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The Butterfly and
the Boiling Point

by Rebecca Solnit notes from the present

Revolution is as unpredictable as an earthquake
and as beautiful as spring. Its coming is always
a surprise, but its nature should not be.
Revolution is a phase, a mood, like spring, and
just as spring has its buds and showers, so revo-
lution has its ebullience, its bravery, its hope, and
its solidarity. Some of these things pass. The
women of Cairo do not move as freely in pub-
lic as they did during those few precious weeks
when the old rules were suspended and every-
thing was different. But the old Egypt is gone
and Egyptians’ sense of themselves—and our
sense of them—is forever changed.

No revolution vanishes without effect. The Pra-
gue Spring of 1968 was brutally crushed, but 21
years later when a second wave of revolution
liberated Czechoslovakia, Alexander Dubcek,
who had been the reformist Secretary of the
Czechoslovakian Communist Party, returned to
give heart to the people from a balcony overlook-
ing Wenceslas Square: “The government is tell-
ing us that the street is not the place for things
to be solved, but I say the street was and is the
place. The voice of the street must be heard.”
The voice of the street has been a bugle cry this
year. You heard it. Everyone did, but the rulers
who thought their power was the only power
that mattered, heard it last and with dismay.
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Many of them are nervous now, releasing po-
litical prisoners, lowering the price of food, and
otherwise trying to tamp down uprisings.
There were three kinds of surprise about this
year’s unfinished revolutions in Tunisia, Egypt,
and Libya, and the rumblings elsewhere that have
frightened the mighty from Saudi Arabia to China,
Algeria to Bahrain. The West was surprised that
the Arab world, which we have regularly been
told is medieval, hierarchical, and undemocratic,
was full of young men and women using their
cell phones, their Internet access, and their bod-
ies in streets and squares to foment change and
temporarily live a miracle of direct democracy
and people power. And then there is the surprise
that the seemingly unshakeable regimes of the
strongmen were shaken into pieces.

And finally, there is always the surprise of: Why
now? Why did the crowd decide to storm the
Bastille on July 14, 1789, and not any other day?
The bread famine going on in France that year
and the rising cost of food had something to do
with it, as hunger and poverty does with many
of the Middle Eastern uprisings today, but part
of the explanation remains mysterious. Why this
day and not a month earlier or a decade later? Or
never instead of now?

Oscar Wilde once remarked, “To expect the un-
expected shows a thoroughly modern intellect.”
This profound uncertainty has been the grounds
for my own hope.

Hindsight is 20/20, they say, and you can tell
stories where it all makes sense. A young Tuni-
sian college graduate, Mohammed Bouazizi, who
could find no better work than selling produce
from a cart on the street, was so upset by his
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treatment at the hands of a policewoman that he
set himself afire on December 17, 2010. His death
two weeks later became the match that lit the
country afire—but why that death? Or why the
death of Khaled Said, an Egyptian youth who
exposed police corruption and was beaten to death
for it? He got a Facebook page that said “We
are all Khaled Said,” and his death, too, was a
factor in the uprisings to come.

But when exactly do the abuses that have been
tolerated for so long become intolerable? When
does the fear evaporate and the rage generate
action that produces joy? After all, Tunisia and
Egypt were not short on intolerable situations and
tragedies before Bouazizi’s self-immolation and
Said’s murder.

Thich Quang Duc burned himself to death at an
intersection in Saigon on June 11, 1963, to pro-
test the treatment of Buddhists by the U.S.-backed
government of South Vietnam. His stoic com-
posure while in flames was widely seen and may
have helped produce a military coup against the
regime six months later—a change, but not nec-
essarily a liberation. In between that year and this
one, many people have fasted, prayed, protested,
gone to prison, and died to call attention to cruel
regimes, with little or no measurable conse-
quence.

Guns and Butterflies

The boiling point of water is straightforward,
but the boiling point of societies is mysterious.
Bouazizi’s death became a catalyst, and at his
funeral the 5,000 mourners chanted, “Farewell,
Mohammed, we will avenge you. We weep for
you today, we will make those who caused your
death weep.”
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But his was not the first Tunisian gesture of de-
nunciation. An even younger man, the rap artist
who calls himself El General, uploaded a song
about the horror of poverty and injustice in the
country and, as the “Guardian” put it, “within
hours, the song had lit up the bleak and fearful
horizon like an incendiary bomb.” Or a new
dawn. The artist was arrested and interrogated for
three very long days, and then released thanks to
widespread protest. And surely before him we
could find another milestone. And another young
man being subjected to inhuman conditions. And
behind the uprising in Egypt are a panoply of
union and human rights organizers as well as
charismatic individuals.

This has been a great year for the power of the
powerless and for the courage and determination
of the young. A short, fair-haired, mild man even
younger than Bouazizi has been held under ex-
treme conditions in solitary confinement in a Ma-
rine brig in Quantico, Virginia, for the last sev-
eral months. He is charged with giving hundreds
of thousands of secret U.S. documents to Wiki-
Leaks and so unveiling some of the more com-
promised and unsavory operations of the Ameri-
can military and U.S. diplomacy. Bradley Man-
ning was a 22-year-old soldier stationed in Iraq
when he was arrested last spring. The acts he’s
charged with have changed the global political
landscape and fed the outrage in the Middle East.
As “Foreign Policy” put it in a headline, “In one
fell swoop, the candor of the cables released by
WikiLeaks did more for Arab democracy than
decades of backstage U.S. diplomacy.” The cables
suggested, among other things, that the U.S. was
not going to back Tunisian dictator Ben Ali to
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the bitter end, and that the regime’s corruption
was common knowledge.

Martin Luther King and the Montgomery Story, a
1958 comic book about the Civil Rights struggle
in the American South and the power of non-
violence was translated and distributed by the
American Islamic Council in the Arab world in
2008 and has been credited with influencing the
insurgencies of 2011. So the American Islamic
Council played a role, too. [...] Behind King are
the lessons he, in turn, learned from Mohandas
Gandhi, whose movement liberated India from
colonial rule 66 years ago, and so the story comes
back to the east.

Causes are Russian dolls. You can keep opening
each one up and find another one behind it. Wiki-
Leaks and Facebook and Twitter and the new
media helped in 2011, but new media had been
around for years. Asmaa Mahfouz was a young
Egyptian woman who had served time in prison
for using the Internet to organize a protest on April
6, 2008, to support striking workers. With aston-
ishing courage, she posted a video of herself on
Facebook on January 18, 2011, in which she
looked into the camera and said, with a voice of
intense conviction:

“Four Egyptians have set themselves on fire to
protest humiliation and hunger and poverty and
degradation they had to live with for 30 years.
Four Egyptians have set themselves on fire think-
ing maybe we can have a revolution like Tunisia,
maybe we can have freedom, justice, honor, and
human dignity. Today, one of these four has died,
and I saw people commenting and saying, ‘May
God forgive him. He committed a sin and killed
himself for nothing.” People, have some shame.”
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She described an earlier demonstration at which
few had shown up: “I posted that I, a girl, am
going down to Tahrir Square, and I will stand
alone. And I’ll hold up a banner. Perhaps people
will show some honor. No one came except three
guys—three guys and three armored cars of riot
police. And tens of hired thugs and officers came
to terrorize us.”

Mahfouz called for the gathering in Tahrir Square
on January 25th that became the Egyptian revo-
lution. The second time around she didn’t stand
alone. Eighty-five thousand Egyptians pledged to
attend, and soon enough, millions stood with her.
The revolution was called by a young woman
with nothing more than a Facebook account and
passionate conviction. They were enough. Often,
revolution has had such modest starts. On Oc-
tober 5, 1789, a girl took a drum to the central
markets of Paris. The storming of the Bastille a
few months before had started, but hardly com-
pleted, a revolution. That drummer girl helped
gather a mostly female crowd of thousands who
marched to Versailles and seized the royal fam-
ily. It was the end of the Bourbon monarchy.
Women often find great roles in revolution, sim-
ply because the rules fall apart and everyone has
agency, anyone can act. As they did in Egypt,
where liberty leading the masses was an earnest
young woman in a black veil.

That the flapping of a butterfly’s wings in Brazil
can shape the weather in Texas is a summation of
chaos theory that is now an oft-repeated cliché.
But there are billions of butterflies on earth, all
flapping their wings. Why does one gesture mat-
ter more than another? Why this Facebook post,
this girl with a drum?
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Even to try to answer this you’d have to say that
the butterfly is born aloft by a particular breeze
that was shaped by the flap of the wing of, say,
a sparrow, and so behind causes are causes, be-
hind small agents are other small agents, inspi-
rations, and role models, as well as outrages to
react against. The point is not that causation is
unpredictable and erratic. The point is that but-
terflies and sparrows and young women in veils
and an unknown 20-year-old rapping in Arabic
and you yourself, if you wanted it, sometimes
have tremendous power, enough to bring down a
dictator, enough to change the world.

Other Selves, Other Lives

2011 has already been a remarkable year in which
a particular kind of humanity appeared again and
again in very different places, and we will see a
great deal more of it in Japan before that catas-
trophe is over. [...]

Violence always seems to me the worst form of
tyranny. It deprives people of their rights, includ-
ing the right to live. The rest of the year so far
has been dominated by battles against the tyr-
annies that have sometimes cost lives and some-
times just ground down those lives into poverty
and indignity, from Bahrain to Madison, Wis-
consin.

Yes, to Madison. I have often wondered if the
United States could catch fire the way other
countries sometimes do. The public space and
spirit of Argentina or Egypt often seem missing
here, for what changes in revolution is largely
spirit, emotion, belief—intangible things, as deli-
cate as butterfly wings, but our world is made of
such things. They matter. The governors govern
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by the consent of the governed. When they lose
that consent, they resort to violence, which can
stop some people directly, but aims to stop most
of us through the power of fear.

And then sometimes a young man becomes fear-
less enough to post a song attacking the dictator
who has ruled all his young life. Or people sign
a declaration like Charter 77, the 1977 Czech
document that was a milestone on the way to the
revolutions of 1989, as well as a denunciation of the
harassment of an underground rock band called
the “Plastic People of the Universe”. Or a group
of them found a labor union on the waterfront in
Gdansk, Poland, in 1980, and the first cracks
appear in the Soviet Empire.

Those who are not afraid are ungovernable, at
least by fear, that favorite tool of the bygone era
of George W. Bush. Jonathan Schell, with his
usual beautiful insight, saw this when he wrote
of the uprising in Tahrir Square:

“The murder of the 300 people, it may be, was
the event that sealed Mubarak’s doom. When
people are afraid, murders make them take flight.
But when they have thrown off fear, murders
have the opposite effect and make them bold.
Instead of fear, they feel solidarity. Then they
‘stay’—and advance. And there is no solidarity
like solidarity with the dead. That is the stuff of
which revolution is made.”

When a revolution is made, people suddenly find
themselves in a changed state—of mind and of
nation. The ordinary rules are suspended, and
people become engaged with each other in new
ways, and develop a new sense of power and
possibility. People behave with generosity and
altruism; they find they can govern themselves;
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and, in many ways, the government simply ceases
to exist. A few days into the Egyptian revolution,
Ben Wedeman, CNN’s senior correspondent in
Cairo, was asked why things had calmed down
in the Egyptian capital. He responded: “Things
have calmed down because there is no govern-
ment here,” pointing out that security forces had
simply disappeared from the streets.

This state often arises in disasters as well, when
the government is overwhelmed, shut down, or
irrelevant for people intent on survival and then
on putting society back together. If it rarely lasts,
in the process it does change individuals and so-
cieties, leaving a legacy. To my mind, the best
government is one that most resembles this mo-
ment when civil society reigns in a spirit of hope,
inclusiveness, and improvisational genius.

In Egypt, there were moments of violence when
people pushed back against the government’s
goons, and for a week it seemed like the news
was filled with little but pictures of bloody heads.
Still, no armies marched, no superior weaponry
decided the fate of the country, nobody was
pushed from power by armed might. People
gathered in public and discovered themselves as
the public, as civil society. They found that the
repression and exploitation they had long tol-
erated was intolerable and that they could do
something about it, even if that something was
only gathering, standing together, insisting on
their rights as the public, as the true nation that
the government can never be.

It is remarkable how, in other countries, people
will one day simply stop believing in the regime
that had, until then, ruled them, as African-Ameri-
cans did in the South here 50 years ago. Stopping
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believing means no longer regarding those who
rule you as legitimate, and so no longer fearing
them. Or respecting them. And then, miracu-
lously, they begin to crumble.

In the Philippines in 1986, millions of people
gathered in response to a call from Catholic-run
Radio Veritas, the only station the dictatorship
didn’t control or shut down. Then the army de-
fected and dictator Fernando Marcos was ousted
from power after 21 years.

In Argentina in 2001, in the wake of a brutal
economic collapse, such a sudden shift in con-
sciousness toppled the neoliberal regime of Fer-
nando de la Rta and ushered in a revolutionary
era of economic desperation, but also of brilliant,
generous innovation. A shift in consciousness
brought an outpouring of citizens into the streets
of Buenos Aires, suddenly no longer afraid after
the long nightmare of a military regime and its
aftermath. In Iceland in early 2009, in the wake
of a global economic meltdown of special fierce-
ness on that small island nation, a once-docile
population almost literally drummed out of power
the ruling party that had managed the country
into bankruptcy.

Can’t Happen Here?

In the United States, the communion between
the governed and the governors and the public
spaces in which to be reborn as a civil society re-
surgent often seem missing. This is a big country
whose national capital is not much of a center
and whose majority seems to live in places that
are themselves decentered.

At its best, revolution is an urban phenomenon.
Suburbia is counterrevolutionary by design. For

p- 12



revolution, you need to converge, to live in pub-
lic, to become the public, and that’s a geographi-
cal as well as a political phenomenon. The his-
tory of revolution is the history of great public
spaces: the Place de la Concorde during the French
Revolution; the Ramblas in Barcelona during the
Spanish Civil War; Beijing’s Tiananmen Square
in 1989 (a splendid rebellion that was crushed);
the great surge that turned the divide of the Ber-
lin Wall into a gathering place in that same year;
the insurrectionary occupation of the Zocalo of
Mexico City after corrupt presidential elections
and of the space in Buenos Aires that gave the
Dirty War’s most open opposition its name: Las
Madres de la Plaza de Mayo, the Mothers of the
Plaza of May.

It’s all very well to organize on Facebook and
update on Twitter, but these are only preludes.
You also need to rise up, to pour out into the
streets. You need to be together in body, for only
then are you truly the public with the full power
that a public can possess. And then it needs to
matter. The United States is good at trivializing
and ignoring insurrections at home.

The authorities were shaken by the uprising in
Seattle that shut down the World Trade Organi-
zation meeting on November 30, 1999, but the
actual nonviolent resistance there was quickly
fictionalized into a tale of a violent rabble. Novel-
ist and then-“New Yorker” correspondent Mavis
Gallant wrote in 1968:

“The difference between rebellion at Columbia
[University] and rebellion at the Sorbonne is that
life in Manhattan went on as before, while in Paris
every section of society was set on fire, in the
space of a few days. The collective hallucination
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was that life can change, quite suddenly and for
the better. It still strikes me as a noble desire.” [...]
Hard times are in store for most people on Earth,
and those may be times of boldness. Or not. The
butterflies are out there, but when their flight stirs
the winds of insurrection no one knows before-
hand.

