechevallier, a Middle East specialist close to Macron. But in 2019, Gaullo-Mitterrandists moved out and neocons moved in.

Why did Macron agree to this, only to then denounce a ‘deep state’? A foreign ministry official said, ‘Macron hasn’t gone about things the right way if he wants to take control of the state apparatus. He is isolated not just within his administration,but even within the presidential palace.’ France’s reputation has suffered. Putin himself picked up on this at the Valdai Discussion Club last autumn: ‘I don’t know what “deep state” means. In Russia we just have a state, and it obeys the president.’

Foreign ministry officials held up government initiatives on Russia at the start of Macron’s five-year term. So he took action, summoning political and security affairs director-general Philippe Errera to the Élysée to confirm his loyalty,and appointing a new Continental Europe director, Frédéric Mondoloni, formerly ambassador to Serbia and advisor to Michèle Alliot-Marie, defence minister under Chirac. A foreign ministry official told me, ‘He has a direct line to the Élysée’s diplomatic team.’ Before Macron’s speech, Parly’s office had forbidden the chief of defence staff from visiting Moscow; Macron intervened and lifted the ban. I contacted Le Drian for comment, but he did not respond.

De Villepin met similar resistance on the war in Iraq. He told me, ‘These Atlanticist networks are extremely strong within the French military, and they also have links to the business world. They’re Anglo-Saxons at heart.’ Chirac wrote in his memoirs, ‘I received more insistent messages from MEDEF [the French business confederation], and CAC 40 company bosses, advising me to show greater flexibility towards the US’ (5).

A newly elected Macron told Le Figaro in 2017, ‘I will put an end to the kind of neoconservatism that has been imported into France over the last decade. Democracy is not something you impose on peoples from the outside. France did not take part in the war in Iraq, and it was right not to. And we were wrong to get involved in the war in Libya the way we did. What did those interventions lead to? Failed states where terrorist groups flourish. I don’t want that to happen in Syria’ (6). Nor did Macron want Bashar al-Assad’s removal from office to be a precondition for any settlement. The FRS’s Bruno Tertrais angrily tweeted in response, ‘Syria. Ukraine. The PR’s positions are puzzling and incomprehensible #euphemism.’

‘Macron wants to play a leading role’

Macron wanted to replace ‘values’ with realpolitik and talk to everyone. But he started by inviting Donald Trump to Paris in July 2017, defending the Paris climate agreement against Trump online, in English, and talking about his grand designs for Europe at the Sorbonne and the Parthenon.

Védrine said, ‘Emmanuel Macron doesn’t believe France should keep a low profile. He doesn’t buy the idea that France should be just another western country. He wants to play a leading role. He is neither Gaullo-Mitterrandist nor neoconservative. He borrows from everyone.’ Is this Gaullist pragmatism or opportunism? International relations expert Bertrand Badie calls it ‘diplomacy by default’: ‘As a true graduate of Sciences Po, Macron is partly of the Gaullo-Mitterrandist tradition, but has adopted some neoconservative themes.All this rests on a very minimal update of our diplomatic software.’

In Révolution, Macron wrote that France needed to rebalance its relationship with the US. Since then he has found it hard to keep to the Gaullist axiom that France should be ‘allied but not aligned’. In February 2019 France quickly recognised Juan Guaido, backed by the US as the self-declared ‘president in charge’ of Venezuela. This January, when Iran’s Qassem Soleimani was killed by a US drone, Macron expressed ‘complete solidarity’ with the US and called on Iran to refrain from ‘any military escalation’.

Apart from maintaining relations with the United Arab Emirates (UAE) — which has just normalised its own relations with Israel — France is absent from the Middle East. De la Messuzière said, ‘Emmanuel Macron has no views on the crises in the region. Not expressing an opinion on the all-important Israeli-Palestinian conflict amounts to aligning France with US policy.’ In November 2019 Macron had to accept a fait accompli when Turkey crossed into Syria to attack the Kurds (who are supported by France), without the agreement of its allies and with only Trump’s approval. Macron told The Economist that NATO was in danger of becoming brain dead (7). Turkey’s president Recep Tayyip Erdoğan retorted, ‘I am talking to [Macron] from Turkey, and I will also say this at NATO: first get your own brain death checked’ (8).

‘Do people take France seriously?’

Macron also falls between two stools on Russia. De Villepin said, ‘When you are playing a part, and you don’t commit to it, the other side will try to bypass you. In fact, we don’t play with the rest of the world enough. We continue to show preference for a central partner, the US. I remember that with Iraq, in 2003, it took me months to convince Putin we were serious — that we were ready to use our veto at the Security Council. The problem today is that, on several issues, Putin doubts France is ready to pay the price. Do people take France seriously? Our hesitation, our reliance on the US, mean we are losing across the board.’

Only one of the nine points agreed at the last Normandy-format summit on Ukraine in December 2019 has been implemented: the exchange of prisoners between the Kiev government and the Donbass separatists (9). Yet time is pressing, as Pierre Vimont, Macron’s special envoy to Russia, told the French Senate: ‘We are seeing the development of a direct dialogue between Russia and the US, over our heads, on questions concerning the security of European states, which I find somewhat disturbing. Europe must defend its own interests’ (10).

In 2017 Macron called for the establishment of a genuine Europe of Defence, through a ‘strategic dialogue’ with Germany. In 2019 he declared his wish to see the EU achieve ‘strategic autonomy’, though he does not want to challenge the idea that this should be realised within the framework of NATO for fear of opposition from EU member states, especially in Central Europe.

Yet things may be starting to move. This May, at the Centre d’Étude et Prospective Stratégique thinktank, General Vincent Desportes, former director of France’s Collège Interarmées de Défense, now the École de Guerre (War College), said, ‘[NATO] is now more dangerous than useful, as it gives Europeans a false sense of security. To put it bluntly ... NATO, even in a state of “brain death”, has become a threat to our security, both that of France and that of Europe.’ These were shocking words from a soldier who has made no secret of his sympathy for the US. Desportes believes the US is moving away from the Old World and that ‘it is completely unreasonable for Europe to tie its strategic fate to a great power whose strategic interests are increasingly divergent from its own.’

Hollande rejected this idea: ‘If we leave NATO, there will be no Europe of Defence. We need to humour our partners.’ At the École de Guerre in February, Macron called for a ‘strategic dialogue with our European partners, who are ready for it, on the role played by France’s nuclear deterrent in our collective security.’ A source close to German chancellor Angela Merkel said that Europeans should seize this offer, but Hollande pointed out an insurmountable problem: ‘Neither France nor Germany is ready for a joint decision on nuclear deterrents.’

Incoherence, if not cynicism, on Libya

For Macron and France, the danger today comes from the other side of the Mediterranean. Macron has been involved with the Libyan problem since his election, hoping to succeed where his predecessors failed. Sarkozy launched a risky military intervention against Muammar Gaddafi; Hollande managed the disastrous consequences by allowing his foreign minister Fabius to support President Fayez el-Sarraj and the Tripoli government (backed by Turkey and recognised by the UN), while his defence minister Jean-Yves Le Drian sided with Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar (supported by Egypt, the UAE and Saudi Arabia), even sending French special forces into eastern Libya.

This incoherence, if not cynicism, persists, contributing to France’s isolation on Libya. Macron succeeded, in July 2017, in bringing Haftar and Sarraj to negotiations at La Celle-Saint-Cloud in the Yvelines department, but this PR coup by Élysée officials, who went behind the foreign ministry’s back, brought no diplomatic breakthrough, and the lack of consultation caused misunderstandings between France and Italy. Erdoğan took advantage of the situation this spring to bypass French navy checks and deliver arms and mercenaries to Tripoli (see Libya’s proxy war, in this issue). 

France’s relationship with China is also hard to pin down. A foreign ministry official told me, ‘Macron is ambiguous: he wants a real partnership, but at the same time he distrusts China and wants to take a cordon sanitaire approach to it.’ Macron talks of a strategic pivot towards the Indo-Pacific region (11), of which France is a part because of its overseas territories, and has suggested many initiatives to Australia, India and Japan. Badie said that ‘France sees China sometimes as a threat, sometimes as a market. Macron, like his predecessors, underestimates France’s non-European and non-western partners, and has a poor understanding of regional powers. ’A redeployment of France’s diplomatic corps to G20 countries such as China, Brazil, South Africa and India will increase the proportion of Quai staff assigned there from 13% to 25% by 2025. Sellal recalled, ‘When I joined the Quai in the 1970s, the Asia directorate seemed very exotic, and mainly concerned with cultural affairs.’

Diplomacy seems to have been sidelined in favour of a Manichean worldview with war and trade sanctions as instruments of foreign policy. De Villepin said, ‘French diplomacy has become militarised since Sarkozy. It has lost many of its sources of informationaround the world, especially in Africa. It is no longer in the vanguard, but in a caretaker role.’ Laurent Bigot, posted to African countries for much of his career, said, ‘Our diplomats are no longer capable of producing analysis and strategy. The only people producing anything on the Sahelare the defence ministryand the DGSE (Directorate-General for External Security). The military have filled the vacuum.’ 

The Quai d’Orsay hawks seem lost. Védrine believes ‘they are very bothered by Trump, because he has nothing to do with US values. He is not fulfilling the mission.’Macron may be president, but he cannot restore France’s standing among nations on his own, even if he wants to.
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International guns for hire in post-Gaddafi conflict

Libya’s proxy war


The long conflict between the Tripoli government and the Benghazi-based Libyan National Army has grown into a proxy regional war, serviced by foreign funding and supplies, and by mercenaries.



by Akram Kharief







Libya has been torn by conflict ever since 2011, when a rebel coalition with NATO air support began a civil war against the Gaddafi regime. Since 2014, the country has been split between forces loyal to the Government of National Accord (GNA) based in Tripoli and the self-styled Libyan National Army (LNA) led by Benghazi-based Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar. This has grown into a proxy conflict between Haftar’s allies — Egypt, the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Russia — and Turkey and Qatar, who support the GNA. It has also become a battleground for international mercenaries.