So remember to expect the unexpected, but not
just to wait for it. Sometimes you have to become
the unexpected, as the young heroes and heroines
of 2011 have. I am sure they themselves are as
surprised as anyone. Since she very nearly had
the first word, let Asmaa Mahfouz have the last
word: “As long as you say there is no hope, then
there will be no hope, but if you go down and
take a stance, then there will be hope.”

Diaries from January
to March 2011

Hayward, California, January 6, 2011

Yesterday was busy and lovely and exhausting;
we started at the food container at about 8:40
in the morning, and it was so cold I was sorry I
gave away most of my gloves when I moved to
the Bay area from the Poconos. About nine fami-
lies, including an older Asian woman who walked
many blocks with a shopping cart to get to us,
and got lost, and came when we had already
closed, so we reopened to give her food.
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January 1. Alexandria,
Egypt. A bomb, worn
by a suicide attacker,
ripped through a throng
of worshippers outside
of a Coptic Christian
church, killing 22 people.



I am always amazed at the ongoing work of our
people, including all the volunteers, the groups
such as the South Hayward Parish, which runs
this particular food pantry, and which has been
giving out food and clothing and support for over
thirty years, for in this “rich” country there are
always people who fall through the cracks, who
need food in order to feed their families. [...]
Later in the day we spent a couple of hours at the
Southern Alameda’s Gray Panthers, and then
went to visit one of my “sons” who is suffering
not only from the pain of a work-related lumbar
hernia but from the fact that the worker’s comp
carrier has stopped compensation payments so he
can neither work nor support his family.

I came home to a sad story: a building in Oak-
land caught fire and three people died, and two
others who are in the hospital are being released
and have no place to go... they need clothing and
food and beds. In a more caring environment,
there would be a place they could turn to, an
agency that would automatically provide. [...]
Unquestionably, when all you worry about is the
“bottom line,” which seems to be the enshrined
first principle of this particular empire, you be-
come nothing but a bottom feeder. But it’s a new
year in a fairly new century, and I am in love
with a man and a planet, and I say, let us dream
on, and while we are dreaming, and praying, let
us continue to “move our feet.”

Kawagoe, Japan, January 9, 2011

It is my daughter’s third birthday today. Her six-
year-old sister planned the birthday party. She
received a letter from her older sister and a set

p- 15

January 8. Tucson, Ari-
zona. Gabrielle Giffords,
a Democratic member
of the United States
House of Representa-
tives, was shot in the
head at point-blank
range, as she greeted
constituents outside a
grocery store. In the
attack, six people were
killed, including a 9-
year-old girl.
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of Anpanman pajamas. She likes Anpanman, who
is a character in a Japanese anime [cartoon]. Then
my family enjoyed playing cards, singing a birth-
day song and reading a picture book. After the
party, my wife baked a birthday cake in the oven
and my daughters topped the cake with straw-
berries and Japanese oranges. My younger daugh-
ter said at my family gathering, “My favorite
food is pizza. When I grow up, [ want to wear a
kimono”.

Al-Ahsa, Saudi Arabia, January 14, 2011

Today was a huge, huge day for Tunisia. After
four weeks of street protests, president Zine el-
Abidine Ben Ali fled the country. This is proba-
bly the first time we witness an Arab leader top-
pled by his own people. Very happy for the Tuni-
sian people, and very proud of them. I’m espe-
cially thrilled for my friends Sami Bin Gharbia
and Slim Amamou, who worked tirelessly for
years to see this day. The only thing that annoyed
me was that Saudi Arabia welcomed the ousted
dictator to give him refuge in our homeland. But
for now, let’s just live this historical moment.
Here’s to a domino effect all over the Middle East.

Mosul, Iraq, January 20, 2011

We celebrated New Year’s Eve at my paternal
uncle’s house where we had a nice family gath-
ering, with lots of food, desserts; we exchanged
gifts, jokes, and spent a lovely time together, but
came home at ten o’clock since it is not safe to
be out late.

I’ve been so busy with college and exams, and
feeling stressed because college is a mess, many
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January 9. Minsk, Bel-
arus. The government
warned that it might
seize custody of the 3-
year-old son of an op-
position presidential -
candidate who was jai-
led along with his wife,
a journalist.

Ahmed Al Omran

At least 219 people were
killed in the weeks of
protests in Tunisia.

“Sunshine”



exams each day, sometimes they demand that we
study subjects they haven’t explained, they are
very harsh. My friend says “at last we’ll all
graduate and become engineers, it doesn’t mat-
ter whether it’s in the first or second turn; we’ll
all be stay-at-home engineers who can’t find
jobs”. I am trying to convince myself that this
is true (except the jobs part). I’ll just do what I
can, no matter what the results turn out to be.
About two days ago, I couldn’t reach the college
because of the closed roads, and I missed the
laboratory experiment. I asked if I could do it an-
other day. He said: “If the professor allows you
to do it another time, then do it, but I can’t give
you my approval otherwise, because I am not
responsible for your personal circumstances”. As
if I closed all the roads in Mosul! The professor
didn’t allow me to do it; each time he’d say to
come in another time, I kept going back again
and again till the day before my exam. I asked a
girl to explain it to me, but it’s hard to imagine
what’s going on without doing it.

I had my practical exams. On the first one, we
choose numbers and each number is connected
to a different experiment. Well, I had kind of bad
luck, I got the number of the only experiment I
missed! I asked the professor to change it, but he
said: “No, that’s your luck”. I didn’t do well. On
the second practical exam, I did well. On the
third exam I didn’t, my computer didn’t work,
and they didn’t give me extra time. The exam is
only thirty minutes and the professors restarted
my slow computer three times, and brought an-
other mouse. And in the programming labora-
tory, no one could answer the question!
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January 15. Tripoli. In
a televised address to
his people on Libyan
state television, Colonel
Qaddafi identified the
“evil organization” he
blamed for unleashing
a plot against public
order and Arab self rule
in Tunisia: WikiLeaks.

January 21. Tunisia.
The powerful Tunisian
trade union squared
off against the interim
government as thousands
of protesters demanding
the complete eradication
of the old ruling party
stormed into the streets.



Now we’re having our mid-year holiday which
lasts for two weeks, but our exams will be after
the holiday! It’s crazy, because of the Shiites’
ceremony they postponed our exams. I made a
schedule and I am studying over my holiday and
waking up at 6:45 am! What a great holiday! We
need a holiday after this “holiday”! I am doing
my best, [ study till 11 pm, just take a short nap,
and my rests are about five minutes only. Just
like every year, I am going to spend my birthday
studying! But inshallah, after my exams I’ll have
a birthday party. Last week, I went to my best
friend’s birthday and we had fun. I love parties.

Turin, January 20, 2010 Marco Novarese

Today I gave exams again at the university. This January 22. Algiers.

girl’s friend had just gotten 30 out of 30. A few 4lgerian police have

minutes earlier, she had gotten 28: two excellent broken up an anti-gov-
ernment demonstration

grades, but not the same, of course. As soon as by about 300 people,

I tell her friend her result, she turns to celebrate cailing for greater

and congratulate her, but at the same time, I think freedoms.

I can see a veil of sadness in her eyes, perhaps in-

evitable; maybe I’'m only imagining it, as some-

one who attributes importance even to the slightest

differences in a grade, aiming for an impossible

degree of fairness and proper evaluation. Giving

everyone the same grade would be unfair, and no

one would be satisfied. For a reward to make you

happy, there has to be the possibility that you

won’t get it; and so inevitably, someone won’t.

Arctic Bay, Canada, January 20, 2011 Clare Kines

It is a blustery, cold day here. And although that
is to be expected, our milder-than-average win-
ter thus far has left us unaccustomed to these
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sort of days. But, typically, the ravens do not
seem to mind. On the drive home for lunch, they
were everywhere, playing in the wind currents
around buildings, hanging in the air, adjusting,
tumbling.

But is it play? [...] In truth, I don’t know that it is
play. It appears to be play. [...] If it isn’t play,
what is it?

Typically when I talk about ravens playing in the
wind they are riding wind currents on windy days.
They will hang in one place, or soar up on the
currents, dump the air out of their wings and drop
down to catch the wind again. Some times they
tumble, some times they peel away and ride the
wind somewhere else. What would be the pur-
pose of this behaviour?

I thought about that question on the way home
today, and the way back to work after lunch. The
route was dotted with the birds hovering, soar-
ing, hanging in one spot. One of the key behav-
iours of ravens this time of year is to find enough
food. Food for energy to survive and to stay warm.
It struck me that a possible explanation for what
it might be, if not play, would be a way of effi-
ciently looking for food, without expending much
precious energy.

Height would give the ravens a vantage point
to look for food. If they could stay in one spot,
high in the air, by using the power of the wind
alone, they could find food at a low energy cost.
What they would lose is covering a lot of ground,
but they also move quickly between spots trav-
elling with the wind. A possibility, and the only
one that has come to me so far.

Still looks like play to me though.
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January 24. Moscow. A
suicide bomber attacked
busiest airport, killing
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Riyadh, January 25, 2011

The municipal elections that were conducted in
2005 were the first taste of democracy and gov-
ernmental participation that Saudis have ever had,
unfortunately it was not up to anyone’s expecta-
tions. People voted according to tribal affiliation
and who their sheikhs directed them to vote for.
Campaigns were virtually non-existent and at the
end of it all the elected were not heard of, nor re-
sults seen.

Above all, the issue that stands out the most with
the 2005 elections was that women were banned
from voting and nominations. The real reason was
that a large faction of our society still thinks of
women as property, sheep, and/or seductive, sin-
ful creatures out to seduce them into damnation.
However the official excuse was a bit more dip-
lomatic; that it was the first experiment and that
the government was not prepared, facilities-wise,
to receive women voters.

Since a lot of younger Saudis have started to ques-
tion the fatwas about women being incapable, lack
of women-only facilities has become a favorite.
This is the same excuse that is currently being
employed to explain why women are still banned
from driving cars, and not only by muttawas [the
religious police] but also by people who seem
quite pro-women in most other aspects. They say
we need women traffic police, as if when an ac-
cident happens, it isn’t the nearest patrol that
should go to the site, but rather the one that
matches the gender of the driver! They say we
can’t even begin to think about women driving
until we have gender-segregated driving schools
and traffic administration. [...]
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January 25. “Our as-
sessment is that the
Egyptian government
is stable and is looking
for ways to respond to
the legitimate needs
and interests of the
Egyptian people,” said
U.S. Secretary of State
Hillary Clinton.

January 25. Egypt.
Hundreds of thousands
of people demanding
an end to the nearly
30-year rule of President
Hosni Mubarak filled
the streets of several
Egyptian cities.



Mona Seif, Egyptian, HERE
24 Years Old

notes from the present

I didn’t think it was going to be a revolution. I From “Al Jazeera”, Febru-
thought if we could mobilise a couple of thou- ary 23,2011
sand people then that would be great. I was angry
about the corruption in the country, about the
death of Khaled Said [an Egyptian youth beaten
to death by police] and the torture of those sus-
pected but never convicted of being behind the
Alexandria Coptic church bombing. I realised this
was going to be bigger than we had anticipated
when 20,000 people marched towards Tahrir
Square on January 25. That is when we saw a
shift; it was not about the minimum wage or
emergency law anymore. It became much bigger
than this, it turned into a protest against the re-
gime. [...]

I have never felt as at peace and as safe as I did
during those days in Tahrir. There was a sense of
coexistence that overcame all of the problems
that usually happen—whether religious or gen-
der based. Pre-January 25 whenever we would
attend protests I would always be told by the men
to go to the back to avoid getting injured and that
used to anger me. But since January 25 people
have begun to treat me as an equal. [...] It felt
like it had become a different society—there was
one Egypt inside Tahrir and another Egypt out-
side. [...]

I no longer feel alienated from society. I now
walk the streets of Cairo and smile at strangers
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all the time. [ have gained a sense of belonging
with everyone on the streets of Cairo—at least for
now. Before January 25 I was tempted to leave
the country. This feeling has changed now, I want
to stay here. [...]

Gigi Ibrahim, Egyptian,
24 Years Old

I started my political activism by just talking to
people who were involved in the labour move-
ment. Then I became more active and the whole
thing became addictive. I went to meetings and
took part in protests. [...] My family always had
problems with me taking part in protests. They
prevented me from going for my safety because
I am a girl. They were worried about the risks. I
would have to lie about attending protests.
When the police violently cleared the square on
January 25, I was shot in the back by a rubber
bullet while trying to run away from the police as
they tear-gassed us. I returned to the square, as
did many others, the following day and stayed
there on and off for the next 18 days.

As things escalated my dad got increasingly wor-
ried. On January 28, my sister wanted to lock me
in the house. They tried to stop me from leaving,
but I was determined and I went out. I moved to
my aunt’s place that is closer to Tahrir Square
and [ would go there every now and again to
wash and rest before returning to the square.

At first my family was very worried, but as things
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escalated they started to understand and to be
more supportive. My family is not politically ac-
tive at all.

The day-to-day conditions were not easy. Most
of us would use the bathroom inside the nearby
mosque. Others would go to nearby flats where
people kindly opened their homes for people to
use. [ was in Tahrir Square on February 2, when
pro-Mubarak thugs attacked us with petrol bombs
and rocks. That was the most horrific night. I was
trapped in the middle of the square. [...] I thought
if those armed pro-Mubarak thugs came inside
the square it would be the end of us. We were
unarmed, we had nothing. [...]

During the 18 days neither I nor any of my friends
were harassed. I slept in Tahrir with five men
around me that I didn’t know and I was safe. But
that changed on the day Mubarak stepped down.
The type of people who came then were not in-
terested in the revolution. They were there to take
pictures. They came for the carnival atmosphere
and that was when things started to change. [...]
The revolution is not over. All of our demands
have not yet been met. We have to continue. This
is where the real hard work begins, but it will
take a different shape than staging sit-ins in the
square. Rebuilding Egypt is going to be tough
and we all have to take part in this. There are or-
ganised strikes demanding workers’ rights for
better pay and conditions and those are the bat-
tles to be won now.

Singapore, January 26, 2011

We got up at 6 am and came downstairs. There
is one bathroom downstairs, the only one we
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can use. [t means we are not allowed to use the
one upstairs. In the sitting room there is a cup-
board we use as an altar. We changed the prayer
oil and lit it up. We changed the water in the
flower vase. Then cleared and wiped away the
ashes and dust from the cupboard. Then we wiped
the other furniture in the sitting room. After we
vacuumed the sitting room, it was time for wash-
ing. Some had to wash with the machine and
some with their hands. The washed clothes are
hung outside on bamboo poles. Sannu said we are
not allowed to soak and wash our clothes to-
gether with theirs. She gave me a small pail to
wash mine. For herself she used the same size as
mine but a different color. Moreover we cannot
hang our clothes together, meaning we have to
use separate bamboo poles. Moreover when we
put away the dried laundry, we have to put it away
separately. That means we get their clothes and
bring them upstairs first then come down again
to get ours. I don’t mean to break this rule but I
think it’s ridiculous.

While we did the washing she told me we could
take a bath once a day, in the evening. Again she
said I am lucky because I could take a bath freely.
She told me about one maid she knew. She was
only allowed to use one small pail of water to take
a bath. And she was not allowed to use the toilet
in her employer’s house. She was asked to go to
the nearby public toilet every time she needed
it. That’s really horrible, if the story she told me
is true.