Not since Biafra struggled for independence from Nigeria (1967-70) has Africa attracted so many fighters for hire. Both sides use local militias, and draw on organised and remunerated ancillary forces. Since the 1960s, mercenaries are not just thugs recruited through a small ad or in London or Brussels bars; the mercenary business has evolved, with specialist companies operating in many of the world’s hot spots (1).

Secopex, a French company that describes itself as a provider of ‘strategic and operational support’, was one of the first private military contractors to get officially involved in Libya. In May 2011 its head, ex-paratrooper Pierre Marziali, was killed in Benghazi by the security forces of the National Transitional Council (NTC), then leading the rebellion against Gaddafi. Four Secopex employees were also arrested. At the time it was said that Secopex was providing protection to journalists and NGO personnel in the region; there are still suspicions over its direct involvement in the conflict.

‘They’ll work for anyone’

The NTC claimed the five Frenchmen were involved in ‘illicit activities that endangered the security of free Libya’. Had Secopex been working for the NTC, then fallen out with it? Soon after Marziali’s death, anonymous sources briefed against the company, citing French law, which permits the provision of military consultancy and training but not mercenaries. ‘Secopex has a very bad reputation in the military world. They’ll work for anyone and have no scruples. They’ll work for a ruthless head of state or for his enemies, as long as they get paid,’ a French officer told Agence France-Presse (AFP). Secopex had previously tried to hire him to train private militias in Côte d’Ivoire.

Benghazi soldiers have no wish to die hundreds of kilometres from home in Tripoli. Mercenaries mean Haftar can avoid losing face by alienating tribes, which would not tolerate too heavy losses in their ranks Jalel Harchaoui

Gaddafi’s mercenaries also attracted considerable attention before his fall in October 2011. Most came from Chad, Mali and Senegal and some were members of the Islamic Legion, a military unit Gaddafi had modelled on the French Foreign Legion. They were accused of forming death squads to quell the rebellion that began in February 2011 in Benghazi. Hillary Clinton, in her address to the UN Human Rights Council that month, cited Gaddafi’s use of ‘mercenaries and thugs’ against his own people as a reason why it was ‘time for Gaddafi to go’.

The use of mercenaries began with a need for aviation expertise. In 2014 both Haftar in Benghazi and the GNA in Tripoli lacked air support for their ground forces. The UAE, which had backed Haftar from the outset, supplied small agricultural planes, Air Tractor AT-802s, converted into bombers, and Chinese Wing Loong II drones. It also provided money and equipment to turn the small Al-Khadim airport into a military air base. Supplying pilots was a bigger problem; Abu Dhabi judged the Libyans to be under-qualified and a defection risk. The Emiratis also refused to provide pilots, since any captured pilot would be proof of UAE involvement.

The solution came from Reflex Responses (R2), established in Abu Dhabi in 2011 by Erik Prince, former CEO of US security company Blackwater, to supply the UAE with a ‘foreign legion’ of 800 men (including many ex-members of Colombian far-right militias) under a $529m, five-year contract. This force was entrusted with re-establishing stability after the Arab uprisings and preventing future — especially Iran-sponsored — destabilisation attempts. In Libya, Reflex Responses supplied pilots and air crew to the LNA.

To the west, the GNA had a few planes that had survived NATO’s destruction of Gaddafi’s air force, plus two Mirage F1s whose pilots had fled to Malta at the start of the popular uprising to avoid orders to bomb their compatriots. With Libyans still reluctant, the GNA hired Colombian and Portuguese pilots (and one American); technicians came from Ukraine, Georgia and Ecuador. All these personnel were based at the Misrata Airforce Academy.

The GNA in Tripoli also had Turkish support; Turkish Bayraktar TB2 drones gave it air superiority, forcing Haftar’s Russian allies to intervene in May with unmarked MiG-29s, known to have passed through Russia’s Hmeimim base in Syria. A Russian defence expert said, ‘The use of these planes shows that Russia can step up its involvement and mobilise significant military capability in Libya.’

Control and protection of oil production sites also brought foreign mercenaries to Libya, explicitly in that capacity or as security contractors. Haftar, for his invasion of Libya’s oil crescent — the area around the Gulf of Sidra where most of its oil terminals are — relied on the support of Sudanese troops paid for by Abu Dhabi. Officially they were security officers sent to guard oil installations. In fact these men, who reported to Lieutenant-General Mohamed Hamdan Dagalo, known as Hemetti (‘my protector’ in Sudanese Arabic), made up most of the troops who fought in Haftar’s offensives to the west and later to the south. Some had fought in Darfur.

Russia is the other major provider of manpower to the LNA. In April, UN-mandated experts attested in a report to the Security Council to the presence of many Russian security companies on the ground. One, Russian Security Systems (RSB Group), is owned by former soldier Oleg Krinitsyn. RSB has been active in Libya since 2016, de-mining oil installations and sites seized from Tripoli’s control. It is also in charge of maintaining Haftar’s air force. The UN report highlighted the role of personnel from the Wagner Group, whose effective force is estimated between 800 and 1,200, many of whom had been in Syria. They fought alongside Sudanese and Chadian soldiers in the LNA spring 2019 attempt to take Tripoli.

‘Christians paid to kill Libyans’

Why is Haftar, who has a considerable Libyan fighting force at his disposal, willing to use mercenaries and risk the mistrust of many Libyans, who do not understand why, as a Facebook user from Misrata put it, ‘Christians are being paid to kill Libyan citizens’? Jalel Harchaoui, a researcher at the Clingendael Institute in The Hague, believes it is a sign that Haftar knows his troops’ motivation is flagging. ‘Soldiers from Benghazi have no wish to die hundreds of kilometres from home to take Tripoli, especially given the strong pushback from GNA forces. Mercenaries allow Marshal Haftar to avoid losing face by alienating the tribes, which would not tolerate too heavy losses in their ranks.’ The Wagner troops lost 40 men in a single day in the first, disastrous, engagements; they then managed to hold back the Tripoli counteroffensive by mining abandoned land, avoiding a complete rout for Haftar.

Syrian fighters in Turkey's pay and their Sudanese counterparts financed by Abu Dhabi function as cannon fodder in a conflict that has nothing to do with them Observer of the Libyan conflict

SADAT International Defence Consultancy, a Turkish contractor comparable to the Wagner Group, is operating in Tripolitania. It was set up in 2012 by Adnan Tanrıverdi, a former general in Turkey’s special forces with close links to President Erdoğan, and collaborates with the Turkish secret services. SADAT is linked with Fawzi Boukatif, former commander of the Martyrs of 17 February Brigade, which is a powerful militia that helped topple Gaddafi; SADAT is in charge of training and organising the Syrian fighters ‘imported’ by Turkey in December 2019 to reinforce Tripoli’s army. These include members of Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, a jihadist faction on the US list of terrorist organisations. An observer of the conflict said, ‘Syrian fighters in Turkey’s pay and their Sudanese counterparts financed by Abu Dhabi function as cannon fodder in a conflict that has nothing to do with them.’

Since June, Arab press information as yet unconfirmed by the UN has suggested Yemeni fighters from the Al-Islah (Muslim Brotherhood) party, equipped by Turkey, are operating in Libya. Opposing them, and further complicating an intractable situation, are several hundred battle-hardened Syrians the Assad regime sent Haftar early this year as a sign of solidarity.

Mercenaries in the Libyan conflict, whoever provides them, do not only serve in the field. A recent study published by Stanford University showed that the battle is also fought online; private Russian companies, including Wagner, assisted by Egyptian programmers, maintain a significant number of pro-Haftar Facebook pages and websites (2). It also revealed that Russia has re-equipped and modernised the old state television channel and former Gaddafi mouthpiece, Al Jamahiriya, whose studios have moved to Cairo.

Further evidence of digital mercenaries (which Turkey does not yet seem to contribute) was the arrest of Maxim Shugaley by GNA security forces in Tripoli in May 2019. Shugaley, a political consultant working for the Foundation for the Protection of Traditional Values in Moscow, was officially in Libya to study the humanitarian, cultural and political situation. The GNA probably arrested him over suspected links to the Wagner Group and involvement with the pro-Haftar digital campaign. Some sources claim he planned to boost the image of Seif al-Islam Gaddafi, son of the dictator, as a possible long-term political alternative to Haftar (now 76). On both battlefield and Internet, Libyans now seem to have been sidelined.
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Authoritarian leaders challenged by transition

Central Asia’s time of choice


The successors of the first generation of leaders who came to power with the fall of the Soviet Union face pressure from their young, unequal societies which now threaten Arab Spring-type rebellion.



by Marlène Laruelle
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Authoritarian regimes don’t like handovers of power, especially if their leaders die or are forced to step down because of old age. Most Central Asian countries, with political institutions that are fragileorconsidered by their peoples to lack legitimacy, have faced this delicate situation in recent years. Many of the region’s leaders had been general secretary of the national communist party, became the first president after independence in 1991, and had remained in office ever since. Turkmenistan’s Saparmurat Niyazov died in 2006 and Uzbekistan’s Islam Karimov in 2016, while Kazakhstan’s Nursultan Nazarbayev stepped down last year at the age of 78; Tajikistan’s Emomali Rahmon, 67, is thinking about his succession after 28 years in office.

Kyrgyzstan may be an exception: governments change through a combination of democratic elections and popular revolutions orchestrated by elites who are divided into factions based on their economic interests and clan loyalties (north vs south); two governments have been overthrown, in 2005 and 2010. The present regime, led by Sooronbay Jeenbekov, elected in 2017, is far from a model of pluralism but is more democratic than its neighbours, with an opposition that is less bullied, and a civil society that is still active.

In Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, an emerging civil society demands the authorities impose greater transparency and accountability on the elite, and take better account of peoples' needs

Elsewhere, different models of succession have been tried since the mid-2000s. In Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan the ‘fathers of the nation’ died without naming an heir, but their successors, former health minister Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedow and ex-prime minister Shavkat Mirzyoyev, already members of the inner circle, were able to secure their positions, quietly removing troublesome rivals. Tajikistan’s Rahmon hopes to hand over to his son Rustam, who is currently mayor of Dushanbe, just as Azerbaijan’s Heydar Aliev handed over to his son Ilham in 2003.