What I dreaded the most is cooking. I seldom
cook at home and I don’t like cooking much.
There were so many new things to learn in the
kitchen. Again, here comes another rule. “You

p- 24

January 27. Yemen.
Thousands of protesters
took to the streets, de-
manding the ouster of
the 32-year-old govern-
ment of Ali Abdullah
Saleh.



cannot use the same plates they use to eat,” Sannu
said, showing me one plate. “Remember this plate
and use only this plate while you are working
here.” She added that our employer asked her to
tell me these rules but she hated to tell me about
them. She said she wished our employer would
tell me herself. She taught me how to mop the
floor. It hurt my back and shoulder like hell. At
night, my whole body ached. I couldn’t sleep. I
missed home so much. And [ was shocked by the
rules. I didn’t expect this kind of treatment in a
modern country like Singapore.

Kawagoe, Japan, January 31, 2011

Yesterday my family went to Kawajima, a town
neighboring Kawagoe, to watch the swans. Since
2003, swans have migrated from northern areas
to spend the winter in the riverbed of the town
from October to November. [...] It was freezing
cold and the temperature was three degrees. But
more than 50 visitors came there: children, pho-
tographers and elderly people. On the other hand,
my daughters really enjoyed sliding down the
bank of the river on a piece of cardboard. My
wife and I are kept busy washing their clothes
every day.

Riyadh, February 3, 2011

With what’s going on right now in Yemen, Jor-
dan, Syria, Tunis and Egypt, I get a lot of ques-
tions about how Saudis are taking it and what the
reaction is. The short answer is they are shocked
and captivated but haven’t made up their minds
about any of it. [...] They are watching, though.
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January 30. Close to 99
percent of south Suda-
nese chose to secede
from the north in a
January 9-15 referen-
dum, according to the
first complete prelimi-
nary results announced
today.
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February 2. Cairo. Hosni
Mubarak unleashed
waves of his supporters
armed with clubs, rocks
and knives in an assault
on thousands of protest-
ers in Tahrir Square.



All over the country, all these Saudis, who rarely
watch or read the news and whose only interest
in doing so is for more local social openness or
conservatism (depending on their background),
are now carefully observing what’s going on in
neighboring countries. Saudis who didn’t know
what the channel number was for Al Jazeera News
on their receivers now have it saved on their fa-
vorites list. University and high school students
are now watching the news and social media feeds
on their study breaks instead of an episode of
Friends. It’s a new atmosphere. The thing that’s
lacking is analysis or a discussion of what it means
for us. [...]

Beit Sahour, Palestine, February 6, 2011

No one expected what happened in Egypt, Tu-
nisia, Yemen, and Jordan. Demonstrations last
week in support of the Egyptian people were
suppressed by the Hamas-ruled authority in Gaza
and by the Fatah-ruled authority in the West Bank
(both in violation of the Palestinian laws that
guarantee freedom of assembly and expression).
Thursday, plainclothes security personnel dis-
rupted a peaceful gathering in Ramallah, arrested
participants and took their video footage.
Despite illegal orders from the Palestinian Au-
thority, Friday’s demonstrations in Bil’in, Wad
Rahhal, and elsewhere emphasized Egyptian-
Palestinian unity in the face of oppression, and
Saturday demos were held in Gaza, Jerusalem,
Beit Ommar, Ramallah, and Bethlehem. Over
1000 people gathered in Ramallah. Dozens of
plainclothes PA personnel tried to disrupt the
demonstration and arrested people.
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“There is a lot of pres-
sure on us. We are kind
of scared.” Omar El
Shamy, one of the anti-
government protestors
who have been occupy-
ing Tahrir Square in
Cairo for more than a
week. (“The New York
Times”, February 6,
“Quotation of the day”)



Havana, February 12, 2011

Darkness and light in Tahrir Square, a red phos-
phorescent glow interrupted by camera flashes
and the glowing screens of mobile phones. I
wasn’t there, and yet I know how each one of the
Egyptians felt, gathered last night in downtown
Cairo. I, who have never been able to shout and
cry in public, overwhelmed by happiness that the
cycle of authoritarianism under which I was born
has ended, I know I would do the same until I had
no voice left, I would hug everyone, I would feel
as light as if a huge burden had fallen from my
shoulders. I have not experienced a revolution,
much less a citizen revolution, but this week,
despite the caution of the official news, I have
the sense that the Suez Canal and the Caribbean
Sea are not so far apart, not so different. [...]

Columbia, Maryland, February 12, 2011

Yesterday, I reconnected with a former high school
teacher of mine. Her name was Mary Doherty.
Ms. Doherty was a mentor to me and instrumen-
tal in guiding me to where I am today. It took
me years to locate her—and yesterday, finally,
through the miracle of the social network, I did.

Now, this would not be a significant or blog-
worthy event except that this story came full-
circle yesterday. Our virtual reunion coincided
with the remarkable events that unfolded in Egypt.
And many years ago, sixteen to be exact, Ms.
Doherty single-handedly helped me stand up to
the Mubarak regime. I’m not saying this to be
grandiose. [’m saying it because it’s true. I have
always remembered this incident, which forever
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February 7. Zimbabwe.
Defense minister has
said: “Those who may
want to emulate what
happened in Tunisia or
what is happening in
Egypt will regret it be-
cause we will not allow
any chaos in this coun-

try.”

Laila El-Haddad

February 9. Egypt. Labor
strikes and worker pro-
tests that flared across
Egypt affected post of-
fices, textile factories
and even the govern-
ment’s flagship news-
paper, providing a burst
of momentum to pro-
testers demanding the
resignation of President
Hosni Mubarak.



changed how I found myself dealing with situa-
tions of incomprehensible repression and over-
whelming odds. Namely, the lesson I learned was
to never allow the situation to own me, but to
own the situation.

What happened was as follows: I was part of
our high school’s Model United Nations club in
Bahrain. We were invited to participate in an-
other school’s conference in Cairo (the Cairo
American College). And so the necessary prepa-
rations were made, tickets were booked, and visas
were issued. Except mine. It was 1995, and Cairo,
still seething from Arafat’s poorly played deci-
sion to ally himself with Saddam Hussein, was as
punishment still banning Palestinians from enter-
ing Egypt. Though I was not an American citi-
zen, the American ambassador intervened on my
behalf, our school being affiliated with the De-
partment of Defense, and one of our club’s ad-
visers being a formal naval officer. But the answer
was always the same: impossible. There are or-
ders—high ones—and nothing can change them,
we were told. But Ms. Doherty, my economics
teacher and head of the club, wouldn’t have it.
It came down to two am the morning before our
group’s scheduled departure.

After obtaining approval from the school—and
my mother (who was well aware of the conse-
quences of her decision, but wanted me to try
anyway), Ms. Doherty decided to take me with
the class to Cairo—without a visa. She stayed up
until four o’clock in the morning looking for a
chaperon from the school that would agree to go
with me in case I got stranded at Cairo Airport.
And eventually she did. We left at 8 am and by
some miracle, Bahraini airport officials did not
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February 11. Egypt.
“President Hosni
Mubarak has decided
to step down as presi-
dent,” Vice-president
Omar Suleiman an-
nounced on state tele-
vision. More than 300
protesters were killed
in the uprising.

February 13. Rome.
Italy’s interior minister
said that the country
hoped to send its armed
forces to Tunisia to help
stem the flow of immi-
grants, after more than
3,000 Tunisians arrived
by boat on an Italian
island in recent days.



notice I lacked an Egyptian visa. Eventually
we made it to Cairo Airport. All of the students
passed through unhindered, and then came my
turn. We waited anxiously, as the customs offi-
cials flipped through my passport time and again,
in search of the missing visa.

“You’ll have to come with us” came the stern
response, after the official finally noticed the
“Gaza” stamp in my passport. Ms. Doherty, a
small, strong, woman in her 60s at least, and
very close to retirement, would not take no for an
answer, even when I thought we should throw
the towel in. She stood—not sat—by my side
in the face of the Amn al-Dawla officials—the
dreaded state security—to whom my case was
eventually referred for fourteen hours straight,
shift after shift, “no” after “no”, “go back™ after
“g0 back”. “Ms. Doherty, please, sit down and
rest,” | pleaded with her. “I will not. I will stay
standing until they recognize we are not going
anywhere. You will get through,” she stated as
though it was inevitable.

Eventually she had to continue on through with
the students, and the chaperon remained with me.
But she left with clear instructions to stand my
ground until I got through. “But how? how can I
stand up to such a system?” I asked, just sixteen
years old. “You have to show them you really
want it, and that you won’t back down.”

The next day, bleary-eyed and exhausted, I was
brought into the security office for the fourth or
fifth time that night, and the question this time
was completely unexpected: “You’re not backing
down, are you?” asked the official. “No sir, I’'m
not,” I replied bluntly. “Well young girl, you
really do us proud,” came the reply, in a rare
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moment of sincerity. He left his office without
further comment and suddenly I was ushered
through customs without even a stamp in my
passport. I was stunned, and would be for days
and years to come.

The story does not always end this way. Years
later, in 2008, when facing a similar dilemma
with my two young children, we were not al-
lowed through and eventually deported back to
the United States, without valid visas. And dec-
ades before this, my grandmother was held for
hours as they screened her, in the same waiting
hall. And after her, my mother, newly pregnant
with my brother. “Why? Why are you not letting
us through? What is our crime except that we
were born Palestinian?” they told the officials.

I never thought anything of my own trial, as a
young sixteen-year-old—at least I didn’t think of
it as more than a turning point in my own per-
sonal growth. Until yesterday. When in the day of
triumph, the Egyptian people banded together,
and together overcame the repressive will of the
regime, and overcame the fear and repression that
regime had planted in their minds. And there was
no turning back. They owned the situation—the
situation no longer owned them. A situation that,
as it affected four generations of my family—
from my grandmother down to my children—has
repressed them, mentally and physically. Now, it
has come to an end. The people have spoken—the
people have acted, and the people were heard.

Genoa, Italy, February 12, 2011

It’s the fault of the stereo on the piano, “Carpet
Crawlers” by Genesis. And my lack of desire to
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get up. This morning it’s as if the day hadn’t be-
gun, maybe it got stuck on the tips of some star
during the night, and there it remained, even
though the sun came up as always.

There are so many of us who decided to stay
out of it all. And it’s often made us feel special,
rich in spirit, to know we have the strength to
stick it out on the threshold. Because the world
out there hasn’t turned out the way we imagined
it as teenagers, and then as young adults, who if
we squinted could believe it was just a matter
of growing up, that soon everything would be
put to rights according to our expectations.

But maturity brings a sort of incrustation in the
channels that feed the brain, and it hardened us,
we got a bit tired. Besides, we had to stick it out
and that took energy, it isn’t easy to stay on the
outside when everyone is passing by you to get in!

We never liked it in there. Our world needed to
be set free from money and ambition, from the
desire to get to the top, which generates nothing
but phantoms and fears. We were different. We
hadn’t bargained on the anxiety, the pressure, the
terror of falling, the feeling that we were already
in flight and had no place to land. We were caught
off guard.

We saw many people go in, friends and enemies.
We said goodbye from afar, they probably didn’t
even notice us waving at them, many of them
walked on in as naturally as they would take a sip
of coffee, they didn’t linger, they didn’t look
around, or look back.

Meanwhile, the voices echoing from inside tell of
an infinite number of doors, many more than we
could imagine. We also hear that they all lead
to the same hall, to a single vast atrium. But we
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February 14. Iran. Tens
of thousands of demon-
strators turned out for
the biggest protests the
country had seen since
the aftermath of the
disputed re-election of
President Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad in 2009.

February 15. Manama,
Bahrain. Thousands of
protesters poured into
this nation’s symbolic
center, Pearl Square.
The crowd grew bolder
as it grew larger, and
as in Tunisia and Egypt,
modest concessions
from the government
only raised expectations
among the protesters,
who by day’s end were
talking about tearing
the whole system down,
monarchy and all.

February 15. Malawi.
A wave of social protests
started in Malawi’s
capital Lilongwe and in
the northern town of
Mzuzu.



can’t vouch for that, we’ve stopped at the first
one, in front of the handle.

Stubborn, in the name of purity and glory, both
of which we’ve read about in books and heard
about in songs, we will not err. Stubborn... and
in the long run, a bit frustrated as well. Those
times when sudden noises and distant voices
come wafting from the other side, clamoring,
shouting, keen as swords.

Is it really worth it to stay outside? Have I over-
come the fear of being left on the sidelines, or
have I given in to what prevents me from enter-
ing the fray?

“We’ve got to get in to go out,” that’s what Gene-
sis was singing just a few seconds ago.

Letter to My Children
and Grandchildren

by Valentina Tamburro notes from the present

Every person has his or her own story, his or her
own journey through life. Every person carries
along a fund of experience and knowledge, re-
sulting in part from social relationships forged
over the course of a lifetime. We don’t always
pass on the store of knowledge we carry with us,
we aren’t always able to hand on this legacy even
to those closest to us, our children and grand-
children.

My mom used to tell me about the war, its tribu-
lations, the things she saw in that sad chapter of
history; the climate I was exposed to as a little girl
encouraged me to reflect on things, to observe
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how hard it was for ordinary people to eke out a
living, to see the poverty around me. Frugal meals,
my mother’s daily sacrifices, like not eating meat;
she only bought a little and only for me, to make
sure I got what my body needed to grow. My
mother had toiled to win a competitive exami-
nation that would give her a civil service job at
the Office of Public Works of Liguria; the posi-
tion was secure, but the salary was meager. She
could barely pay the rent for the subsidized hous-
ing where we lived, in part because she was on
her own, I didn’t know my dad at all, he’d aban-
doned her; [ saw him for the first time at the age
of eight.

That’s another story that deserves its own space,
but I’ll skip it for now.

So I was exposed to economic hardship; I never
asked for anything because I knew my mom was
doing all she could and asking for things meant
putting her in an awkward position. I made do
with what I had, no tantrums, no demands. When
someone—I don’t remember who—gave me a
doll and some little pots and pans to play with,
it was a revelation; for the first time I felt ful-
filled and grateful. I kept those toys for years,
and I remember I also used to play with orange
peels and walnut shells, or read the comics lent
to me by children who were better off. This was
in the early Fifties.

My mother was always talking about school; she
wasn’t a particularly erudite person, but she man-
aged to get it through my head that if I wanted
to move up in the world I had to study. She said
she’d make any sacrifice necessary for me to be-
come a teacher, like her mother and aunt had been.
My mother had immigrated north from Naples,
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leaving friends and family in order to find work.
She achieved her goal, but her homesickness
never went away, you could tell from the things
she said and her constant stories about what her
folks were like, their character, their creativity,
their unique traits. Her brother moved here to
Genoa later on as well, also in search of work,
and found a job at the Italsider steel mill in Cor-
nigliano. He was married and had three children.
They also scraped by with sacrifices and priva-
tions, and would often have to borrow small sums
just to buy basic necessities.

We were in difficult financial straits, but I always
put my faith in the future, which I imagined
would be more prosperous and comfortable for
me. All around | saw the reconstruction of the
ruins left by the war, new neighborhoods spring-
ing up on the outskirts of the city; I saw TV for
the first time at age eight. I thought human be-
ings were amazing, the things they could create!
I could go to the café and watch television, it was
fabulous, I felt lucky.