Kazakhstan’s unique approach could become a model: after 28 years in power, Nazarbayev resigned of his own accord, without popular pressure, planning to supervise his successor and create a made-to-measure position for himself. He still controls the country through the institutions he heads — the Security Council, his Nur Otan party, and the specially created Executive Office of the First President. His eldest daughter Dariga chaired the Senate until May this year, and his son-in-law Timur Kulibayev is head of Samruk-Kazyna, the state holding company for all the major public enterprises in key sectors, including energy, electricity and railways. Nazarbayev’s family are far from relinquishing power, though Dariga’s dismissal from her Senate post may be a sign that the new president, Kassym-Jomart Tokayev, does not plan to give them free rein.

Handover surprise in Uzbekistan

However, the way in which a presidential transition takes place is no guide to how the system will change afterwards. Few expected Uzbekistan’s Mirzyoyev, a loyal prime minister to Karimov for more than a decade, to become a resolute reformer after taking office. The Uzbek economy, strictly controlled by the state since independence, has switched to the neoliberal model: the currency (the sum) is now convertible, small and medium enterprise competition restrictions have been lifted, and the powers of the customs and tax authorities have been curbed.

In the first half of this year, the government sold 299 state-owned assets with a total value of 348bn sum ($34m), and a thousand more are to go to private investors. In March, Uzbekistan liberalised cotton production, a quarter of GDP; until then the state had imposed production quotas. But these reforms are unlikely to lead to real democratisation: the president’s party still dominates politics, with other authorised parties limited to walk-on roles.

There is a hint of opening up: television debates are hugely popular, arguments rageon social media, people speak more freely and there is less fear. Yet on 2 June the authorities suppressed online news of a dispute between residents of a village in Fergana province and the provincial governor. Though anyone criticising a major political figure risks arrest, the young are hopeful, realising they have a unique window of opportunity.

The succession has not caused such upheavals in Kazakhstan. Tokayev, a former diplomat, has maintained Nazarbayev’s authoritarian line, and the latter still controls political life: Nazarbayev represented his country at the Central Asia summit in Tashkent last November in Tokayev’s place. The change of president has made it possible to confirm the appointment of a new generation of technocrats in their 40s who are keen to diversify an economy where oil still accounts for 30% of GDP and two thirds of exports. Will this be enough to transform the country, especially during the global recession triggered by the Covid-19 pandemic?

Uzbek and Kazakh transitions

Though the full economic cost is yet to be determined, the Uzbek and Kazakh governments seem to have survived the pandemic and maintained transparency on public health fairly well.

Their transition models have also had an impact on regional geopolitics. Uzbekistan is trying to shake things up. After two decades of isolationism, the government has returned to the regional negotiating table, especially on water and energy; disputes with Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan over the use of the waters of transboundary rivers, the Amu Darya and Syr Darya, have abated, and since 2016, the five Central Asian presidents have met several times, giving hope to those calling for cooperation and regional integration.

In Uzbekistan the young urban middle class protested against the name of the capital being changed from Astana to Nur-Sultan — a symbol of the Nazarbayev personality cult — and demanded free and fair elections

The Uzbek president’s regionalist convictions have not shut out the great powers. Bilateral relations with Russia have remained excellent, especially since March, when the Uzbek parliament approved plans to apply for observer status at the Russian-led Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) — a first step towards potential membership. China is strengthening its economic ties with Central Asia; it is already the region’s leading trade partner, ahead of Russia. Relations with the US have warmed, especially on the strategic front: the training of senior Uzbek military personnel at US institutions resumed in 2018.

Continuity dominates in Kazakhstan. Tokayev, like Nazarbayev, believes in a multi-vector foreign policy that balances Russia, China and the West, while in practice remaining largely under Russia’s economic, and especially strategic, domination. The economy has benefitted little from Kazakhstan’s membership of the EAEU. Kazakh companies face competition from Russian enterprises and have been collateral victims of western sanctions imposed on Russia after it annexed Crimea in 2014. Those in close partnerships with Russian companies have lost access to western investors. Kazakhstan’s dependency on Russian military technology has increased in recent years, further diminishing its autonomy.

Central Asian countries all face similar challenges: after 2014 their currencies fell with the Russian rouble and remittances from migrant workers dwindled. This is a disaster for Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, where remittances accounted for between a third and half of GDP. The global recession will further impact on Central Asian economies and weaken the two countries, already the poorest of theformer Soviet republics. It will also hit projects linked to China’s new Silk Road, which would make Central Asia (in practice, mostly Kazakhstan) a major staging post on the way to Russia and the EU (1).

Kazakhstan faces an added problem: inequality between its own regions. The southern regions are among the poorest,with weak social indicators (poorly equipped hospitals, schools without teachers, high youth unemployment, girls marrying soon after leaving school), while the oil-rich western regions of Atyrau and Mangystau have prospered and offer skilled jobs, worsening discontent and Islamism in the south. The situation calls for a fairer distribution of oil rents, especially to rural communities, which have lost out in the past two decades; only the rapidly growing urban middle class has benefited during this time.

A young, rural population

More than half the 70 million people of Central Asia are under 25 and, except in Kazakhstan, most people live in rural areas. Everyone is conscious of the risk that a surge in the youth population will cause a collapse of the social and political order like the Arab Spring — especially as in the largest countries, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, an emerging civil society is demanding that the authorities impose greater transparency and accountability ontheelites, and take better account of the peoples’ needs through consultation. In Uzbekistan, property rights are a concern in both urban and rural areas. The government’s Tashkent City project, a Dubai-style business centre, meant evicting thousands of residents from the old city centre, which led to unprecedented protests (2).

There are two kinds of protest in Uzbekistan. In cities, they are about planning and the environment (traffic, waste management, electricity and heating charges, densification), though activism is less developed than in Russia (3). Last spring the young urban middle class protested against the name of the capital being changed from Astana to Nur-Sultan — a symbol of the Nazarbayev personality cult — and demanded free and fair elections. The demonstrations were quickly repressed, and many were arrested and imprisoned (4).

Yet the movement did not weaken, and gradually organised around the civil rights organisation Oyan, Qazaqstan (Wake Up, Kazakhstan) — words borrowed from the poet Mirjaqip Dulatuli, a founder of the early 20th-century nationalist movement Alach Orda (The Horde of Alash). The name Oyan, Qazaqstan isnowused by citizen action groups includingpolitically awareyouth (on the model of Russian anticorruption activist Alexey Navalny), artists, rappers, YouTube stars, LGBT+ activists and environmentalists protesting against the building of a ski resort on the Kok Zhailau plateau, near Almaty. This movement has almost no popular support, but it shows an aspiration to participate in public life.

In rural areas, land reforms, proposed in 2016, that would allow foreigners to lease arable land raised fears of Chinese entrepreneurs taking over the agricultural sector and led to demonstrations in socially deprived small towns and villages: land ownership is asource of pride in Kazakhstan. The authorities were worried because the protesters were from an overwhelmingly Kazakh-speaking population considered by the regime as pillars of the nation and reliable supporters, unlike the often Russian-speaking, cosmopolitan, urban middle class, considered more likely to rebel.

In response to the coming crisis, regimes in as yet uncertain political transitions can either choose repression, or agree to demands for greater participation (also needed to ensure that post-pandemic austerity measures are accepted). Their choices will also depend on developments in regional, especially Russian, and global geopolitics.
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Evangelical disruptors of hierarchies

The rise of evangelical Christianity


The fast-growing evangelical movement is mainly ultraconservative and keen on prosperity; it is transnational, pragmatic, shrewdly political and increasingly seeks ways to advance its rightwing agenda.



by Akram Belkaïd & Lamia Oualalou







In the last four decades, Protestantism, whether in Rio de Janeiro, Seoul, Mexico City or Lagos, has experienced an impulse towards ultraconservatism that has had an influence on social, economic and diplomatic issues as well as entire societies. The evangelical branch of Protestantism has 660 million adherents worldwide and is growing dramatically (1). In the early 20th century, 94% of South Americans were Catholic and only 1% Protestant. Now the number of Protestants there has grown to 20%, while that of Catholics has fallen to 69%.

In Brazil alone, in 1970, 92% were Catholic but, by 2010, that had declined to 64%. The country’s many evangelical churches are the main beneficiaries of the switch — especially Pentecostalism, which has grown exponentially in Brazil (2). The evangelicals swung the country’s 2018 presidential election for Jair Bolsonaro, who secured 70% support from them (11 million votes), enabling him to defeat Fernando Haddad of the Workers’ Party (PT).

In 2016 Donald Trump courted US evangelicals even more overtly than his Republican predecessors Ronald Reagan and George W Bush, and he regards this electorate as vital to his re-election prospects in November. The evangelical movement is now inextricable from politics.

The evangelicals are medieval in the worst sense. Politically, they change everything. We're no longer in a discussion between conservatives and progressives in a democratic context. When the government's slogan is ‘God is above all things', everything is called into question Valdemar Figuerdo

The rise of evangelical Christianity began in the US. Pentecostalism originated there in the 1910s; it emphasised the story of Pentecost (the descent of the Holy Spirit on the apostles). Missionaries then spread the principles of Pentecostalism around the world: beginning a new life through personal conversion, undergoing a ‘second baptism’ and putting the Bible, regarded as literal truth, at the centre of daily life. Personal witness is another important element in the expression of faith.

In the 1960s and 80s there were second and third waves of evangelicalism, again centred on the US. The third, ‘neo-Pentecostalist’, wave highlighted the need for daily struggle against evil and the devil, and gave special importance to signs and miracles as divine revelations. An overtly proselytising faith, it relies largely on miracles, healing, prophesies and speaking in tongues to communicate directly with God.