I followed my mother’s injunctions: study, study,
study. That’s what I did, not without difficulty,
because for family reasons I kept moving from
one school to another, and each time I had to pain-
fully adapt to a new context. But I never gave up,
I was convinced it was necessary to have a good
education, if only to understand the world around
me. At school I found friends and classmates to
interact with; many were much better off than
me financially, but I had the love my mother
passed on to me with her approach to life, and
generosity towards others, and the knowledge
that if you fight for an ideal, you’ll make it in
the end.
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I was studying to be a teacher when ’68 erupted;
I say “erupted” because for me it was an instan-
taneous flash of awareness. I took to the move-
ment, right away; I too wanted to change the
world, I wasn’t satisfied with the way things were.
The gap between rich and poor was too wide, |
didn’t understand why society was so unjust and
why there was so much hunger and poverty in the
world. A new era had to begin, a new world, and
who better to achieve it than young people like
us? We could play a leading role in this miracle.
I took part in the struggles of ’68, I found my-
self at student demonstrations chanting for free-
dom and social justice.

Until just a few years before, factory workers had
their every move controlled; it wasn’t unusual for
a foreman to go to the bathrooms to check that his
subordinates weren’t lingering there to smoke a
cigarette. They worked up to twelve consecutive
hours a day, with just a half-hour break for the
meal they brought from home in lunch pails, and
they were often paid on a piecework basis: the
more you produced, the more you earned. This
spurred you to hurry up, work fast and never
stop to catch your breath, almost as if you were
a slave. With piecework you could barely make
ends meet. Women had no rights, maternity leave
was still out of the question and it wasn’t unusual
for them to bind their bellies to keep the man-
agement from noticing their condition, since they
risked being fired.

No, it was an unjust world; as my mother had
taught me, it was time to fight, I couldn’t just
stand on the sidelines, I had to do my part. And
that’s what I did, even after I got married, [ never
hung back when there was a strike, even if it
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took effort and sacrifice. The same was true of
your father and grandfather Pietro, my husband,
with whom I shared struggles, demonstrations,
strikes and layoffs. We were convinced we had to
do our part and fight to give our children a dif-
ferent world, one with more justice and solidar-
ity. The Constitution was a constant reference for
us, and thanks to the principles it expressed so
well, we were able to bring about a change. We
talked about the separation of church and state,
about rights, equality, giving everyone the op-
portunity to study.

We took part in heated discussions and meetings,
even at work and at school. I remember when I
first entered the world of education as a teacher,
there was still a sort of close-mindedness. I met
teachers who hit pupils on the hands with rulers
when they made mistakes or misbehaved, teach-
ers who locked up their class registers and text-
books in the cabinet when substitutes came. I was
horrified by that sort of attitude, but later I was
lucky enough to get a place in an experimental
school, open to new ideas, where they applied
different pedagogical and educational methods.
There was dialogue, interaction, parents took an
active role in the first class councils. The school-
room was no longer a closed environment, parents
and grandparents were invited in to talk about
their jobs, their technical knowledge; these were
important lessons that helped the kids grow and
the teachers as well. We talked about Don Milani,
about the quality of public schooling, about how
had to be open to all, without discrimination based
on gender, religion, race, etc. The separate classes
where children with learning disabilities or be-
havioral problems used to be relegated were
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abolished. We talked about integrating handi-
capped children and the need for them to be with
everyone else—with special assistance, of course,
but together with their peers.

“L’état, c’est nous” my literature teacher used to
say, and I firmly believed this was true. Working
together, all of us together could turn a page in
history and be governed by people who were
educated, mature and responsible.

I believed in the possibility of a government wor-
thy of our republic, our res publica, something
that belongs to all, where everyone could con-
tribute something for the common good. Perhaps
a civic awareness had finally developed, a po-
litical awareness based on an accepted set of eth-
ics. A cultural evolution had strengthened the
values of solidarity and civic participation. Of
course, many things had to be reassessed and
corrected, but we were a full democracy now;
with the help of technology and science, society
had matured, there was no turning back.

I was wrong, boy was [ wrong; the improvements
had deluded me into thinking that it couldn’t hap-
pen again, it seemed we would fly ever higher...
and instead it happened. In 2001 in Genoa, dur-
ing the G8 summit, I found out first-hand that
those in command have power over everything
and above all over people. I began to look at po-
lice differently, they were no longer the people to
trust, no, they were the hand of power that wounds
and inflicts pain. For the first time [ was afraid
that the right to demonstrate would be crushed;
I was afraid, but I still believed that it wasn’t
possible for the government to include people evil
enough to subjugate us again and take away the
rights we had fought so hard to win.
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I was wrong again, the constitution is being shred-
ded, our rights are slowly fading away. The right
to work, the right to education, the right to infor-
mation, the right to culture, the right to proper
assistance for the weaker parts of society, the right
of immigrants to be welcomed and not pushed
back into the desert as unfortunately now happens.
I believe there is a troubling drift underway, but
I still have faith in healthy, attuned young peo-
ple, in all the people who will realize the time
has come to take part in the public and institu-
tional life of this country, with a different vision
of life and the world. A vision based on values
that have to do with civil and human rights. Peo-
ple capable of fighting against selfishness and
inequality, courageous people... they exist, but it
will take a lot of effort; once again we will have
to struggle and resist, once again.

Havana, February 12, 2011

I received a call from a friend who recently left
Cuba. At one point in the conversation he said,
“This isn’t another country, it’s another planet.”
I hung up the phone and felt myself an alien on
the earth. I looked out the window at the mess
of wires hanging from the poles as if the hurri-
cane had been yesterday. I went to 23rd and 12th
and the traffic light was out. At 23rd and G there
was electricity but the light was controlled by a
policeman and the street was deserted: Raul Cas-
tro was going to pass by.

Claudia Cadelo

February 15. Libya.
Pockets of dissent
emerged in the main
square of Benghazi,
with people calling for
an end to the 41-year
rule of Col. Muammar
el-Qaddafi.

February 17. Manama,
Bahrain. A brutal go-
vernment crackdown

on pro-democracy pro-
testers killed at least

I saw a photo of a building covered with glass— five people.

one of those modern constructions filled with
light—someplace in the world and wondered
when Havana is going to be reborn from its ruins.
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I sit in the park and enjoy the trees. There’s
trash and filth everywhere, but I still love the
air of my city. I wonder how long that pleasure
will last.

I return home. I turn on the TV and it’s the news.
Fritz Suarez Silva [television commentator on
international issues] is ranting about a statement
by Osama Bin Laden. I doubt my own senses. I
don’t understand if he’s defending the terrorists
or saying bad things about Obama. I get lost and
turn off the TV. I want to know what’s happen-
ing in Egypt but on Cuban television they ma-
nipulate everything.

I look out the window again and remember the
photos of the Green Revolution in Iran. I feel
nostalgic. It’s ridiculous to feel nostalgia for
something I didn’t even experience. I remember
November 6 and everyone on the sidewalk at G
and 27th staring, mouths agape, eyes stupid, as a
group of men in plain clothes forced three young
women into a car. [ laugh. I can’t imagine the
streets of Vedado flooded with young people de-
manding democracy.

I’m not going to get pessimistic: I always have
the Web. When I connect to the Internet the bad
taste in my mouth fades. There’s a sensation that
the world is changing and I’'m on another planet.
Forget Raul Castro’s three black cars paralyz-
ing the time of my reality even more, though it
seems impossible. I remembered that public
spaces no longer need to be physical. Again I
feel that it’s possible, that one day change will
come, that the freedom of my life on the Web
will one day be matched by my life on the street.
It doesn’t matter how much we lack. I will know
to wait.
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February 17. Egypt.
While many here have
cheered the military for
taking over after last
week’s ouster of Hosni
Mubarak and for pledg-
ing to oversee a transi-
tion to democracy, hu-
man rights groups say
that in the past three
weeks the military has
also played a documented
role in dozens of disap-
pearances and at least
12 cases of torture.

February 17. Egypt.
Hundreds of workers
went on strike along
the Suez Canal, joining
others across Egypt
pressing demands for
better wages and con-
ditions.

February 18. Bahrain.
Security forces open
fire on protesters. King
Hamad Bin Isa al-
Khalifa’s government
had warned them: march
and you will be shot.

February 18. Djibouti.
An estimated 30,000
Djiboutians protest in
central Djibouti City.
Their main demand was
for President Ismail
Omar Guelleh to step
down.



The United States, February 24, 2011

I highly disagree with statements such as “I am
blind, I don’t see color” or when people claim
that my scarf or my olive skin doesn’t make them
the least bit curious. Most of the time, at least
where I live, people are quiet. They’d rather keep
their curious thoughts to themselves in fear of
coming off racist, too inquisitive and offensive.
On the rare occasion, I’ll meet a socially inept
individual who has no issues bluntly inquiring
about my race, culture or the cave I emerged from.
I am well aware that when I meet a novel person,
they have a set of prejudices that I must prove
wrong immediately. Although there is no rule
that states “I must” prove everyone wrong, it be-
comes a personal burden to disprove, dismantle
and erase these prejudices and replace with new
facts. But it’s proven to be a tricky and nerve-
wracking process.

Some have advised me to resort to humor when-
ever possible. So when approached about my ori-
gins I should make up a fake heritage for my
amusement such as: “Oh, where I’'m from, you
ask? I’m part Irish, German, and Polish, your-
self?” And go on until I confuse the heck out of
the tactless individual, and have a good laugh on
their expense.

Certainly, when someone meets me the first time
their assumptions can be true. Portions of my
life consist of your typical Arab/Middle Eastern
stereotypes. | happen to be Arab; I’ve lived in the
Middle East; I don’t eat red meat; I am familiar
with Indian cuisine; I cover my hair in public; I
speak Arabic; I can belly dance; I cook Middle
Eastern food; English is not my parents’ mother
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February 20. Burkina
Faso. The death in po-
lice custody of student
Justin Zongo sparked
widespread student
anger. The protests
quickly spread from
Zongo's native town of
Koudougou to the entire
country, with slogans
such as “Tunisia is in
Koudougou” and
“Burkina will have its
Egypt”. Some youth
groups have even com-
pared Justin Zongo to
Mohammed Bouazizi.

February 20. Morocco.
Demonstrations were
called by a coalition of
youth groups, labor
unions and human rights
organizations demand-
ing greater democracy.
Several thousand people
marched through the
capital, Rabat—one of
several cities across the
country where protests
were held. Five people
were killed.

February 20. Libya. A
five-day-old uprising in
Libya took control of its
second-largest city of
Benghazi.



tongue; I have family abroad; I do have friends
who are brown/olive skinned; and a few bearded/
niqabi/hijabi/“ethnic” friends.

I recall my freshman year in college, my “white”
friends were shocked to hear me curse. “I never
thought you were allowed to curse!” Or when |
revealed to my high school teacher I planned to
apply for college: “You are?”” Or when I am asked
about Afghan culture because we are all “con-
nected” somehow.

I won’t lie and claim that I’ve grown used to
these assumptions. On the contrary, I’ve grown
rather annoyed and paranoid. The other day I
received an email from a former professor. In
the body of the email, there was a scholarship
and research opportunity with enticing benefits.
I was pleased the professor recalled who I was
and made me this offer. As I reread the email,
something caught my eye: the word “minorities”.
To say the least, I was crushed. I’ve worked so
hard all my life to make strides on my “own”
merit, not my skin color or what my genes have
determined. Is equality too much to ask in 2011?
I’ve been spoken down to by people in my pro-
fessional and personal life. Perhaps my paranoia
has been played up by these past events, but |
find them all difficult to be “accidental.” When
someone asks if I eat red meat (assuming I am
Hindu)? Or if my parents have already arranged
my marriage? And if I wear that “thing” to show
respect for my husband? And... the list goes on.
I want to scream: leave me alone. I don’t find
myself wondering so much about my Caucasian
friends’ origins. Why are they worried about
mine?
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February 23. Libya. As
rebellion crept closer to
the capital and defections
of military officers multi-
plied, Col. Muammar
el-Qaddafi called on
thousands of mercenaries
and irregular security
forces to defend his
bastion in Tripoli.

February 23. Cameroon.
Opposition groups or-
ganised protests to call
for President Paul Biya
to leave office. Biya has
been in power for 28
years. His Special In-
tervention Brigade
crushed the protest with
brute force.

February 25. Egypt. Tens
of thousands of protesters
returned to Tahrir Square
to keep up the pressure
on Egypt’s military-led
transitional government.
The military made it clear
there would be limits to
Sfurther dissent as soldiers
and plainclothes secu-
rity officers moved into
the square, beating
protesters and tearing
down their tents.

February 25. Jordan.
Thousands of people
demonstrated for politi-
cal reform in Amman
and in other towns.



I will say though, it’s fun to see people’s per-
ception of me as a person change. | shared with
one of my counselors my anxiety over attending
an event out of state with no other Muslim women
in sight. The counselor’s advice was simple:
“When someone approaches you about your scarf,
and questions why you wear it, simply say: ‘I am
so sorry, is it bothering you?’ and walk away.”

Globalization
by Marco Saya

This morning I noticed a

lady from the Milan beau monde
arm-in-arm with an elegant lady in a burka
As they were crossing at the light,

people looked at the strange couple
bewildered and confused...

And I was thinking...

that the other side of the road was still far-away
When the light turned green

restless motorcyclists took off

breathing a sigh of relief...

Mosul, Iraq, February 25, 2011

I had my mid-year exams, the questions were
incredibly hard, and some even contained mis-
takes; I feel worried about my marks, and I feel
worried about the finals already!

The demonstrations in Iraq are today, Friday the
25th. The government sent their assistance to
al-Tahreer Square, they attacked the citizens while
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February 25. Egypt.
Many tourist sites in and
around Cairo are open
again. But these days the
most sought-after photo
is of Tahrir Square, a
top destination for many
of the Western tourists
who have begun trick-
ling into Egypt.

notes from the present

“Sunshine”



they were sleeping and stabbed them with knives
and ordered them to leave. But they didn’t give up,
and Iraqis are determined to stay and demand our
rights. [Prime Minister] al-Maliki’s supporters
wanted to carry Saddam’s photos in order to frus-
trate the demonstrations by pretending that those
demonstrators are followers of the ex-regime!
The Grand Ayatollah al-Sistani [the preeminent
cleric for Shia in Iraq] announced that it is for-
bidden to participate in these demonstrations, but
the Shiites didn’t listen and a citizen on TV said
“we’re not going to listen to whatever [they] an-
nounce; we’re participating”. I hope that from
now on people will not be affected by those who
speak in the name of religion.

Today is called “the Friday of anger” and this
revolution is named “the al nakheel revolution”,
“the palm revolution”. The Iraqi citizens have
been through a lot, so they have gone out into the
streets to make demands and protest in spite of
the danger and the government’s threats; they
have nothing to lose anymore. Old people and
young, men and women are participating and have
walked a long way to reach the place where citi-
zens are gathering as we have curfew.

My father’s two cousins participated in the Mosul
revolution although we’re worried about them.
In Mosul the police started to shoot at the citi-
zens and five were injured. I can’t wait to hear
the story first-hand from my father’s cousins.
The greatest thing is, the people’s intention is
not to make chaos or destroy things; we’re not
like the politicians. The people are carrying roses
and green branches, and shouting “peace”, as
well as other great phrases that made me realize
we still have heroes.
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Iraq. Small, scattered
protests, focusing on
unemployment, corrup-
tion and a lack of ser-
vices, began taking
place in Iraq in early
February. A nationwide
“Day of Rage” called
for February 25 turned
violent in Mosul and
other cities, leading to
the deaths of more than
a dozen protesters.

February 27. Tunisia.
Prime minister, Moha-
med Ghannouchi, resi-
gned after a weekend
of violent protests that
left five people dead in
the capital, Tunis.