A way of getting rich

At the same time, neo-Pentecostalists preach a prosperity theology that turns faith into a way of getting rich. Wealth is a sign of spiritual health and not be condemned; poverty is often stigmatised as divine punishment. Believers are expected to make regular donations to support their church, to protect themselves from evil, solve personal problems and enable healing. However, the evangelicals’ rise has been punctuated with financial and moral scandals. Believers who have suffered abuse have sought temporal justice and televangelists such as Jimmy Swaggart, who denounced evil in front of the cameras, have had to show penitence for yielding to the lure of the flesh (satirised in Genesis’s 1991 song, Jesus He Knows Me).

But evangelicalism marches on, undeterred, and over time, the movement has become transnational; exchanges between countries are increasingly common. Local adherents take over from American missionaries and bring in yet more followers. Schools, universities, cultural centres and hospitals are built. It all helps spread the word.

Wherever they are, evangelicals’ strength comes from their ability to disrupt old hierarchies and act pragmatically (3). Churches can be set up anywhere: in a disused cinema, a former restaurant or a garage. Anyone can claim a ministry, so there is no recruitment crisis among their pastors, unlike in the Catholic Church. All that’s needed is charisma, a Bible, a few plastic chairs and an electronic keyboard.

Communion for evangelicals is strengthened by the emotion they bring to the ritual, including singing, laughter, tears over Christ’s crucifixion and trance-like states. Music is the central element of worship and there is a vast repertory to draw on, from gospel and Christian rock to evangelical country. PR and digital content creation are further key assets, along with face-to-face proselyting and intensive social media campaigns.

The evangelical universe is far from homogeneous. Baptists, whose movement dates from the 17th century, number around 100 million today. Their movement includes many moderate and progressive churches. One of its most famous members is former US President Jimmy Carter, who received the Nobel peace prize in 2002.

Against the secular state

Not all neo-Pentecostalists subscribe to prosperity theology and not all vote for rightwing politicians: Venezuela’s evangelicals gave Presidents Hugo Chávez and Nicolás Maduro considerable support. But the mainstream of the movement is ultraconservative, even reactionary: it supports the death penalty, fiercely opposes abortion, and rejects, in the name of ‘defending the family’, any legislation that might benefit LGBT+ communities. Uganda’s evangelical churches campaign relentlessly for tougher laws against homosexuality and ‘conversion therapies’ to alter sexual orientation. In Malawi, Zimbabwe and South Africa, televangelists amplify a homophobic and anti-immigrant message. The most famous of them, such as ‘prophet’ Shepherd Bushiri, have amassed colossal fortunes.

Evangelicals are also targeting secularism. In Brazil, Nigeria and South Korea, political language is infused with religious references that are sometimes hostile to modernity and progress. Valdemar Figuerdo, a Brazilian theologian and professor of politics, believes that the evangelicals’ goal is to ‘perform a U-turn against the secular state, the autonomy of science, the importance of universities, free thinking, women’s status, gender issues, minority rights. They are medieval in the worst sense. Politically, they change everything. We’re no longer in a discussion between conservatives and progressives in a democratic context. When the government’s slogan is “God is above all things”, everything is called into question.’

Mexico’s leftwing president, Andrés Manuel López Obrador, also brings religion into politics, calling himself a ‘disciple of Jesus Christ’. He formed an alliance with a small conservative party, Encuentro Social (Social Encounter Party), led by evangelicals who are keen to steer the president ‘on issues concerning life and the family’. Evangelicals are achieving similar influence in many countries, and relations between religions are adversely affected. Whereas Catholic and traditional Protestant churches are in regular dialogue with different branches of Islam, the evangelicals, who strongly support the state of Israel, are openly hostile to Muslims, often regarding them as either likely enemies or potential converts.


In this special report, the term ‘evangelicals’ refers to members of churches and movements that are part of evangelicalism, also known as evangelical Protestantism. It is also used to refer to preachers who proselytise to non-believers. The derivation of the word ‘evangelical’ highlights the centrality to believers of the ‘good news’ (Greek: evangelion) contained in the Gospels; the Bible’s unquestionable truth is a key part of evangelicals’ worldview. The term ‘evangelical Protestants’ distinguishes them from the so-called ‘historic’ Protestant churches, whose origins date back to the 16th century, such as the Reformed and Lutheran churches. In this special report there is a particular focus on the neo-Pentecostal (or charismatic) churches, which make up a significant part of evangelicalism, though not its entirety.
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Now evangelicals grow their powerbase

Brazil’s religious-media-political complex


RecordTV belongs to the media empire of Bishop Edir Macedo, who founded both the evangelical Universal Church and the Republicans party, and is now a force in Rio de Janeiro and national politics.



by Anne Vigna











President Jair Bolsonaro with Pentecostal pastor Silas Malafaia, Rio de Janeiro, April 2019
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At 5.30am, in the headquarters of the 22nd battalion of Rio de Janeiro’s military police, a television crew put on bulletproof jackets and prepared to hit the streets with Ernani Alves, the star presenter of Cidade Alerta (City on Alert). The two-hour show is the most-watched on RecordTV, Brazil’s second-largest channel by geographical reach and audience; it covers ‘news, urban violence and crimes’ and goes out every afternoon, Monday to Saturday. The tone is sensationalist (the good guys are always in uniform) and it feels structureless, jumping at random from brutal rapes to everyday break-ins.

According to a report by the NGO ANDI (News Agency for Children’s Rights), produced with Brazil’s federal prosecutor’s office (1), Cidade Alerta has broken the law more often than any other programme: infringements include ignoring both the presumption of innocence and judicial decisions; exposing minors; inciting crime, hate speech and prejudice; breaching the right to silence; and psychological torture. Olívia Bandeira, an anthropologist and coordinator of communications watchdog Intervozes, said, ‘Their attitude is the only good crook is a dead crook. They ignore police violence and defend strong-arm tactics, just as Jair Bolsonaro has done for years.’

The Universal Church, RecordTV and the Republicans generally present themselves as independent entities. In reality, the Record group is a powerful electoral springboard for the party Suzy dos Santos

Besides crime shows, Record’s schedule gives airtime to pastors from the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God (Igreja Universal do Reino de Deus), who invite viewers to reflect prayerfully on the dramas they have been watching. Record is owned by Edir Macedo, founder of, and bishop in, the Universal Church, third-largest by membership of Brazil’s evangelical churches and active in 95 countries.

‘Record isn’t independent’

Despite his ascetic appearance, Macedo, 75, is a formidable businessman, whose fortune was estimated by Forbes magazine in 2015 at 1.9bn reais (then worth $535m). Macedo sought his own radio show soon after setting up his first church in a former funeral home in 1977, and then courted television appearances to recruit members. In 1989 he raised $45m from his congregants to buy Record, founded in 1953 and beset by debts and poor management. For the 30 years until the statute of limitations came into effect, this acquisition remained under judicial investigation without its legality ever being established. Journalist Gilberto Nascimento, author of a history of the Universal Church (2), said, ‘Macedo sold his flock the idea of an evangelical television station free of pornography and alcohol. But when he acquired it, he made it a commercial channel just like any other and set himself the challenge of outdoing the Globo channel.’

Record reserves its early-morning and late-night schedule exclusively for Universal Church services. Though these unpopular time slots would normally be the cheapest, Record gets 30% of its revenue from Universal Church programming and congregants pay for this; in 10 years, the Universal Church has paid Record around 2.3bn reais (around $425m at current rates). Nascimento blames Brazil’s lack of media regulation: ‘Macedo justifies charging for these slots, arguing Record is independent of the church and there is no reason for it not to pay. But this is untrue: Record isn’t independent of the Church.’

The Record group has grown alongside the Universal Church over three decades: a 2010 survey by the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics (IBGE) found the Church had 1.8 million members, over 5,000 churches and 10,000 pastors in Brazil. The Record group has also become a media empire, with a network of radio stations, 17 television channels, four internet portals, including an evangelical video platform (Univer Video) and the Correo do Povo (People’s Mail) newspaper, with the ninth largest circulation in Brazil. The group also owns a majority stake in the Renner Bank and manages around 100 audiovisual content-creation businesses, including for transportation, insurance and hospitality. The Universal Church owns a network of 64 radio stations (Rede Aleluia) with 75% coverage of the country, a publishing house (Unipro), a record company (Line Records), an online television channel and a free newspaper, Folha Universal, with a print run of two million (six times the circulation of the best-selling paid-for daily, Folha de São Paulo).

Since early in Bolsonaro’s presidency in 2019, the Record group has been a major recipient of federal government funds in the form of advertising, according to an investigation by non-profit investigative news agency Pública (3). This budget used to be allocated according to audience size, but in 2019 Record received 30m reais (then worth $8.3m) in advertising spend, much more than the Sara Nossa Terra evangelical church (741,000 reais, $200,000) and the Assemblies of God (472,000 reais, $128,000). Globo TV’s share of public advertising spend fell from 48.5% in 2007 to 16.3% in 2019, even though it remained the most-watched channel, with a 35% audience share. Record, with an average of just 13.1% of the audience, jumped from 26.6% of federal advertising revenue in 2017 to 42.6% in 2019.

Ideological affinity

Record’s support for Bolsonaro’s presidential bid was so overt that there was an electoral inquiry into it, though the president escaped sanction. Bolsonaro, who is a poor debater, refused to face his presidential rival, Fernando Haddad of the Workers’ Party (PT), in the second-round televised debate. And he did not take part in the final first-round debate with the seven other candidates, saying he felt weak after a knife attack the previous month. But while this debate was being shown on Globo, Record broadcast an exclusive 30-minute interview with Bolsonaro. ‘He had a chance to talk about his ideas and attack his rivals unchallenged,’ said Mauricio Stycer, a media commentator on Folha de São Paulo. ‘For Bolsonaro, who was only officially entitled to 10 seconds of airtime because he belonged to a small party, this interview was a godsend.’ A few days before the broadcast, Macedo had declared his support for Bolsonaro on social media.

Macedo got involved in politics as soon as he acquired Record, first supporting local politicians in São Paulo, then quickly turning his attention to federal and presidential elections. In 2005, during the presidency of Luis Inácio ‘Lula’ da Silva (PT), Macedo set up a political party, the Brazilian Republican Party (PRB), now the Republicans, which quickly became part of the government.