China. As protests
swept the Arab world,
on the Chinese Internet
anonymous calls for a
“Jasmine Revolution”
have been squelched
by authorities. Words
like “Egypt” and “Tu-
nisia” have been
blocked on some Web
searches and social
networking sites have
been made inaccessible.



Now I am listening to people’s demands for free-
dom and jobs, and also hearing stories that made
my heart ache. A woman said seven years ago
the police took her 18-year-old son, and she hasn’t
seen him since, and she’s hoping this revolution
will bring justice and innocent people will get
out of jail. And another women said she hasn’t
got her retirement pension for four years, she
worked for 22 years, and now she deserves a good
life.

Another pleasing thing is that people prayed “Fri-
day’s prayer” together in al-Tahreer in Baghdad,
Sunnis and Shiites together, and they shouted
“we’re brothers, Sunnis and Shiites, and we’re
not going to sell this country”. The same thing
happened in Sulaymania when Kurds and Arabs
prayed together. The citizens are united; it is the
government that is trying to separate us, but it’s
not going to happen, no matter what crafty, petty
plans they make.

I pray for a new hopeful future, and today I am
proud of Iraqis. I know what great people we
have here, and how much the Iraqis have endured
not only in the last seven years, but since Saddam
took control.

I’ve been watching the news lately, and all the
Arab countries are witnessing panic, especially
Libya, with el-Qaddafi’s savage attempt to stop
the demonstrations. I have relatives in Libya, and
we were so worried about them. Aunt said that
el-Qaddafi has hired mercenaries to kill the citi-
zens who are against him.

There’s no freedom in Arab countries, and in Iraq
especially, but I can’t believe that the people have
finally realized this after years and years of si-
lence! [...] I hope that the Arab countries become
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strong and people refuse to be under the rule of
dictators, and find the courage to stand up to them
and gain freedom just like the old, old day when
the Arab countries were united and were one big
nation. It was so developed and strong, and we
had justice and were years and years ahead of
Western countries in all kind of science and in-
ventions, and medicine etc. It hurts me a lot be-
cause I am Arab and would like to do something
myself to change the situation. I wish we could
start to say “we are” instead of “we were”. [...]
Is it true that now after so many years people
have woken up? Or is it another illusion, a plan
to make Arab countries hit bottom so that other
countries can take control? [...]

Update at 7:30 pm. The police are shooting at
citizens, some have been injured and others have
died, but the demonstration will not stop today.

Update at 4:30 am, February 26. We’ve heard
from people in Baghdad that the police and na-
tional guard put concrete walls in the majority
neighborhoods of Baghdad and closed all their
roads, and thousands of people were forced to go
home and couldn’t participate in the demonstra-
tion. Some tried to knock down the concrete walls
and force their way in, but the police behind those
walls started to shoot and wouldn’t allow them
to leave their neighborhoods. If people were al-
lowed to go out and take part in the demonstra-
tions it would last for days.

Gaza, February 25, 2011

A couple of days ago, after midnight, I was surf-
ing the web to learn more about the missiles that
had been fired at Be’er Sheva causing damage
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in the region, while no casualties were reported
according to “Haaretz”. [...]

Just a few minutes later, a number of Apache
helicopters began to hover heavily in the sky. A
sound of an explosion was soon heard; and since
I live opposite Al-Shifa hospital—the biggest
hospital in Gaza—I was able to see about three
ambulances speeding away to evacuate potential
casualties. According to the Palestinian news
agency Ma’an, two Palestinians were injured in
southern Gaza and one unconfirmed death was
reported.

I was extremely irritated by the air strike because
the next day, along with Silvia, an activist with
the 1SM (International Solidarity Movement), I
was supposed to go to Khuza’a, a small village in
the South near the Israeli border, to film a video
calling for massive boycotts, divestment and sanc-
tions against Apartheid Israel. I knew it was going
to be dangerous to go there, especially after the
attacks, and that in the morning my father would
ask me to stay home.

I woke up at eight o’clock and had to argue with
my father for a while until he said in the end:
“You want to go? Fine! But you will have to be
at home in an instant if they target Khuza’a!”
My father is a surgeon and during the 2008-2009
war on Gaza, he went through a lot treating the
injured and running one surgery after another in
the overcrowded hospital, sometimes on a freez-
ing floor. That’s how I usually translate his cate-
gorical concern about me and my family.

Due to the argument, I arrived where the taxis
gather at 9:10. Silvia, an Italian, was already
waiting for me and I had to apologize for not be-
ing on time. It was incredibly normal with the
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Oman. Protests began
in the seaside town of
Sohar in late February,
resulting in deadly cla-
shes with police. Groups
of protesters around
the country have since
pressed for economic
and political reforms.



taxi drivers, as if no raids had taken place a few
hours ago. Some drivers were calling for people
who were heading to Rafah, others were calling
for Deir Al-Balah, and we, along with others,
took the microbus taxi heading to Khan Younis,
a small city from which we would catch a taxi
headed to Khuza’a.

On the way Silvia called Yamen, a friend of hers
who lives and works in Khuza’a at the National
Village Improvement Center and who is basi-
cally a civil engineer, to guide us through the
village. I was amazed that almost everyone in
the microbus and later in Khuza’a thought that
I was a foreigner! Silvia suggested that this was
because I was speaking English with her and
because of the color of my eyes and hair.
Within thirty minutes, the bus dropped us in Bani
Suhaila street in Khan Younis, where we took an-
other taxi that carried us to Khuza’a, to Yamen’s
workplace. [...]

Someone who doesn’t know Khuza’a and enters
it for the first time learns a lot about it once his
eyes fall upon its vast green acres and its rural
buildings, and from the horizon one can tell a
lot about the occupation. Three hundred fifty me-
ters away from the Israeli border, one realizes
that he’s a likely target, realizes from the prox-
imity of the watchtowers that he has to think
carefully before he acts so as not to become a
suspect. And because [ was aiming my camera at
their towers I was almost in full danger, under
no mercy but the mercy of the live ammunition
that could be fired at me at any moment! I can
now recall the voices of Silvia and Yamen asking
me to step down from the rubble where I was
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standing, telling me that what [ was doing was
not necessary and could cost me my life.

There, leaving our footprints on one of Khuza’a’s
unpaved roads, we passed by a fence through
which we saw two old women weeding out grass
that had grown too tall due to the rain. “Hello,”
I said to the women, raising my voice to make
sure they could hear me. “Hello to you,” the wom-
en replied. “Can I come in?” I asked. “Yes, you’re
quite welcome,” said one of the women, moving
towards the locked gate to open it for me.
Silvia and Yamen waited for me on the road;
they were used to the village. Silvia had come
here many times and Yamen already lives in the
village. The women were kind to me and gen-
erous. They were funny and extremely curious;
they kept asking questions about my nationality,
where I live, my work, and what I was doing in
the village. They asked me to take pictures of
them and offered me tea, but Silvia and Yamen
were waiting outside and I had to leave, promis-
ing that next time I would have my tea with them.
Joining Yamen and Silvia again, Yamen sug-
gested that we visit the Al-Najjar family, a fam-
ily that has “so many stories to tell and whose
house lies really close to the borders,” as he said.
On the way we passed by a school which was the
only remaining school in the village after the
Israeli brutal attack on Gaza.

It took us fifteen minutes on foot. There, a wom-
an (Um Anas) greeted us very kindly while other
women brought plastic chairs to the balcony.
Um Anas sat on the stairs and two others sat on
the threshold stoop. I asked Um Anas to come
and sit instead of me, assuring her that I was fine
with the stairs and that I didn’t feel tired. She
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refused to take my place, saying she knows that
we in Gaza City always sit in chairs and that
she’s a farmer and farmers always sit on the
ground!

Wafaa, a member of the family, appeared a while
later. Wafaa told us her story. She is sixteen years
old, she was shot in her knee two years ago just
after the war while going to school in the early
morning. “I was just going to school when they
shot me, [ was fourteen years old, I know I can
walk but I wish I could run like I used to before,”
she said, and Silvia’s video camera recorded it.
I asked her if she wants to continue her studies
after high school, she said yes and that she wants
to become an artist.

She then invited me to see a portrait of her brother
who was killed by the Israelis. Wafaa wept while
telling his story. “He was out with his friend,
dinner was ready and we were waiting for him
when we suddenly heard a gunshot, we went out
and it was him lying dead on the red ground.”
Tea is a ritual in Khuza’a; whenever you knock
on a door they won’t let you out unless you drink
a cup of tea. We had our tea with the family; it
was very sweet, its taste contrasting with the
bitter taste of the stories that crept into each sip.
“They bulldozed 25 square meters that belong
to us, they turned our land into a road for their
tanks,” Um Anas said with a tinge of pain in her
eyes. We spent one hour in their house, then we
thanked them for their generous hospitality, prom-
ised to visit again, and left.

We continued our march, the sun was vertical
and I had to take my jacket off and cover my
head with it. We met a man on the road, he
was cutting the good tomatoes from a heap of
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branches. “Come take pictures of me and give me
money,” the man shouted. “I have only twenty
shekels in my bag” I replied. “Twenty shekels
now, but at the end of the month you’ll get
$1000.” “We are just volunteers, we don’t get
paid,” I answered. The man laughed and so did
we. But fun doesn’t last long in this village. We
were soon videotaping a man whose house had
been completely destroyed during the war and
who still lives with his wife under the rubble. [...]

Havana, March 2, 2011

Many years ago, while studying journalism, I had
a teacher who taught Marxist philosophy, in a
totally original way. At the beginning of each
class, writing a saying from a popular Spanish
proverb on the blackboard and taking that as a
point of reference, he would explain the philoso-
phical categories that related to that issue. He
also told us that all wisdom was present in the
chosen proverb. Thus I also acquired the habit,
which I am rarely able to abstain from.

Once again, yesterday, listening to the shortwave,
I was amazed by the statements about the dictator
Qaddafi made by the Venezuelan leader—*I can-
not condemn him from a distance, he is my friend,
my friend forever, the friend of our people, Qad-
dafi is like Bolivar”—and other nonsense. Now
the false news that leaked last week saying the
country had offered asylum to the tyrant made
sense. Then came to mind two very wise prov-
erbs: “where there’s smoke, there’s fire,” and an-
other that says, “birds of a feather flock together”.
To paraphrase the title of a popular TV program
here, I say: you can draw your own conclusions.
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March 1. Libya. Around
140,000 people have
fled Libya’s fighting for
neighboring Egypt and
Tunisia, the United Na-
tions refugee agency

said.

March 1. Eritrea. An
exiled opposition force
has called for Egypt
and Libya-type mass
protests to end the rule
of president Isaias
Afeworki. The Eritrean
leader has been in power
since 1991. Eritrea is a
one party state, without
legally functioning po-
litical opposition.



Havana, March 9, 2011

The blue sky is so intense it blinds me. It’s not
hot. The sea below, and the line of the horizon
perfectly straight. Today Havana is beautiful.

Claudia Cadelo

March 7. Libya. As
wealthier nations send
boats and planes to
rescue their citizens

This island doesn’t deserve this, 1 say out loud .1 1he violence in

without realizing it. I smile and think I don’t
deserve it either, nor the guy crossing the side-
walk in front of me. No, he doesn’t deserve this
either.

Power, the worst drug in the world. I imagine Raul
Castro resigning from his offices at the Party Con-
gress... dreams cost nothing.

I walk through Lennon Park and a teenager tells
a group of girls that she took part in the repu-
diation rally against the Ladies in White [wives
and other female relatives of jailed dissidents]
last Sunday, that she insulted them. I stop short.
I’'m wearing earphones to avoid hearing the stu-
pidity of people like this, but it manages to get
into my ears and drill into my brain.

I turn off the music, walk back and ask her, “Why
did you scream at the Ladies in White?”” She’s
afraid. “I don’t know, everyone was screaming.”
“No, not everyone. I never screamed. Why did
you scream?” “I don’t know.” She was ashamed.
Her friends were perfectly silent. “Next time think
better of it,” I say and leave.

The sky was as blue as blue, and although I could
no longer see the ocean I sensed it—we islanders
always sense it—and it still wasn’t hot. Paradise,
I thought, paradise in hell.

I look at the girls from afar. No, they don’t de-
serve it, not even they deserve it.
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Libya, on the outskirts
of Tripoli thousands of
migrant workers from
sub-Saharan Africa
have been trapped with
scant food and water,
no international aid
and little hope of escape.

March 8. Kuwait. More
than 1,000 protesters
turned out in Kuwait
City to call for political
changes.



Hammangi

by Daniele Comberiati H ERE

notes from the present

There are times, however rare, when we have a
sense of anticipating history. A friend who was on
a “mission” in Tripoli a few months ago talked
about a “city that was changing” and a Qaddafi
who “couldn’t go on forever”. I listened absent-
mindedly, more interested in the family aspects
of his story—his father had been one of the few
Italians to remain in Libya, of his own free will,
after the rise of the Colonel. In the light of the
current convulsion on the other side of the Medi-
terranean, his account seemed a useful starting
point for reflecting on the complex relations be-
tween Italy and Libya: the colonial “undertak-
ings”, concentration camps, civil war, postcolo-
nialism, right up to the present war.

Tripoli, 2 January 2011

“Calzoni, you said? The name doesn’t ring any
bells, but if he was Italian he was buried here, no
question. Since the government gave us back the
money for rebuilding, we’ve put all our dead in
together. I’1l just go and look, but you wait here
and don’t move, eh!”

The caretaker goes off, muttering something in
Arabic to a youth who stays beside me, standing
guard. Instinctively I clutch my bag closer to my
stomach, hoping he won’t notice.

Hammangi Cemetery, two kilometres from the
centre of Tripoli, where in spite of the season the
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heat is suffocating, and the low palm trees fail
to provide shade for the dead. I’d never thought
about the fact that people can be buried even in
hot stifling places like this, where it already seems
like hell. The dazzling white marble gravestones,
recently cleaned, add to the heat. I try to make out
the silhouette of the caretaker, Guido, against the
light. He hurries back towards us, hot and sweaty.
“Nothing, not even in bay twenty. I mean, mis-
takes have happened now and then, can’t say they
haven’t. You remember the state the cemetery
was in before the rebuilding? A disgrace: bones
scattered around, bodies without names—you’d
think we’d only just lost the war... Like I was
saying there’s been a few mistakes: sometimes
an Italian ended up in the middle of the African
corpses, among the askaris... mind you it’s rare,
eh, but if you like I’ll take a look...” And he aban-
dons me again.

The youth is still watching me incessantly, and
I get the feeling he can see through my bag, and
that he knows who I am and why I’ve come here.
Outside, Balbo’s [the Italian governor of Libya
during the fascist occupation] two great lions sleep
motionless in the sun. They’re made from white
stone and it gives off a blinding light. From the
street the cries of vendors and the sounds of traffic
can be heard. Tripoli has changed, an Italian at
the hotel told me yesterday. The huge skyscrapers
in the city centre, the constant ringing of mobile
phones and the omnipresent advertising seem to
prove him right. Tripoli has changed even for me,
although I’d never seen it before. But I’d trav-
elled its streets hundreds of times through the
words of my father: my primary school was in Via
Lazio, he said again and again: a 1930s building
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just like the one we lived in, in Garbatella. And
he told me about Antonos, his Greek classmate,
who was jailed in Athens during the dictatorship
of the Colonels. About twenty years later, when
he was free, he had written a letter, but they never
managed to meet again. Green Square, where to-
day horrendous traffic jams build up, was for my
father the symbol of the new Libya. He believed
in Qaddafi, right from the start. He would meet
his friends behind the statue of Septimius Severus,
who he used to say “was urging Libya to look to-
wards Europe”. And at the Caffe Italiano, when
he was a bit older, he had his first romantic meet-
ings with girls. He always talked about a beauti-
ful Armenian girl, who if he had wanted...
Tripoli must truly have changed, since I’ve found
nothing of what he described. The places have
slipped past my eyes as they can do for any tourist,
and all my mind retains is the incessant noise of
the traffic and the acrid smell of the cheap petrol
that spreads through the air, turning it greyish and
gassy.