‘Macedo has supported every government, whatever its politics,’ said Suzy dos Santos, professor of social communication at the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro. ‘He fought Lula until his victory, then [Macedo’s] party became part of the governing coalition. He was also in Dilma Rousseff’s government until her impeachment in 2016 when, invoking God and the family, his party’s MPs voted to bring her down. They then immediately found a place in the government of Michel Temer, Rousseff’s vice-president and successor. Now, with Jair Bolsonaro, their ideological affinity is much stronger.’

Dos Santos’s book, co-authored with Janaine Aires, on the relationship between Brazilian media and politics (4), shows that most Republicans parliamentarians are members of the Universal Church, media figures from the Record group, or both. She says, ‘Despite their well-known connections, the Universal Church, RecordTV and the Republicans generally present themselves as independent entities. In reality, the Record group is a powerful electoral springboard for the party.’ In 2006 the party only got one seat in the Chamber of Deputies. It is now the eighth-largest party in the National Congress, with 32 MPs: 14 of them are current or former members of the Record group. The party has also run Rio since 2016, under mayor Marcelo Crivella, a former Rousseff minister who is also Macedo’s nephew, a Universal Church bishop and a gospel singer, which guarantees him frequent coverage in Record media.

Republicans leader Marcos Pereira, a former boss of Record who was industry minister in the Temer government, is now vice-president of the Chamber of Deputies and ambitious to be president of the chamber in 2021. This is a key post in Brazil, since any move to oust the nation’s president requires the approval of the president of the chamber. With Pereira onside, Bolsonaro has little to fear from the more than 50 proceedings already initiated to get rid of him.

Two of Bolsonaro’s sons, Flavio, a senator, and Carlos, a city councillor in Rio, joined the Republicans in March, as did their mother, Bolsonaro’s first wife Rogéria Braga, who is expected to be Crivella’s running mate in Rio’s 2020 mayoral election. That would officially cement the alliance between the Bolsonaro and Macedo families in the city dominated by Christ the Redeemer and organised crime.
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Gospel of success, health and wealth

‘Pentecostal republic’ of Nigeria


Nigeria, with both Christian and Muslims, has a strong born-again popular culture, and politicians of all faiths court the powerful evangelical vote at elections.



by Anouk Batard











Worshippers at the Pentecostal church Salvation Ministries in Port Harcourt, Nigeria, February 2019
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Pentecostalism, often called ‘born-again’ Christianity, is powering the resurgence of the evangelical movement in Nigeria, the epicentre of the Christian revival in Africa, and around the world. The country is an economic powerhouse with a population of nearly 200 million, and has produced many wealthy, internationally known pastors. They include David Oyedepo, presiding bishop of Living Faith Church Worldwide (also known as The Winners’ Chapel), with a net worth estimated at $150m in 2015, and Chris Oyakhilhome of Christ Embassy, with personal assets of $30-50m.

Their ‘megachurches’, ‘redemption camps’ and ‘sacred cities’ regularly bring together tens or even hundreds of thousands of believers. As well as spaces for worship, these transnational religious enterprises have theological training centres, maternity hospitals,clinics, media, schools and universities.

Nigeria has Christians and Muslims in equal numbers, yet a public discourse steeped in Pentecostalism has developed, which can be seen in popular culture (film, music, stand-up comedy, reality TV, talk shows), business, education, government ministries and up to the highest levels of the state.Pastors and Christian institutions play such a big role in politics that sociologist Ebenezer Obadare calls Nigeria a ‘Pentecostal republic’ (1).

This ‘white-collar fundamentalism’, in Obadare’s words, emerged in the 1970s, when Nigeria benefited from the oil boom. Millionaires appeared as if by magic, and did not vanish during the economic, social and political crisis that followed, which was as deep as it was long-lasting. Neo-Pentecostal discourse offered an explanation for why a minority had become so rich, accusing the political and economic elites of witchcraft. Amid many corruption scandals, the doctrine of holiness, advocating asceticism, went hand-in-hand with a fashionable rhetoric calling for greater morality in public life. The rise of born-again Christianity was part of a broader tendency to distrust politics and criticise the authorities. At the same time, under fairly similar conditions, another religious movement based on moral reform emerged: Salafist Islam.

The Christian charismatic renewal centred on university campuses and was drivenby the urban, educated, middle-class young, who were studying and preparing to join the labour market just as the state was disengaging and privatisation was growing, accompanied by a discourse celebrating the success and resilience of the business sector.

Prosperity replaces holiness

Neo-Pentecostalism took off in the late 1980s, replacing the doctrine of holiness with the prosperity gospel, imported from the US. Researcher Ruth Marshall-Fratani describes this as a ‘gospel of success’ or ‘health and wealth gospel’, a mixture of scripture and American popular psychology — of the self-help or personal empowerment variety — appealing to those who realised a university degree no longer guaranteed upward mobility.

The concept of being born again initially referred to a quest for individual self-renewal in the classic Protestant tradition, but was easily applied tothe Nigerian nation, seen as corrupted and betrayed by those who had controlled it since independence in 1960 (2), mainly the military. The return to civilian rule began in 1999 with the election of former head of state Olusegun Obasanjo, who was then the only Christian to have held that office (1976-79) since Nigeria’s civil war (1967-70).

Neo-Pentecostal discourse offered an explanation for why a minority had become so rich, accusing the political and economic elites of witchcraft

In 1999 he relied on the born-again movement to win over Christian voters, including Anglicans, other Protestants and Catholics, and to build up his legitimacy as president. During his campaign, he talked about his spiritual rebirth while in prison during the repression under the authoritarian Sani Abacha (1993-98). Many Christians saw Obasanjo’s 1999 election as a manifestation of divine will. His successors, Muslims included, adopted his strategy of wooing Christian, and especially evangelical, voters.

Democratisation favoured the development of Pentecostalism in the public sphere, and the incorporation of the new Christianity into the state. Born-again Christian leaders, now fully committed to the pursuit of political power, were courted by politicians, advised those in power, and occupied government posts. Religious affiliation became a key consideration in recruitment throughout the nominally secular state apparatus.

This ‘Pentecostalisation of the presidency’, as Obadare calls it, continued under Umaru Musa Yar’Adua (Muslim, 2007-10), who gave honours to a number of famous pastors, and under Goodluck Jonathan(Christian, 2010-15). It was intended to counter fears of Nigeria’s Islamisation, widespread among Nigerian Christians and stemming from their sense of having long been excluded from power after independence by Muslim military figures from the north of the country.

Memory of the Sokoto caliphate

Other factors increased those fears: the debates surrounding the adoption of sharia in some Nigerian states, Nigeria joining the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation in 1986, and frequent inter-confessional violence. There was also a collective memory of the 19th-century Sokoto caliphate, which built a prosperous state on the enslavement of peoples in what is now central Nigeria, who were then animist but have since converted to Christianity.

Yet there is no Christian or even Pentecostalist vote as such. At every election, the evangelical elite are divided, supporting different candidates who may also include Muslims. For the 2011 presidential election, Muhammadu Buhari, a Muslim, teamed up with well-known pastors, but this strategy failed to beat Goodluck Jonathan, who had the support of other evangelical leaders. In 2015, however, Jonathan lost to Buhari despite the support of Christian interest groups and Pentecostalist leaders.

‘White-collar fundamentalism' emerged in the 1970s, when Nigeria benefited from the oil boom. Millionaires appeared as if by magic, and did not vanish during the economic, social and political crisis that followed

To strengthen his political base, Buhari chose as his vice-president Yemi Osinbanjo, a pastor from Nigeria’s most powerful church, the Redeemed Christian Church of God, who was also close to the still highly influential former governor of Lagos state, Bola Ahmed Adekunle Tinubu, a Muslim. Osinbanjois also a former attorney general and university law lecturer, with a master’s in law from the London School of Economics. (Many pastors of powerful churches have academic backgrounds.)

For the Christian Association of Nigeria, which brings together various churches and acts like a political lobby, identifying authentic born-again Christians genuinely filled with the Holy Spirit is a serious business (3). The rhetoric involves stigmatising or (in born-again terminology) ‘demonising’ others, including secular Christians or, worse, Muslims — and of course those accused of witchcraft.

Yet as at presidential elections, Nigeria’s Christian elite are happy to build broad alliances including, if necessary, their Muslim counterparts. Ruling parties often use homosexuality to inspire fear, and the media and religious elites loudly approve stronger criminal penalties for those convicted. However, there is less enthusiasm for allegationsof sexual assault or human trafficking by pastors (4).
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Mafia-style neoliberal deregulation, cheap labour

Albania, newly built on shaky ground


In 1991 Albania swapped decades of communist dictatorship for a new era of bipartisan factionalism that has often come close to civil war. Prime Minister Edi Rama claims his country is booming and wants EU membership, but for many Albanians emigration is still their best hope.



by Jean-Arnault Dérens & Laurent Geslin
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There is a 20km strip of coast south of the city of Durrës that sums up Albania’s recent history. During the national-communist dictatorship (1945-91) its fine sandy beaches were backed by pine woods, the occasional hotel and the villas of the party elite. (It is less than an hour from the capital, Tirana.) After eastern Europe’s most hermetic regime collapsed, new buildings replaced the trees, and construction increased until hotels and apartments blocked access to the sea. Not until last November’s magnitude 6.4 earthquake did gaps reappear.

‘Many buildings were constructed on sand or boggy ground, with very shallow foundations,’ said professor of civil engineering Luljeta Bozo. ‘It was obvious that the slightest tremor would bring them down. Fortunately, many were unoccupied — they’re just a way of laundering money. Otherwise the loss of life would have been much worse.’ The official death toll was 51. Albania is in a high seismic hazard zone, but the earthquake was more than a natural disaster: mafia-style neoliberal deregulation significantly worsened its impact. Those with power and money ignore town planning, when it exists.

The students have rejected intrusion by political parties, especially the opposition. They realise that what we call democracy is really corrupt pluralism undermined by the logic of cronyism Arlind Qori

Bozo warned of the dangers of illegal construction on TV Klan two days after a quake caused significant damage in September 2019, and said further shocks were inevitable. ‘I was treated like a madwoman and no action was taken after this dress rehearsal for disaster.’ The authorities just arrested two journalists who had also warned of the risk for ‘spreading fake news to cause panic’ (1).

‘No cement for construction’

The November 2019 quake also struck Thumanë, a small town 30km north of Tirana, perched above the coastal plain, which was regarded as unhealthy until after the second world war, when the regime of Enver Hoxha (1908-85) sent forced labourers from other regions to improve it. Most of the debris has now been cleared, leaving only gaps between houses, a little rubble and broken tiles as a reminder of the buildings that collapsed and the neighbours who disappeared.

Bozo said, ‘The housing in Thumanë was built in the early 1980s, when all resources were diverted into constructing hundreds of thousands of bunkers at every crossroads, supposedly for national defence. There was no cement left for civil construction, which is why they collapsed so easily.’ Back then, Thumanë’s inhabitants worked in greenhouses on collective farms. Remittances from Albanians working abroad have been their biggest source of income for three decades.

Twenty-five people died in Thumanë, and survivors have still not received promised state aid. Some are staying with family or friends, others camping in gardens. The Fifo family live in a garage, their only income earned by Mrs Fifo, who stitches shoes at home for a company in a nearby town. Textile and footwear production are booming and have helped Albania achieve economic growth of around 4% in 2017 and 2018, and reduce unemployment from 17.5% in 2014 to 11.5% in 2020, pre-Covid-19 (2). Many companies are subcontractors for big Italian brands. Salaries are low ($175-300 a month) and companies circumvent labour regulations by having most employees work from home.

Edi Rama, leader of the Socialist Party (which belongs to the Socialist International) and prime minister since 2013, is the main proponent of the ‘Albanian economic miracle’, which he talks up in Italy. He claims that, after decades of emigration, Albania is now a new destination for investors and even for Italian migrant labour. But the statistics show that since 1989 Albania has had the highest emigration rate in Europe, with net migration strongly negative in 2018 and 2019 (3). Rama told Italian media in 2015, ‘We’re a country with no senate, no unions, no radical left and no comedians trying to be politicians’ (4). Activists for the radical left group Organizata Politike (the Political Organisation, OP) want to prove him wrong; they sustained the strong student protests against higher education deregulation in academic 2018/19.

‘It was about increasing tuition fees’

‘It started with architecture students being told they had to pay fees to take their exams,’ said Gresa Hasa, an OP member and media spokesperson for Lëvizja për Universitetin (Movement for the University). ‘The 2015 higher education reform tried to introduce competition between public and private universities, including for state funding. In reality, it was about increasing tuition fees, making it even harder for many people to access higher education. An undergraduate course would have cost $400 annually, equivalent to the average monthly wage, and a one-year master’s, $2,000.’ After a two-month strike, the government dropped its planned fee increase, but the protest movement had created a new political consciousness. Hasa said, ‘The neoliberal dogma, presented as inevitable since the fall of socialism, was shattered.’

The protests reached the chrome mines in Bulqizë, a small town northeast of Tirana in the central mountains. AlbChrome has mined here since the end of the second world war. In the 2000s the franchise was awarded to an Italian company, then in 2013 it was acquired by Balfin, Albania’s biggest investment fund, owned by Samir Mane, one of the country’s richest oligarchs. Since then, accidents have increased: eight workers have died underground, 40 others have been injured, and wages have remained at $475 a month since 2011, while workers have had to increase output. ‘In 2013 the company had to produce 40,000 tonnes of chrome a year. Now it’s 90,000 tonnes,’ said Elton Debreshi, leader of the new United Miners’ Union, formed in November 2019, despite the existence of a ‘house’ union. ‘As soon as we’d legally registered the new union, we organised a big meeting in Bulqizë. Five days later, I was fired, along with three comrades.’

Their only alternative employment option is in private mines that powerful local businessmen took control of after 1997. ‘Wages there are even lower, working conditions and safety worse, and anyway, we’re blacklisted because we’re union members.’ The media has almost completely ignored the miners’ protests. ‘Samir Mane has direct links to the government and media owners. Some journalists have admitted they were advised not to mention what’s happening,’ said Frenklin Elini, an OP activist now based in Bulqizë to support the miners.

People started to leave again a year after the Socialists won the June 2013 election, when they realised that nothing was going to change Fatos Lubonja

In Tirana, young OP activists meet in the busy No Logo centre to talk politics, watch films and socialise. The centre is in the same old building, one of the few spared by property speculators, as the new Solidariteti (Solidarity) union, which is trying to organise workers in the booming call centre sector. Union leader Tonin Preçi said, ‘This sector employs 25-30,000 people — 7% of the entire workforce.’ Wages are $3.00-3.50 an hour, depending on the client and the campaign. Employers have bonus schemes and seniority awards, but the terms are rarely clear. ‘When you sign a contract, only the basic rate of pay is specified,’ Preçi said. ‘Bonuses aren’t offered in writing, so they can be withdrawn without explanation. Even one sick day can mean losing your seniority.’

Preçi works for Teleperformance, a French multinational that claims to be ‘the biggest team of interaction experts in the market’. It operates in 78 countries and is often criticised for its working practices and HR management. In July 2019 the Paris-based law association Sherpa and the international union federation UNI Global Union formally called on the company to strengthen workers’ rights (5). Its Albanian call centres cover all of Italy, a market where Albanians have a virtual monopoly.

Call centre worker Irdi Ismajli said, ‘Competition for English- and French-speaking markets is fierce, and the call centres tend to be in former colonies. For Italy, our only competitors are the Romanians, but people say they have too strong an accent.’ With bonuses, a full-time employee can earn up to $600 a month, a good salary here. But companies play towns off against each other. Preçi said, ‘More and more companies are setting up in the provinces, where the hourly rate is 25-35 cents less than in Tirana.’

Call centres seem the only sector of the economy that justifies the prime minister’s optimism. They even attract Italian workers. Ismajli said, ‘I have a colleague from Bari. He can’t find any work in his home region, Puglia. You can get by on $600 a month in Tirana.’ With even precarious jobs at risk of offshoring, Ismajli and Preçi want to foster international solidarity. ‘We’re increasing our contacts,’ Ismajli said, ‘especially within the framework of UNI Global, because employers always make the same argument: if you ask for better pay, clients will go to more attractive countries.’ During the pandemic, Albania imposed a strict six-week lockdown, but call centre workers were among the first to return to work.





After the November 2019 earthquake in Thumanë
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Is Tirana really booming?

Construction makes central Tirana look like its economy is booming. Large tower blocks are being built to increase housing density for a population that might reach 1.8m within a decade, according to the city council’s improbable projection. Almost a third of the country lives in the capital, whose population has more than doubled to 900,000 since 1991. Internal migration from the countryside, forbidden under communism, brought two decades of rapid urban growth and much unregulated development. But this trend is slowing, and Albania’s total population has declined from 3.27 million in 1991 to 2.86 million in 2019 (6).

Mayor Erion Veliaj, a friend of the prime minister, says the Tirana 2030 project, developed by Italian architect Stefano Boeri, will make the city a ‘green metropolis’ with two million trees. But recent renovations in Skanderbeg Square, the heart of the capital, have prioritised cars and created a vast car park. Shopping centres are everywhere in the city centre. A new ring road intended to ease traffic congestion has sliced through districts such as Yzberisht, home to families who came here in the 1990s, where much of the housebuilding is unauthorised. Families have been removed without compensation and many feel emigration is their only option.

In Tirana, the number of new building permits jumped by 183% in 2017. The money to fund construction comes in part from cannabis growing. According to estimates from Italy’s Guardia di Finanza, 753,000 plants were destroyed in 2016 compared to 46,000 in 2014, yet this probably only accounted for 10% of the national crop. Production was once concentrated in the village of Lazarat, a local stronghold of the Democratic Party in the south, but has spread nationwide. Interior minister Saimir Tahiri, another Rama confidant, was questioned in 2017 over a huge operation involving one of his cousins, accused of smuggling 3.5 tonnes to Sicily. Though initially facing a 12-year jail term, Tahiri received only a light sentence for ‘abuse of power’ in 2019. Huge amounts of drug money still pour into Albania’s political system and the construction projects blighting Tirana.

Writer Fatos Lubonja is enraged by the fences around construction sites that force pedestrians to walk in the road: ‘This work’s been going on for years, but no one seems to worry about it encroaching on public space.’ As the son of a former head of national broadcasting (disgraced in 1974 for the crime of ‘liberalism’), he was imprisoned, serving many years of hard labour before his release in 1991. Under the Hoxha dictatorship, whole families were punished if one member was found guilty of ‘ideological deviation’. For those on the left, Lubonja remains a key part of the national moral conscience. He told me, ‘After the Stalinist regime fell, Albania spent a long time in a strange state of what’s been called bipartisanism. Politico-mafia interests fell into two camps, one supporting the Democratic Party [PD], the other the Socialist Party [PS], which was the direct heir to the former Workers’ Party.’

This confrontation almost led to civil war in spring 1997. After the collapse of banks and pyramid schemes that swallowed the savings of the first generation of emigrants, there were clashes between PS supporters, concentrated in the south, and PD supporters, who predominate in the north. The lowest estimate for the death toll is 2,000. Only a 7,000-strong international intervention force prevented escalation into war, and hundreds of thousands of weapons circulated in Albania and Kosovo. Post-communist Albania looked like a failed state.

Continuing threat of violence

The next 15 years saw very slow state-building, punctuated by regular switches of government, each time with the threat of renewed violence. The PS stayed in power until it was it was succeeded by the PD in 2005. Both parties have a solid base of supporters and people who depend on them, so demonstrations often turn ugly. Four people died in January 2011 when PS supporters marched against the PD’s ‘dictatorship’. By contrast, according to Movement for the University activist Arlind Qori, ‘students have rejected the intrusion of political parties, especially the opposition. They’ve realised that what we call democracy is really just corrupt pluralism undermined by the logic of cronyism.’