Guido is coming back, shaking his head as he ap-
proaches. “Nothing among the Africans either. I
reckon he definitely isn’t buried here, I dunno
what to say. A doubt just crossed me mind: your
relative wasn’t Jewish, was he? Because this is the
old Catholic cemetery—the Jews had the one in
Hara, that’s their ghetto. Honestly though, I don’t
know what’s happened to it now...”

Now it’s my turn to shake my head. Guido no-
tices I’'m disheartened and offers me a cup of
tea, abruptly dismissing the boy.

“I know, I know” he says sympathetically, “it’s
unbelievable when you think we’re in such a bad
way, and it was us who conquered all this land
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and farmed it. Before us, in the 1800s, it was a
desert. Now look at it: olive trees, vegetables,
fruit, oilfields. They’ve got rich, they have. And
us? First they kicked us out, now they’ve given
us this cemetery, like a consolation prize... and it
doesn’t even have all our dead in it... And you
know what pisses me off more than anything?
Y’know what I really can’t stomach? Our people
died for this country, certainly not for Italy. Sure,
Italy gave them a kick in the ass. But this coun-
try, Libya, gave Italy two. Take me for example:
my grandpa came from Rome, but my dad was
born here. Both of them worked at the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, and then in 1970 we all went
back to Italy. In a camp they put us, didn’t they—
and here we’d had a house with seven maids, we
were providing for two families. And never a sin-
gle problem eh, not one complaint from them. Af-
ter Qaddafi came they were happy for a couple
of days, and then they started wishing we were
still here. I come back ten years ago: in the be-
ginning I started rescuing the memory of our dead:
papers and photos and objects and stories. Then
after they restored the cemetery, they offered me
work here; I said yes straight away, because |
never felt right in Italy...”

As he speaks I have the unpleasant feeling that
the breath of his words is adding to the suffocat-
ing heat. My hands start to feel itchy—the first
sign of anxiety. [ want to escape and be alone in
the cemetery, to drop it all just anywhere and get
back home as quickly as possible. The bag I'm
still wearing has produced a damp ring of per-
spiration on my shirt.

Guido however doesn’t seem to notice anything
and continues undaunted, showing me some photos.
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“Look, this one’s historic, my grandpa took it.
It’s in Green Square, where the statue of Qaddafi
is now. Look: the statue of Mussolini on a horse
with the Islamic sword. I’d of given anything to
see that with my own eyes! Claudio Villa, he
came to Tripoli for a concert in 1969. I’ve even
got his autograph: To Guido with best wishes,
Claudio Villa. But we saw Toto and Alberto Sordi
too, only I was too late to get their photo. But
whoever would’ve thought in the sixties that we’d
end up like this... Anyway now the world’s chang-
ing here too eh, in Libya as well. Qaddafi won’t
last forever, he’s got bright kids, and he’s changed
a bit too. You see how many Italians have al-
ready come back the last few years? Bit by bit
they’re changing here too...”

I thank him and say goodbye so I won’t be forced
to listen to him any longer. I take a taxi to the
hotel, where the semidarkness of the room at last
refreshes my memories. And my sense of guilt.

I didn’t manage it, Papa. I haven’t kept my prom-
ise. | waited for the right time, the moment when
I could scatter your ashes on your soil, but I failed
to do it. They didn’t leave me alone even for a
second, and the heat, the suffocating heat, and all
that blinding marble... But [ know you’ll say I’'m
just making excuses. And this time you’re right.
I didn’t manage it because I didn’t want to. What
have you got to do with Libya, what have you got
to do with Hammangi? I only knew you in Rome,
and for me your past was a book filled with sto-
ries that you opened and leafed through every
now and then, letting us glimpse a few pages and
a few drawings. But nothing else.

What have you got to do with Hammangi? And
most of all, what have you got to do with Guido,
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and with all the homesick colonialists that are
buried there? You were different, Papa, you don’t
deserve to be alongside them. I know the Libyans
are buried there as well and not all the dead are
equal—those were different times. But you took
a risk, you made a choice, or rather you made a
number of choices. And when you went away,
when you left Libya, your story was infinitely
richer than the history of the two countries.

Maybe it’s better like this, Papa, and for once I'm
the one who has made the decision instead of you.

In the evening I phone home but am not able to
speak to my mother. My sister tells me she slept a
lot again today, and she’s a bit better but doesn’t
want to see anyone yet. Then she asks me: “Have
you done it?”

From the other side of the Mediterranean I sud-
denly feel too close. There’s very little time to
think, and I decide to lie. But my voice comes out
as a sort of wheeze: “Yes.” My sister sighs and
wishes me goodnight. Perhaps she’s being ironic,
because I already know I won’t be able to sleep.

I decide to go out. Tripoli has changed, but there
doesn’t seem to be much in the way of nightlife.
The Italian at the hotel mentioned a semi-under-
ground place, open mainly to tourists, where it’s
possible to drink alcohol and meet other foreign-
ers. I try to remember which room he’s staying in,
but in reception they tell me all the guests have
already gone out. I go for a walk into town and
opt for a Lebanese restaurant recommended in the
guide: the food isn’t bad actually, the stuffed vine
leaves are good and the hummous is really tasty.
After I’ve finished eating, the busy atmosphere of
the city swallows me up again. A vanilla gelato,
and then I’m back at the hotel.
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Tripoli, 3 January 2011

The following morning inspiration struck. A kind
of epiphany on the road to Damascus, except that
I had it on the road to the beach. My flight was
scheduled for nine in the evening, so I had all day
to wander around the city and surrounds. I had
thought of going to see Leptis Magna and its ru-
ins, but it would have been more of a chore than
anything else: I’ve never been particularly pas-
sionate about ancient history and I’ve always found
archaeological remains boring. So, still feeling
guilty, I decided to go and look at the sea. I went
down to the coast near Tripoli, and there my fa-
ther’s stories found peace. The sign was faded but
still legible: Ristorante Italiano Calzoni. If 1 think
carefully about it, I can remember some of the
dishes on the menu: fish specials, obviously, black
spaghetti made with cuttlefish ink (local coastal
cuttlefish, he was keen to tell the customers), lin-
guine with sea urchins, risotto with tiny scampi.
Although the interior of the place is a ruin, it’s
possible to imagine on the wall the huge portrait
of Qaddafi in a green shirt that my father had
commissioned from a fine arts student. What year
could that have been? 1971 or 1972, no later. His
choice had been a strange one—absurd in some
respects. When the Colonel took power the Ital-
ians began to leave. Those who stayed had to flee
in a hurry in 1970, in what is remembered as “the
exodus of the twenty thousand”. Colonialists,
usurpers, fascists. Those were the insults the Liby-
ans shouted at Italians on the street, after years of
repression. My father’s family lost everything:
my grandfather’s law practice was confiscated,
and so was his house at the beach, and the new
law concerning foreigners meant that Italians
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were banned from the profession. They all left,
fleeing from a life that would have been very hard
indeed.

My father, though, was different. His library, filled
with books by Gramsci and Bakunin, must have
seemed in those weeks like a window opening
onto his future. In Qaddafi he saw a socialism that
was African, Pan-Arabian and internationalist. In
the young colonels now in power he saw the pos-
sibility of a new, great, socialist state, a guide for
its brother nations. 1970s Italy seemed to him, in
that moment, a miserable place.

He learned to write Arabic, which he already
spoke. He obtained permission to open the res-
taurant on the coast. He was one of the few for-
eigners who stayed, and one of the very few Ital-
1ans. Sometimes, in front of the customers, he
would shout in Arabic “Long life to the Leader”,
addressing the big mural at the back of the room,
so that everyone would hear him. It was his way
of overcoming mistrust in others—his way of say-
ing to them: I’'m like you, really, I’'m exactly like
you. But it couldn’t last. And, deep down, he
knew it too.

He fled three years later through Tunisia, hidden
in a lorry, his mouth filled with the dust of the
desert for two days. The Revolution had turned
out to be a military dictatorship and Qaddafi a
crazy autocrat, and the socialist ideas had been
carried away on the ghibli, the hot desert wind.
When he met my mother, back in Rome, he waited
years before talking to her about his past. And
he did the same with my sister, who never really
learnt about his life in Tripoli. It was only when
I was born that all of a sudden he loosened up. My
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mother has always maintained that what changed
him was the birth of a male child to whom he
could pass on his experience. But according to my
sister it was my whining and inquisitive nature that
made him feel obliged to defend me. According to
other relatives it was a matter of the simple pref-
erence that often exists between parents and chil-
dren. Anyway in that moment, standing in front of
the rocks, it seemed to me that his past fitted per-
fectly into place between the rocks and the sea.
The idea did not come out of the blue, in fact it
seems to me I’ve always had it, and I waited through
Hammangi and the hotel only so I could savour
the moment more intensely. I look behind me:
this time there’s nobody there and I’m truly alone.
I take his ashes out of my bag and scatter them on
the sand and in the sea.

I’ve done it, Papa. Now you’re exactly where you
wanted to be, even if you never realised it. Be-
tween the land and the sea, and between your two
countries.

Back in the hotel I had a rest at last, before going
to the airport. I called home: my mother was there,
happier and pleased to hear my voice.

I’ve done it, Mamma. Papa is resting in peace.

Kawagoe, Japan, March 11, 2011 Cocomino

There was a massive earthquake in Japan. So I
can’t go home because all the trains are stopped.

Tokyo, March 11, 2011 Yuji Kitajima

That was indeed the largest earthquake in my
life. I was home, but the trains are not running
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at the moment. There are many people who can-
not go home tonight. [...]
Oh, no. It started shaking again!

Tokyo, March 12, 2011

So it’s yesterday at 2:45 or so. | am underground,
on the Marunouchi line between the Hongo San-
chome and Korakuen stations. [...] Then the train
stops abruptly. I first assume that we hit some-
thing, or someone has committed suicide, which
happens more often than we like to talk about in
this country. [...] “Train operation has stopped
because of an earthquake,” the voice of the con-
ductor says. Umm, we know, I think to myself as
the other passengers and I hold onto our seats.
“Train operation has stopped because of a strong
earthquake,” the loudspeaker again proclaims the
obvious. “Train operation has stopped because of
a very strong earthquake,” he says again after the
shaking still hasn’t stopped.

Luckily, before the conductor can declare the
existence of a very, very strong earthquake, the
ground seems to settle down. Nobody is saying
a word. Two ojii-sans sitting across from me are
the only ones who dare to open their mouths, and
even then they only let out muffled, guttural non-
words like “ah” and “ooh,” in their deep old man
voices. Other than that it is dead silent. “This is
the strongest tremor [’ve ever felt in my life,” the
old man, the first of anyone around me to speak
in a complete sentence, quietly tells his friend,
who nods in agreement. I take a closer look at
his face. He appears to be about 70.

Then more shaking. Passengers hold on to their
seats, as if we were in a tin can being shaken by
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some naughty kid. Just don’t try to open it and
you will be fine. Or so says Our Fearless Con-
ductor. “Inside the train is the safest place to be.”
His voice echoes throughout the cars. “Whatever
you do, don’t open the emergency doors. Do not
exit the train. Inside the train is the safest place to
be.” His voice quavers, making him seem less
sure of himself. Still a few moments later, his
voice resounds quite loudly again. “ repeat, do
not exit the train!”

Exit the train? I think. Really? Exit the train and
do what exactly? Hop out and wander alone
through an underground train passage? It sounds
ridiculous. It is ridiculous and it is horrifying.
Horrifying, because there is absolutely nothing
we can do but be still and wait, and hope, for the
cars to move forward again. To do anything but
nothing would not only be futile, it would be
insane. So I just sit there with my head in my
hands, trying to banish any thoughts of fire or
derailment or oxygen supplies from my head. It
is hard to do, but [ manage because something
even more pressing is on my mind: where is my
husband right now? Where is my very close
friend, who is seven months pregnant? |...]
Finally, finally the train starts to move. The Ma-
runouchi line usually runs underground, but
makes cameo appearances above street level at
a few stations. The station we are heading to,
Korakuen, happens to be above ground. As the
train inches up towards daylight, [ am in the front
car, where a few people are now rushing up to
accompany me there, to look out the window. As
the train creeps above ground we all hold our
breath.
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“Daijoubu da sou.” The old man across from me
tells his friend, as the city, still standing, comes
into view. “It looks alright.” “Sou mitain da na.”
His friend responds. “It seems like it does.” “De-
mo, kaeranai to wakannai na,” The first man is
sure to qualify. “But you don’t really know until
you get home.” “Kaeranai to wakaranai.” | hear
this phrase repeated over and over as I get off
the train and take refuge in a nearby park. We
won’t know how bad it is until we get home. And
for most of us, without working trains, home is
suddenly very, very far away.

As I pace around this park in circles, unable to
keep still for more than a moment, everyone is
clutching a phone, yet almost no one is speaking
into one. There is no reception. Not when the en-
tire city—no, the entire country—is trying to call
each other at once. In this park, nobody knows
what is going on. There are sirens and helicop-
ters, which all seem to be headed towards the
same location, but that is all we know. We hope
that our loved ones are not also in that direction.
But we cannot know for sure. [...]

As [ was exiting the station I noticed one little
girl who was crying. Almost immediately, a com-
plete stranger—a woman of about my age—
approached and comforted her, offering the girl
the use of her cell phone and proposing that they
stand in line for the pay phone together. As I
am circling the park a half hour later, I notice
that this same woman is still by the girl’s side.
The girl (apparently joined by a friend now) is no
longer crying. [...]

About an hour later, when I finally get text mes-
sages from my husband and my close friend—
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informing me that they are ok—I decide to go
to work. Work is in Myogadani, one station over
from Korakuen. I decide to walk the rest of the
way, to the house of the small children I am
scheduled to tutor in English that afternoon. But
tutor is a big word. Actually, I just play with
them. I have known this family for years. All I
want is to see a face that [ know. [ am tired of
walking in circles by myself.

When I get there, the children’s mother is quite
surprised to see me, but welcomes me in all the
same. It isn’t until I see the TV screen in their
house that I realize how horrible this disaster
truly is. I play with the kids while their mother
locates her husband and other members of her
family on a cell phone app of sorts. Every time
I look up from the books I am reading to them,
to sneak a glance at the destruction on the TV, the
kids look up too. So I try not to look up from the
books or the games. When I am done teaching
her kids, the mother invites me to stay the night,
because the trains still aren’t running, but I de-
cide to walk home. I need to walk home.
“Kaeranai to wakaranai,” I tell her. I won’t really
know what’s going on until I get home. So she
feeds me onigiri [rice balls], I hug her kids, and
I am on my way. About three hours of walking
later, I feel immensely grateful and fortunate to
reach my apartment, where there is only some
minor drywall damage. But most importantly, I
am grateful to see my husband, who has just
walked all the way home from his job in Chiba
prefecture to our apartment in Ryogoku. I have
not let him out of my sight since.

p. 64



Tendo, Japan, March 12, 2011

Yesterday was Japan’s biggest earthquake. | was
working in Tendo, Yamagata, just one hour and
thirty minutes from Sendai. It was around 14:00
and I was in class teaching when everything be-
gan to shake. People were screaming in the street
and we stood outside our building in the snow.
A bus was waiting at the bus stop, shaking, full
of people. The buildings were shaking too as if
they were made of jelly. The rattling was so loud
and it was difficult to stand up. We waited out-
side in the cold for about an hour until all the
shocks had subsided. The city was out of power
and signal lights ceased to work. Cars crashed
outside the school and sirens of ambulances, po-
lice and fire brigades filled the air. [...]