Lubonja said, ‘The 2013 election was a turning point, as organised crime likes order and the criminals had had enough of constant change. So the winners could look forward to a long spell in power. The Socialist leader Edi Rama understood what was at stake and promised them everything, whatever they wanted. So he won the election and now controls all the levers of power. The next parliamentary election, in 2018, was just a formality.’ The rightwing opposition withdrew from parliamentary business, and its parliamentarians resigned en masse in February 2019. They also boycotted the local elections in June that year. A foreign observers’ mission condemned this poll (7); not only was the ruling party the only one on the ballot paper in over half of all districts, there was evidence of many irregularities and voters being pressured.

Despite this, no EU country challenged the result or the democratic legitimacy of Rama’s regime, which has been able to govern without any opposition and control the media through an exceptionally powerful regulatory authority. Western countries pushed for a reform of the justice system, but the ‘verification’ process for judges’ probity has resulted only in a judiciary entirely controlled by the PS.

Albania has been a candidate for EU membership since 2014, but only got the go-ahead for formal membership negotiations this March, during the pandemic. Initially, France and the Netherlands opposed this, not because of Albania’s disregard for the fundamental principle of the rule of law, but because of domestic optics; since their own electorates’ rejection of the constitutional treaty in 2005, their governments have managed public opinion by expressing hostility to EU enlargement.

Indispensable disruptor

Rama’s family was part of Albania’s nomenklatura until 1991 and he entered politics in 1997, becoming culture minister in Fatos Nano’s government and then mayor of Tirana. He makes great play of his former life as a visual artist, often wears trainers even at international summits, and cultivates his image both as a ‘disruptor’ and as the EU’s indispensable partner, especially in the fight against Islamist terrorism and the quest to ‘stabilise’ the Balkans. This leads to contradictions: despite being an atheist and an enthusiastic advocate of EU membership, Rama is also a friend of Turkey’s President Erdoğan and was happy to expel Gülenist teachers at Turkey’s request (8). He is involved in normalising relations between Kosovo and Serbia as an unequivocal supporter of the dialogue between Presidents Hashim Thaçi and Alexandar Vučić, including over redrawing borders (9). This has won him backing from the US, which is keen for the Kosovo situation to be resolved as soon as possible.

Rama has pursued more aggressively neoliberal policies than his Balkan neighbours or his PD predecessors. He has taken public spending cuts and public-private partnerships (PPPs) in higher education, tourism, health and public works so far that even the IMF has criticised him. Its preliminary 2017 report noted that ‘the authorities’ ambitious agenda for public investment through PPPs poses substantial fiscal risks’ (10). In fact, it is less the systematic use of PPPs that is the problem than the murky circumstances in which they are awarded to private firms.

In the cultural sphere, PPPs are now common. A ministerial decree of October 2015 permits the management of Albania’s major cultural and heritage sites by private companies. This has even included the National Theatre in Tirana, the subject of a highly symbolic battle. The building dated from the beginning of Italian occupation in 1939 and was one of Tirana’s main monuments in the fascist style characteristic of the capital. After police attempted to storm the theatre in July 2019, artists occupied it round the clock and put on shows three times a week, attracting hundreds of spectators. ‘We can’t abandon our theatre,’ said director Robert Budina. ‘It was on this stage that Shakespeare first spoke Albanian.’ Taking advantage of the pandemic, the government ordered its demolition at 4am on 17 May, under heavy police guard. Soon after, parliament passed a special law awarding the huge, particularly well situated, site in the ministry district to the private investor Shkëlqim Fusha, who plans to erect tower blocks and a shopping centre. The replacement theatre he has agreed to create will be much smaller. ‘It’s plundering public assets and spaces, pure and simple,’ said Budina.

With no political alternative and society tightly controlled by the authorities and their close business contacts, Albanians are tempted to emigrate. ‘People started leaving again a year after the Socialists won the June 2013 election, when they realised that nothing was going to change,’ Lubonja said. Official statistics show a steady exodus since 1991, but it has accelerated since 2014. In 2018 a lottery offering a green card for entry to the US as the prize attracted 367,000 people (14% of the population), indicating the strength of the desire to get out.

In the same year, 8,261 Albanians requested asylum in France, the second-biggest group after Afghans, according to OFPRA (the French Office for the Protection of Refugees). But Albania was classed as ‘safe’ in 2013, a decision challenged by NGOs but upheld by France’s council of state. Most asylum requests were rejected and forcible repatriations increased until, in 2017, Albania was by far the most frequent destination for France’s third-country national expulsions.

Albania has long been a country of emigration, though under communism leaving was treated as treason and border guards fired at would-be escapees on sight. When Hoxha fell, migrants were especially drawn to Italy and Greece, the latter especially appealing to those from southern Albania, who are often bilingual Orthodox Christians. Many have settled there and gained Greek citizenship. After the financial crisis of 2008-10, an estimated 200,000 returned home, there were fewer new departures and emigrants’ remittances drastically declined, forcing many families into poverty. It is hard as yet to gauge the economic impact the current pandemic, but the direction of migration could switch again, with unemployed Albanians driven home from western Europe by economic necessity. This would destabilise a country whose survival depends on the safety valves of emigration and remittances.
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Japanese, a language fit for a hierarchical society

Knowing your place


In Japan, language is an integral part of a vertical society in which submission is a virtue. Japanese has different words for addressing a superior, a colleague or a sibling, which signal their place in society.



by Akira Mizubayashi
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Japan is facing its worst political crisis since 1947, when its present constitution came into force. Prime minister and Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) leader Shinzo Abe, who is attempting to stifle the principles of democracy, plans to ask the electorate to approve constitutional revisions proposed by his party in 2012. The 1947 constitution replaced the 1889 Constitution of the Empire of Japan, under which the country had waged a 15-year war of colonial aggression (1931-45). The new constitution marked the transition from imperial sovereignty, under which the Japanese were subjects, to popular sovereignty, in which they became citizens. This radical change came after terrible loss of life, both during the colonial expansion pursued by the military-fascist regime and in the bombing of Tokyo during the night of 9-10 March 1945 and the atomic bombs that destroyed Hiroshima and Nagasaki that August.

Though the 1947 constitution retains the principle of Tennoism, which places the emperor and the imperial institution at the heart of the political system, it follows the tradition of France’s Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen of 1789 in seeking to defend natural, civil, sacred and imprescriptible rights. The modern Japan that emerged from the devastation of war was built on the idea of ending the system of state oppression once and for all.

But now, especially since the start of the second Abe government in December 2012, the democratic postwar Japan is being deliberately dismantled. The first stage of the proposed constitutional revision would remilitarise the country through an amendment to article 9, which prohibits Japan from having armed forces. But its underlying intention goes much further, seeking to undermine the fundamental principles of modern constitutional government as a system for the defence of public liberties. Therein lies its real danger.

An ‘ethnic’ nation

The ruling party, which has a traditionalist vision of Japan centred on the pre-eminence of the emperor, claims the constitution needs urgent revision. How has Japan come to this after its 70-year experiment in democracy? Why do the Japanese continue to legitimate an authoritarian style of government that has little respect for human life, as so tragically shown by the Fukushima disaster and the alarming reality of life after it (1)?

The distinguishing feature of Japan’s social order — how its collective life is shaped and organised, how people coexist — is that the Japanese see themselves not as a civic nation but as an ethnic nation. Western Europe, for better or for worse, invented the nation state, inspired by the political philosophy of Thomas Hobbes and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, which hinges on the basic concept of a social contract; Japan has failed to accept the idea that society is founded on a voluntary political pact, formed to preserve natural rights and fundamental liberties.

The distinguishing feature of Japan's social order is that the Japanese see themselves not as a civic nation but an ethnic nation. Japan has failed to accept that society is founded on a voluntary political pact, formed to preserve rights and liberties

In the Japanese political imagination, coexistence is not understood in that way, but is indistinguishable from nature and has therefore always existed, independently of human volition. It seems to me that the political apathy of the Japanese derives from this naturalistic conception of society and their refusal to see society as a human creation, the result of a collective decision. Shocking as it may seem, I believe that in Japan there can be no people, no citizens, no society even, in the sense in which those terms are used in the political philosophy of theEuropean Enlightenment.

The key characteristic of the Japanese ‘way of living together’, the way in which community members coexist, is the verticality of human relationships, in which each individual is assigned a position that only makes sense within a hierarchical structure. At the heart of this way of organising life is the dominance of superiors and submission of inferiors. It is basically a top-down chain of command system, neatly described by the common expressionjoi-katatsu (joi, the will of a superior, and katatsu, transmitted downwards), which is imprinted on the Japanese consciousness. Historians believe this coercive model of society was established as early as the 8th century and reinforced under the Edo shogunate (1603-1868).

Over time, the political order founded on this binary principle of dominance and submission produced a corresponding linguistic order. The Japanese language, too, is vertically and hierarchically structured, and the speaker must choose different wordsaccording to whether they are addressing a superior or inferior: social hierarchy is embedded in the language. In the hierarchy of strictly defined social ranks within each social group — business enterprise, government department, political party, school club, family — a superior can become an inferior in another, or vice versa.

‘What does your father do?’

Imagine a conversation between A, an ordinary employee of a company and B, its CEO. In French or English, A and B could ask each other ‘What year was your father born? What does he do?’ using same words for ‘your father’, ‘born’ and ‘do’; the language is a common good to which they have equal, symmetrical access. In Japanese, things are very different: socially inferior A cannot use the same words as socially superior B, or if he does, must add prefixes to express respect for B’s father and/or humility concerning his own father.

In French or English, two brothers can address each other by their given names or by a second-person personal pronoun such as the informal tu in French, or you in English. In these languages, relative age makes no difference at all to their choice of words; in Japanese, it makes a big difference. The socially superior elder brother can address the younger by his given name alone, or by the pronoun omae (equivalent to tu). Convention dictates that the younger brother must use the expression nii-san (elder brother), or add it after the elder brother’s name, and that he cannot use omae, or any other second-person personal pronoun.