I couldn’t contact Yuuri since she was working
at the Richmond Hotel in Yamagata and had to
stay to help guests. I was worried but told to go
home. My home was fine and nothing had fallen
off much, my new LED TV was still standing so
I was relieved. I secured everything I could and
went back out to try the shops for supplies. Noth-
ing. Everything was closed. Trains had stopped
and traffic was erratic. The snow was coming
down heavy so I decided best to stay home. Peo-
ple were in their cars keeping warm. [...]

I put on as many clothes as I could and kept try-
ing to reach Yuuri. Just after 21:00 Yuuri said
she was coming home by taxi. It was good to see
her and we quickly went to bed to keep warm.
[...] I got up at 9:00 and it was cold. I made
Yuuri a hot chocolate and boiled a pot of water
to use to get washed in. Work was closed, but |
saw people in the supermarket, so I got some
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instant ramen [a Japanese noodle dish] and some
coffee. I got some heat packs too just in case. The
supermarket was dark and the cash machines
were all offline. The queues were astronomical
and I got back at about 11:00 to find the power
back on. I got the heating on and put on the news.
Ishinomaki, where I was going to work instead of
Tendo, was destroyed. The city of Hachinohe
where I used to visit and take my parents had
been washed away, and Sendai were I was out
shopping the week before was devastated. Fig-
ures are coming in as over 1000 people dead.
Right now the nuclear reactor in Fukushima, a
few hours south, is venting radiation. We have
been told to stay home and be prepared for more
tremors and power outages. It is now nearly 23:00
and we are feeling tremors. |...]

Riyadh, March 12, 2011

Friday was Saudi Arabia’s “day of rage”, planned
for and anticipated for weeks. But when the event
came, there wasn’t even a grumble—unless you
count the protests in the eastern province which
had been going on for a week. The protests in
the east, where the Saudi Shia minority is con-
centrated, were mostly to call for the release of
political prisoners. However, across the country
there was silence. Many were expecting it to be
that way, but some wonder why.

Two main factors played a role in this silence. The
first was the government’s preparation, with the
interior ministry’s warning and the senior cler-
ics’ religious decree prohibiting demonstrations
and petitions. During the week there was also a
huge campaign to discourage demonstrations.
Saudis were bombarded on TV, in text messages
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and online with rumours that the demonstrations
were an Iranian conspiracy, and that those who
went out in the streets would be punished with
five years in prison and fines in the thousands
of riyals. Finally, on Friday itself, there was an
intimidating security presence all over the major
cities, with checkpoints on the roads and heli-
copters flying above.

The second and more important factor discour-
aging protests was a huge question mark regard-
ing who was calling for them. What started on a
Facebook page as a call for the creation of a civil
society with a list of demands including a con-
stitutional monarchy and a call for public free-
doms and respect for human rights eventually
turned into a page where sectarianism was openly
practised and Islamists were praised. The grass-
roots movement was gradually taken over and
given a Jihadi name: Hunain, recalling a famous
battle in the early history of Islam. Sa’ad al-Faqih
and other anti-monarchy people took over. On
his channel, Islah TV, he assigned locations and
gave instructions on how to conduct a protest,
with tips ranging from what to wear to what to
do if tear gas gets in your eyes. He hijacked the
grassroots movement for reforms into an outright
call for an end to the monarchy and the creation
of a new Islamist state—a cause similar to what
Bin Laden and al-Qaida were calling for. These
types of calls no longer have support within Saudi
Arabia. [...]

Cairo, March 13, 2011

Dear Free People of Egypt, it’s a lovely day
to be talking to you all in a Mubarak and NDP

p. 67

Mahmoud Salem



[National Democratic Party, the former ruling
party since its creation in 1978] free Egypt. It’s
been quite the undertaking, and many people
were terrified, injured or killed, but we some-
how managed to do it. Congratulations on that
to all of us. Pats on the back, everybody!
Naturally, we (the revolutionaries) still don’t
think the battle is over. The Mubaraks are still
free, alongside with all the corrupt NDP officials
in all branches of government, not to mention all
the state security and police officers who spent
the last three decades terrorizing, monitoring,
torturing and killing those they were supposed
to protect. The political prisoners and detained
January 25 protesters are still unlawfully in pris-
on, the stolen money is still in foreign countries,
and the minimum wage of 200 dollars a month
for all Egyptians is still not enforced. There is
also the matter of transparency of the govern-
ment (financially and operationally) and having
the country run by civilians instead of a military
junta, a new constitution to be drafted instead of
one that gives absolute power to the head of state,
political freedoms to all Egyptians, enforceable
bill of rights to all Egyptians, equal rights to all
women, equal political rights to Egyptians living
abroad and/or born or married to a foreigner,
freedom of the media, etc. etc. I don’t want to
bore you, but, yep, lots of work is yet to be done,
and it’s taking far too long by those in charge
to get done, which is making us unhappy. And
unhappy protesters usually protest. It’s just a
fact of life.

But we are hearing that some of you are unhappy
with all this protesting. We are hearing that you
think we are kids with no purpose or jobs, who
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are currently destroying the country and the econ-
omy by all of our protesting and demands. We
are hearing that you just want stability and se-
curity, and that we are not listening to all of you
or your concerns and that we are no different
than the dictator we just toppled. Please be as-
sured, this is not the case here, because you are
our people, and your concerns are the same as
our concerns. We must admit that we are sur-
prised by such accusations, and some of us are
not taking it well, while others don’t have time
to respond because, let’s face it, trying to find
out whether your friends are killed or not, and
trying to free them from being court-martialed in
the new democratic Egypt, all the while address-
ing a the new referendum, and the issue of Copts
getting murdered, churches being burned and
such other sectarian strife issues that plague us,
well, it could become a consuming full-time job.
Our sin might be that we are so used to fighting
those small (in your opinion) battles that we are
not focusing enough on explaining our point of
view to you and how we are on the same side.
For that we apologize and we hope you forgive
us. Now, on to your concerns.

You are concerned about the lagging state of
the economy and the losses that were caused by
the revolution and all of our protests, and you
just want everybody back to work, without ask-
ing yourself how is it that our economy was so
weak that all it took to destroy it was less than two
months of protests, while a country like France
has nationwide protests all the time, and their
economy isn’t collapsing because of it. You are
also forgetting that the other main causes of the
lagging economy are the complete and total
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corruption in all government institutions (state,
municipal and local), the military curfew that’s
completely destroying our logistical operations
and tourism, the absence of security (more on
that later), and the total confusion of (the many,
many, many) foreign investors—who want to
come to Egypt now and invest—in regards to
who they could talk to in order to come here and
invest, given that the civilian government has no
power and the military council isn’t exactly ap-
proachable.

You are concerned about the thugs attacking and
robbing you of your property and demanding the
return of the police and security, but you are
forgetting that the police (who acted no different
than the thugs except having a shiny uniform)
used to rob you every single day. And about those
thugs who are terrorizing you, who let them out
of their prisons in the first place and then refused
to arrest them? Oh yes, I remember, the police.
Silly us for demanding that they get held account-
able for their actions. We should beg them daily—
like you—to come back to work unconditionally
after they betrayed their oath to protect us and
put us all in grave danger. Our bad.

You are concerned about your kids getting killed
by thugs (who, again, reminder, are unleashed
by the police), but you were not concerned that
they were getting killed daily by the polluted wa-
ter, the poisoned meat and fruit and vegetables,
the completely unsafe roads and public transpor-
tation options, the complete and utter catastrophe
that is health-care and Egyptian public hospitals,
where far more people die than get better and
where any Egyptian would rather not put foot
inside if they can afford to go to a private hospital
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(which isn’t always incredibly better). Lest we
forget, even the grandson of our former President
died in one of them. But yes, the thugs are the
problem. Our bad.

You are concerned that the Islamists are going to
take over the country and turn it into Afghani-
stan, and yet don’t seem concerned with taking
concrete steps to ensure that this won’t happen
without impeding their rights. A good way to do
so is to demand the overhaul of the Egyptian
education system, the end of bigotry and dis-
crimination against minorities in all job positions
(private or public), the removal of hate-inciting
imams or priests from mosques and churches,
and in case all of the aforementioned are too
much for you to handle, you could simply stand
for religious freedom and equal rights to all in
Egypt, especially Egypt’s Christians, who in case
you didn’t hear are getting attacked and their
churches are getting burned and you don’t seem
to care. We would recommend you take a small
visit to the Maspiro protest [in front of the Na-
tional TV building in Maspiro district] and talk to
“those people” and understand the issues at hand,
but we also should understand that this would
take some time from your busy schedule of com-
plaining about us ruining everything. Our bad.
We get it. We see how we are irresponsible. How
we are ruining the country. How we are not con-
cerned about you. We are evil. A cancer that has
plagued this fine and healthy nation. You are
right not to like us. You are right to hold protests
against protesting and only 500 of you would
show up on a Friday and then claim you are
talking in the name of the silent majority. Those
millions of us who went down to support those
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demands are only from every social class and
religious background and from both genders. We
are in no way representative, especially that the
majority of people in Tahrir right now are the
poorest of all the protesters, who are told to go
home and live on twenty dollars a month salary
until we figure all of this out in six month to a
year, and all of your Korba Festival buddies are
too busy to go there anymore. You want the ones
who are still there to go home and leave us alone.
After all the ones in Tahrir now are poor. They
smell. Can’t have that! Egyptian people are not
smelly or poor, of course. Shame on them for
defaming us all.

So, since we are such a public menace and refuse
to listen to reason, I have a proposal to all of you
that will surely make you happy: How about we
take all those people who took part in the revo-
lution and supported it, and give them a piece of
land in Egypt to create their own failed state on?
Maybe somewhere in Sinai, on the beach, say
Sharm el Sheikh for example? Yes, give us Sharm
and some backland and leave us there, so you can
continue living your lives in peace and stability.
We will give you back the Mubarak Family (we
are not big fans) and we recommend you give us
all those people you don’t like in return: you
know, those annoying minorities, like the Copts,
the Bahaais, the Shia, the Jews, the Nubians even.
Yes, get rid of the races you dislike as well. We
will take them all. We will even divide the peo-
ple up fair and square and ensure that none of us
remain with any of you. Ok? Let’s start right
now. [...]

You can have a country where women suffer
from oppression, sexual assault, genital mutilation
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and honor killing, we will have a country where
women are in all positions of power, sexual har-
assment and female genital mutilation absolutely
not tolerated, and where one gender doesn’t see
that it has the right—in the name of honor—to
oppress, beat and violently murder the other gen-
der. We won’t tolerate that happening to our
women; you can do with yours what you please.
You can keep a constitution that got amended so
much in the past seven years and still discrimi-
nates against many Egyptians and gives the Presi-
dent absolute power, and we will have one that
ensures the rights and equality of all of our citi-
zens (no matter where their parents come from
or whom they marry) and where there are checks
and balances against executive power. You can
keep an economy that is plagued with ineffi-
ciency, corruption, poverty and monopoly. We
will have one where entrepreneurship is encour-
aged and supported, our country open to all in-
vestments, and our workers are guaranteed a liv-
ing wage. You can keep a public school system
in shambles and half of the population being il-
literate, and be forced to pay for public schools
and private tutoring for your children. We will
have public schools that are well funded and
teachers who are well-trained and well paid. You
can have your healthcare system being a com-
plete and total fiasco where apathy and complete
lack of concern for the patients’ well-being is
what defines it, while our public hospitals will be
properly funded and staffed and those who due
to negligence harm or kill a patient will be held
accountable. You can have a country where peo-
ple believe that being civilized is to go for one
day and clean Tahrir Square up, while we will
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believe that true civilization is ensuring that our
government cleans our street up and as for us,
well, we just won’t litter. You can have your in-
ternal security services spying on you, arresting
you indefinitely, collaborating with terrorists to
attack your churches (if you continue to have
any), torturing and/or killing you, and your po-
lice to bully you and blackmail you. Our inter-
nal security service won’t do that to us and our
police will protect us, will uphold the law, and,
god forbid, reduce crime and put criminals in
jail instead of letting them out. You can have an
army that dictates orders to you; we will have
an army that obeys us.

As you can see, what we are asking for is totally
unrealistic and we are completely dedicated to
destroying ourselves. If we are truly such a prob-
lem, we urge you to help us make that happen,
so we can get out of your hair as soon as pos-
sible. But if you are insane and unreasonable
like the rest of us, please join us and help us. We
don’t want our own state, we want to do this here.
We want our country, Egypt, to be the best coun-
try it can be. One where we all can live and co-
exist; one where the state is healthy and functions
and all are represented and have rights. That’s
what we always wanted and called for, and we
don’t know when that message stopped being
clear to you. We are not saints. We make mis-
takes and we are not above criticism of any kind.
You have the right not to help rebuild the coun-
try, and you have the right to criticize those who
are trying to do it, but you don’t have the right
not to help and only criticize that things aren’t
exactly to your liking. If you don’t like some-
thing, change it.
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That was the lesson of the January 25 revolution
after all, you know? [...]
Sincerely, Mahmoud Salem (a January 25 pro-

tester)

Who’s who in

the new Egypt

by Jacob Heigilt notes from the present

[...] Who are the actors that have succeeded in
bringing down Mubarak’s regime, what are their
aims, and what support base do they have? [...]
They are the many-stranded but disciplined youth
movement; the Council of Wise Men (lajnat al-
hukama’); the National Association for Change;
and the Muslim Brothers. In addition, the paper
will devote some space to the Egyptian judges,
who occupy a crucial position in the current sit-
uation. [...]

The youth movement was instrumental in mo-
bilizing the popular demonstrations from 25 Janu-
ary onwards. It has shown itself to be at once a
fluid and highly disciplined body, made up of
young Egyptians from the lower to upper mid-
dle classes—youths with higher education who
are frustrated with the lack of opportunities and
political freedom in Egypt. As several groups
and environments have come together at Tahrir
Square, various names for the whole movement
seem to circulate among Egyptians, some of
whom speak of the “January 25 movement” or
“January 25 party”. However, two central milieus
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associated with it are the 6 April movement and
the Facebook site “We are all Khalid Sa’id”. Their
constituencies probably overlap to a great extent.
The 6 April movement was established in 2008,
in sympathy with striking textile workers in the
industrial town of al-Mahalla al-Kubra. The
movement describes itself thus: “We are a group
of Egyptian Youth from different backgrounds,
age and trends gathered for a whole year since
the renewal of hope in 6 April 2008, in the prob-
ability of mass action in Egypt which allowed
all kind of youth from different backgrounds,
society classes all over Egypt to emerge from
the crisis and reach for a democratic future that
overcomes the occlusion of political and eco-
nomic prospects that society is suffering from
these days”.

“We are all Khaled Sa’id” (Kullina Khalid Sa’id)
is a Facebook group established by Google ex-
ecutive Wael Ghonim, who created it as a reac-
tion to the torture and murder of 28-year-old
Khalid Said by two policemen in Alexandria in
June 2010. Apparently, Said was tortured and
murdered because he filmed the two men while
they were engaged in selling drugs in a café.
Photographs of his battered face were circulated
on the internet and public outrage followed. [...]
Wael Ghonim was one of the key organizers of
the huge protests on 25 January that started off
the Egyptian uprising.