A third example, taken from my novel Dans les eaux profondes (In Deep Waters; Arléa, 2018), shows how the Japanese language is used to articulate hierarchical social relationships, and how it fails when misused. Takashi, a young man of 20 with a mental age of 10, works for a big company where his job is to collect and distribute the mail. As a result, he knows everyone from the CEO down to the lowly temps. Takashi addresses them all by the second-person personal pronoun anata, though convention forbids using it to address social superiors. Through his unconscious transgression (which no one finds offensive because of his handicap), Takashi reveals how social hierarchy is built into the language. Roland Barthes saw language as fascist, because ‘fascism does not prevent speech, it compels speech’ (2). It takes an adult with the innocent mind of a child to challenge the ‘fascism’ of the Japanese language.

So the basic existential problem for Japanese speakers is having to decide whether the ‘you’ they are addressing is a superior or an inferior. It is as if civil society, that homogenous space where (supposedly) free and equal speaking beings associate, did not exist.

This fits in with the five types of human relationship (gorin in Japanese) in Confucian morality, a major influence in Japan: affection between father and child; sense of duty between ruler and subjects; the distinct roles of husband and wife in marriage; the submission of younger to elder siblings; and trust between friends. All these relationships are vertical, except perhaps for friendship, which assumes equality between parties — though even that may not escape the hierarchical structuring of human relations in Confucian morality. At any rate, it comes last in this list of ideal, morally approved relationships.

No place for strangers

This restricted and normative vision of society leaves no place for strangers, though it is with strangers — people who are like us, though we do not know them — that we need to form the political body we call civil society. The exclusively binary combinations of Confucian relationships make it difficult, or even impossible, to experience communality, in which fellow human beings are not trapped in a chain of domination and submission but form horizontal relationships that allow them to create a forum for the egalitarian exchange of ideas.

To the Japanese, the idea of the public forum where people come together to debate is alien. Rousseau, in his ‘Essay on the Origin of Languages’, claims that ‘any language in which one cannot make oneself be heard by the assembled people is a servile tongue.’ He would surely say that the Japanese, navigating a complex and continuous series of dominations and submissions, are not free, and that they speak a ‘servile tongue’ that reflects their way of coexisting.

Democracy, considered not as a form of government or exercise of power but as a model of society, has found it hard to take root in Japan and, more generally, outside the relatively small European cultural area, where it developed spontaneously. The decisive role of language has been ignored or underestimated for too long. Rousseau claims that a language is shaped by the needs of the society that produces it. I believe he expresses only half of his thinking: the language in turn fixes society in the form that shaped the language, and their relationship is one of mutual determination or dependence.

In a country like Japan, no attempt to change society can be made without serious consideration of the nature of the language through which reality is constructed and exchanges take place in every social context, from schoolyard to parliament. If the ‘servile language’ were to change, the submissive society would change too. But changing social conventions and linguistic practices, individually or collectively, by shaking up the language as Takashi does, is a Sisyphean task.

I wonder if, besides the well-established custom of wearing face masks, and the social and cultural codes (no handshakes, kissing or hugging, greater personal space), the relative rarity of lively verbal exchanges (and therefore droplets), by-products of the culture of debate, might explain the lower number of Covid-19 cases recorded in Japan. If so, we must sadly admit that Japan’s ‘servile language’ is better at dealing with the global pandemic.
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New white flight from US high schools

Subverting the American dream


Asian Americans’ success at high school, aiming for top-tier colleges, is causing white Americans to send their children to lower-achieving, less competitive, whiter schools.



by Richard Keiser
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The migration of African Americans from the South to the industrial cities of the north and mid-west of the US, from the second world war on, provoked a white flight of working-class families from neighbourhoods that were perceived to be less safe, declining in economic status, and with worsening schools. Whites rejected charges of racism and claimed they were protecting their financial investment and the safety of their children.

Today a new white flight is taking place. This time upper-middle-class white families are leaving neighbourhoods with increasing house values because Asian American families have moved in, whose children have become top achievers in public schools. Fleeing a neighbourhood with low crime, great schools and high prestige may not be a good financial strategy, but whites are again protecting their children by preserving their place at the top of the meritocratic hierarchy.

Far from celebrating the superior academic achievements of Asian American students as the culmination of the American dream, white parents discredit these accomplishments as an excessively narrow focus on education

This new flight was first recognised in a 2005 Wall Street Journal article about the city of Cupertino, home to Apple and other tech companies. Similar dynamics have been seen in other northern California suburbs with sizeable Asian American populations and in Maryland, New Jersey and New York. These areas are all solidly middle-class with steadily appreciating housing values and very good schools. In a decade, many have doubled their Asian American second-generation population (mostly from Taiwan and India, with tech education), which are now 15-40% locally. At Silicon Valley’s Mission High School, ranked the number one comprehensive high school in the state, 84% of students were white in 1984, falling to 10% by 2010, while Asian American students rose to 83% (1). White families often leave for nearby suburbs with far smaller proportions of Asians in the public schools.

Underachievers are ‘whitewashed’

White parents complain that elementary schools (K-6, ages 5-13), the pathway to the most highly rated high schools (7-12, ages 14-18), are too competitively driven by Asian parents. Those who have switched their children from excellent high schools in California claim they are too focused on test scores and admission to top-tier colleges, achievements increasingly monopolised by Asian American students. The president of the parent-teacher association of a school with an influx of white students from another school with Asian-dominated advanced classes said, ‘It does help to have a lower Asian population. I don’t think our parents are as uptight’ (2). White parents and students feel stereotyped as underachievers: ‘White kids are thought of as the dumb kids.’

The few Asian American students who do not conform to the stereotype of excellence are called ‘whitewashed’. White parents feel that their children enter high school far behind Asian students, because when they play soccer and had fun, Asian children are sent to after-school programmes in high-school subjects. White parents think of sports and socialising as ‘normal’ activities in which Asian children do not participate as their parents see them as unimportant for college admission. In 2013 two North California professors concluded, ‘Asianness is intimately associated with high achievement, hard work, and academic success. Whiteness, in contrast, stands for lower achievement, laziness, and academic mediocrity’ (3).

This is proved by the increasing number of white parents now moving their children to less competitive public schools — a response to upper-middle-class white precarity, the sense that the privileges that have been the birthright of whites are now threatened. At Mission High School, the majority of students on Advanced Placement (AP) courses, particularly in science and maths, are Asian American, while most students not enrolled in these more rigorous courses are white. Admissions officers at top-tier universities often only consider students in the top 15% of the class, and white parents switch schools to ensure that their children are in that prestigious segment.

There is no doubt that whites, particularly male, still dominate the heights of American capitalism; at Google, whites still take 66% of leadership roles. But Asian American women overtook white women among new hires at Google in 2019; more Asian American men than white men were hired, for the first time, in 2020 (4). The path to success is no longer the patrimony of whites; the educational hierarchy is being overturned.

White parents are also working to change the definition of excellence to include balance between high grades and test scores, and a newer concern with diversity of interests, well-roundedness, and less stressed, normal students.

What does normal mean?

What do normal and well-rounded actually mean? We need first to discover what is abnormal. Historically, male and white has been inherent in defining what is normal. Non-white has often meant abnormal or marginal. When women fought for suffrage and political equality, they were called irrational and excessively emotional: women in American politics continue to be portrayed by men as psychologically unfit. Similarly, the struggles for racial equality as well as the political rights of immigrants have had to refute claims of mental disability (low IQ) and psychological abnormality (absence of temperament for democracy).

Far from celebrating the superior academic achievements of Asian American students in top US high schools as the culmination of the American dream, white parents are discrediting these accomplishments as the product of an unhealthy, stress-inducing, excessively narrow focus on education that deprives youth of normal lives including leisure, sports and socialising. Rather than recognise that they are falling behind in a merit-based competition, white parents and children have defamed the competition and fled to new schools where merit will be measured by considerations of character as well as test scores.

This development is rich with irony. During the second half of the 20th century, whites called Asian Americans the model minority in comparison with African Americans and Latinx. This did not challenge the superordinate status and meaning of whiteness; rather, it reinforced white supremacy, and blamed the victims of structural discrimination by providing support for spurious claims of equal opportunity for people of colour when they were highly motivated.

America could portray itself as a land of opportunity, not of racial discrimination, and blame African Americans for being too lazy: Asian Americans showed that the economic ladder could be climbed. Asian Americans were lauded as a model of educational hard work because of strong family values. But now that they are displacing upper-middle-class white children and threatening the educational hierarchy, a new narrative devalues Asian American practices: their children aren’t focused on sports, dance, after-school socialising and other indicators of social normalcy. The students are chided for being too driven, a term loaded with amateur psychological assessments.

The definition of ‘merit' is fluid and tends to reflect the values and interests of those who have the power to impose their particular cultural ideals Jerome Karabel

Beyond irony, this unmasks the tactics deployed to maintain white supremacy in the social and economic hierarchy. These are not new tactics or discourses; they are like the treatment of Jews by the White Anglo-Saxon Protestant (WASP) establishment. Jerome Karabel has documented how the college admissions process shifted away from meritocratic competition when first- and second-generation Jews became the top achievers at high schools, in SAT tests and at elite colleges.

Karabel’s research into the private papers of admissions personnel from Harvard, Yale and Princeton reveals a concerted effort to limit sharply the admission of Jewish students through new criteria that focused on character and such highly subjective qualities as manliness, personality and leadership. An admissions policy that mixed academic merit with character assessments based on interviews ‘would undoubtedly reduce materially the number of those Jews who are of objectionable personality and manners’ (5).

The list of cultural disabilities, according to the Harvard Committee on Admissions during the 1950s, included the ‘neurotic at odds with his community, ... the unstable’ and those with ‘homosexual tendencies and serious psychiatric problems’. Karabel concluded that ‘the definition of “merit” is fluid and tends to reflect the values and interests of those who have the power to impose their particular cultural ideals.’ The current white flight away from Asian American students who are not well rounded is producing new definitions of merit designed to preserve the power of the already powerful.




Richard Keiser
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