These two groups and twitter accounts close to
them have mobilized massively via internet, mak-
ing and distributing posters, slogans and coor-
dinating demonstrations, as well as providing
discussion forums that have featured lively and
massively attended online discussions. Until the
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demonstrations started, internet activism was
dismissed as unthreatening by the Egyptian se-
curity apparatus, probably on account of the fail-
ure of the April 6 movement to mobilize in 2008.
However, this kind of activism proved itself to
be a formidable mobilizing force during January
2011.

Prior to the big demonstration on 25 January, the
aims of the youth movement were rather general.
For example, the “We are all Khaled” Facebook
site identifies some basic aims: advocacy of hu-
man rights, creating a platform for Egyptians to
share their concerns about violations of these
rights, and promoting activism in order to ensure
that Egyptians are guaranteed respect of their
constitutional rights by the authorities. The group
explicitly states that it has no political or religious
affiliation, and that it is open to all Egyptians
regardless of religion, class, political views or
country of residence.

Given its lack of a political programme and di-
rection beyond demands for fundamental politi-
cal reform, the youth movement has until recently
been regarded as first and foremost a potent con-
veyor of dissatisfaction. One long-time observer
of Egyptian society interprets it as the revolt of
a middle class that is well connected to and in-
formed about global events and frustrated that
the rest of the world seems to progress while
their own society does not. It is noteworthy in
this regard that one of the most important con-
cepts for the demonstrators has been “dignity”.
For the youth, dignity may not be only about the
treatment they receive from the police and the
political system, but also about the image of Egypt
abroad. These characteristics would perhaps make
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it seem unlikely that the remarkable youth rebel-
lion becomes anything more than a broad protest
movement. However, there are signs that it may
solidify into a more purposeful movement. [...]
Both movements [the 6 April movement and the
Facebook site “We are all Khalid Sa’id”’] have
apparently managed to ally with industrial work-
ers in places like al-Mahalla al-Kubra, as shown
by the general strike of 20,000 workers on 9 Feb-
ruary. The industrial workers are a group that
carries great political weight.

As of 9 February, there is some confusion about
the council of wise men (lajnat al-hukama’). There
seem to have been at least two, possibly three,
such councils, made up of self-declared independ-
ent academics and businessmen, who have taken
it upon themselves to act as a kind of mediator
between the protesters and the regime. Two of
them seem to have merged into one, which is
composed of personalities closely affiliated with
the publishing house and daily newspaper “al-
Shuruq”. This section will focus on that council,
as it has gained significant public recognition. [...]
The council supports the youth movement, and
apparently its demands are identical with those
of the movement. [...] Significantly, its language
towards the regime and the army has sharpened
gradually and [its] demands were stated again
more forcefully, after the council had met with
representatives of the youth movement who asked
them to act as intermediaries between them and
the regime. Thus the determination of the young
people seems to have affected and emboldened
older and established public actors, putting ever
more pressure on the regime to engage in mean-
ingful and substantial reforms of the system.
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The National Association for Change was cre-
ated by Muhammad al-Baradei in 2010, when he
returned to Egypt to advocate for change, intro-
ducing himself as a possible candidate for presi-
dential elections in 2011. The association’s aims
are centred on constitutional reform to allow de-
mocracy to prosper, and the association’s spokes-
men have repeatedly stressed that it is a broad
movement of which al-Baradei is a symbol and
not a leader. Almost all opposition groups, in-
cluding the Muslim Brothers, but with the notable
exceptions of the established and tolerated op-
position (al-Wafd, Tagammu’ and the Nasserist
party), joined the Association. [...]

Its demands resonate to a great degree with the
demands put forward by the youth movement.
Al-Baradei has also been a public supporter of
the youths, although he is criticized for not en-
gaging properly with them—he has visited Tahrir
Square only once, on 30 January. Nevertheless,
the Association has at least one representative
in the youth coalition headquartered on Tahrir
Square. This representative states that al-Baradei’s
role is not to directly head a political movement,
but to employ his international standing in the
service of the youths by publicly supporting them,
negotiating on their behalf and securing external
support for them. [...]

The Muslim Brothers (MB) was slow to join the
demonstrations. This may be explained both by
the organization’s inherent cautious behaviour in
Egyptian politics and its fear that early involve-
ment would have led the authorities to crack down
hard on both the MB and the demonstrators in
general. This calculation proved to be correct, as
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both President Mubarak and vice President Omar
Suleiman have tried (unsuccessfully) to portray
the demonstrations as fiendish plots by the MB
and other Islamist organizations to destabilize
Egypt. However, the MB’s pragmatism might also
have caused it to lose popularity among the young
and to widen the already existing gap between its
ageing leadership and its younger activists. [...]
In any case, the MB has employed an increas-
ingly confrontational stance towards the regime
of Omar Suleiman, powerfully stating its com-
plete solidarity with the protest movements and
the young people at Tahrir square.

The ultimate aim of the Muslim Brothers is,
needless to say, the establishment of an Islamic
state. This is a cliché, and a meaningless one at
that, because there are many different interpre-
tations of what an “Islamic state” should look
like. In the case of MB, it has become increas-
ingly clear over the last ten years or so that their
aim is a democratic state in which power is trans-
ferred peacefully by means of regularly conducted
elections, and within a robust system of checks
and balances. They have stayed true to this aim
both in their discourse and in their internal po-
litical practices. [...]

Lastly, it is important to note that the youth
movement’s committee of ten who act as repre-
sentatives of the various tendencies among the
demonstrators includes two young Muslim Broth-
ers, one of whom is Muhammad Abbas. Not-
withstanding this fact, and the fact that several
young Islamist activists are present among the
demonstrators, Islamist slogans have been con-
spicuously absent from the demonstrations so
far. [...]
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Egypt’s legal experts will have an important role
in the days ahead. Importantly, there already ex-
ists a strong reformist and independent-minded
tendency within the Egyptian judiciary, even if
the judges have not occupied centre stage during
the past three weeks of demonstrations. What are
the forces within the judiciary that might gain a
prominent role in the near future? The judicial
apparatus is widely respected among Egyptians.
In particular, a large group of independent-minded
judges who were central in the judges’ club in
the 1990s and 2000s enjoy great credibility among
informed Egyptians. The reason for this is that
these judges have consistently struggled against
the executive’s attempt to arrogate ever more
power to itself at the expense of the judiciary and
people’s basic rights as citizens. [...]

In relation to what is presently taking place in
Egypt, the independent judges’ traditional posi-
tions are somewhat ambiguous. On the one hand,
they have never been a driving force for democ-
ratization or popular political participation as
such. Their main concern has been to protect
the integrity of the judiciary and to defend the
principles of liberal constitutionalism, including
people’s right to basic freedoms. On the other
hand, they are a natural ally in the people’s strug-
gle against an authoritarian order, since they
have clearly tried to defend the citizenry from a
predatory state. [...]

Previously, the independent Egyptian judges have
taken care to frame their activism in strictly legal
terms, avoiding direct participation in politics.
However, in the time ahead it is reasonable to
assume that legal questions will be one of the
core issues in the struggle between the military
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regime now in place and the popular reform
movement. The judges may well turn out to be
one of the movement’s most important cards,
and their position and relations with the regime
and different reform actors should be followed
closely.

The picture that emerges from this overview is
one in which all opposition actors that have suc-
ceeded in assuming a public role gravitate towards
the youth movement. This is a fact whose sig-
nificance extends far beyond the emergence of
young people as new players on the Arab politi-
cal scene, which has been dominated by middle-
aged and elderly men until now.

Young Egyptians, for all their social, political
and cultural differences, have managed to unite
in setting a radical political agenda—and the
older, more established players on the scene who
have managed to assume a meaningful role have
conformed to this agenda. The council of wise
men, Muhammad al-Baradei’s National Asso-
ciation for Change and the Muslim Brothers have
all embraced the demands of the young people,
and these associations have allowed themselves
to be used by the young people to further their
demands, rather than the other way around.

In contrast, the established and tolerated oppo-
sition (Wafd, Tagammu’ and the Nasserist party),
which is already tainted by its toothless opposi-
tion during the Mubarak era, have rendered them-
selves irrelevant by ignoring the young Egyp-
tians and engaging in separate talks with the
regime. [...]

It is apt to describe the uprising of young people
that began on 25 January as not only a revolt
against a fossilized regime, but against a whole
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generation of political actors who have failed to
achieve much, regardless of whether they were
in position or in opposition. What we are witness-
ing is the young population seizing the political
initiative, not only from the authoritarian state,
but from the entire older generation of politi-
cians in Egypt. [...]

Al-Ahsa, Saudi Arabia, March 16, 2011

I had an interesting, albeit infuriating, conversa-
tion with a conservative friend of mine last week
(yes, I do have conservative friends, can you be-
lieve that?). My friend said Saudis should not
respond to the calls to protest posted on Face-
book because if they do they would be ungrate-
ful to their country. I was gobsmacked. “Huh?!
What do you mean?” I asked. “Our government
has given us everything,” he said. “In the past,
our nation was a made up of poor tribes fighting
each other over food and water. Look at us now.
Look at our cities, our universities, our hospitals.
Our country is the homeland of Islam. You should
thank your lucky stars you where born here. Those
who call for change are evil, because they want
to waste all these great things that we enjoyed
for so long. They want to replace safety and sta-
bility with mayhem and chaos, and we must not
let them achieve that.” After he finished that
monologue, I ended the conversation. [...]

Kawagoe, Japan, March 16, 2011

We used to take for granted we would always
have access to power. Yesterday what we took
for granted disappeared completely. Only three
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March 15. Bahrain.
Following fighting be-
tween protesters and
police, a military force
from Saudi Arabia and
neighboring Gulf states
entered Bahrain at the
royal family's request.
In the crackdown on
dissent that followed,
security forces cleared
demonstrators from the
Pearl traffic circle in
Manama, imposed a
curfew and arrested
opposition activists.
Several people were
killed. The government
also demolished the
monument in the middle
of the Pearl roundabout
that had become a sym-
bol of the opposition.

Cocomino



hours of electric outage confused us. We under-
stood what it was like to live with no lights for
the first time, although we knew about countries
which often have electric outages. [...]

In our house, our daughters were singing songs
and telling their stories in the dark, although they
were scared that our house was haunted by ghosts.
We were talking to each other more than before.
We had nothing to do after the talking. We went
to bed at 20:00! So I got up at 3:00.

I haven’t worked for three days because some
trains are still out of service. I have to stay home
with my youngest daughter. We can’t go out
anywhere because of the lack of gasoline, pollen
allergy, and radioactive risk. Hmmm.
Yesterday’s list of what we did: I did laundry and
cleaned the house. I made bread with a baking
machine because most bread was sold out at the
store. We read aloud from many picture books.
We ate from lunch boxes (bento) that my wife
cooked, because the school has not provided Iunch
for my eldest daughter. We had a nap by a win-
dow facing south. [...]

Tendo, Japan, March 19, 2011

Right now I am struggling with the idea of evac-
uation or staying. Although the situation now is
fine in Yamagata, things could change. For in-
stance, we could run out of food, and we are run-
ning out of fuel. The nuclear power plant could
explode or melt down. I’'m worried if I wait too
long then transport will be impossible to use due
to overcrowding. At the same time, I can’t turn
my back on my co-workers and students who
remain here. [...]
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March 16. Japan faced
the likelihood of a
catastrophic nuclear
accident after an ex-
plosion further dam-
aged one of the crippled
reactors and a fire at
another spewed large
amounts of radioactive
material into the air.

Colin Mitchell

March 17. The United
Nations Security Council
voted to authorize mili-
tary action, including
airstrikes against Libyan
tanks and heavy artil-
lery and a no-fly zone.



I just don’t know what to do. Should it make me
angry that teachers in Yamagata have evacuated
to America? It means now I have to travel to
Yamagata, while transport is not good and being
outdoors is not good. I have to get the bus at 9
pm and travel for an hour to get home. So now
if I leave, I leave more work for others. I could
be putting others in danger. I hope the other teach-
ers are safe, but was there a real need to leave?

Bologna, Italy, March 25, 2011

Although it was already dark out, I steered the
gallop of my travelling companion (my cab) not
towards the city, but to a country house I always
pass by on my jogging sessions, with a sign out
front advertising apples and pears for sale. With
a bit of effort I singled it out in the dark; the gate
was open and I drove in, just enough to keep
from blocking the street. Inevitably, I was greeted
by the watchdog as an unwelcome guest; illumi-
nated by my low beams, it started barking furi-
ously and jumping around in the space granted
by the chain that, luckily for me, it was tied to.
The two buildings on either side of the courtyard
were completely dark, while in the rear the third,
a sort of shed or workshop, had a dim white light
in its two large windows, but still gave the im-
pression of being deserted. There were four door-
bells by the gate, two of them with no name; |
started ringing: first one, then another, then all
four. Nothing doing.

Then, as [ was about to get back in the car, in a
hurry to put an end to that desperate barking,
out of the dark, on my left, a person appeared:
“What’s up, chief?” he asked. I hate being called
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March 18. Sana, Yemen.
Pro-democracy protests
exploded into violence,
as government Support-

ers opened fire on dem-

onstrators, killing at

least 45 people.

Francesco Selis (“Franz”)

March 18. Syria. Secu-
rity forces fired on
protesters who had
gathered in the south-
ern city of Dara’a.

March 19. Libya. Ameri-
can and European
forces began a broad
campaign of strikes
against the government
of Col. Muammar el-
Qaddafi, unleashing
warplanes and missiles
in a military interven-
tion on a scale not seen
in the Arab world since
the Iraq war.

March 19. Dara’a, Syria.
More than 20,000 peo-
ple marched in funerals
for protesters killed in
demonstrations yester-
day, and the police used
truncheons and tear gas
to disperse the mourners.



“chief”: usually either I don’t answer, or I retort
that I’'m barely even in charge of myself, but this
time the relief of having found someone won out:
“I wanted to buy some fruit, are you the person
to ask?” The guy immediately changed his tone,
more relaxed and friendly, and told me to follow
him into a garage.

About sixty years old, a pleasant, harmonious face
already a bit darkened by the sun, his speech
peppered with a few droll expressions in dialect:
“What did you want?” “A few apples and a few
pears.” “Sorry, but I’'m out of pears by now, you’ll
have to wait a couple months for those.” “That’s
a shame, the ones at the supermarket are always
hard as rock and I never buy them, even though
I really like pears.” “Of course, they pick them
still real green and sell them hard, and they got
no taste; whereas I let the fruit ripen on the tree.
Here you go,” and he shows me two piles of
crates, no more than two or three high, contain-
ing apples, red on one side, yellow on the other:
“How many you want?” “Kilo of each kind, I
guess.” “Nope, not by the kilo, I only sell by the
crate.” “Okay then, how much a crate?” “Three
euros. You’ll finish them, you’ll see, they keep;
better the red ones, the golds are already riper.”
I can see that myself: some of the yellow apples
are slightly wrinkled, whereas the reds, though
not as ripe as he makes them out to be, all look
sounder and more trustworthy. “Okay, I’1l take
red, you got two euros’ change?” “Yeah, I've got
it”, and he opens his coin pouch and starts rum-
maging around.

“You know they told me,” he adds, “that you can
tell mine are good from the seeds, because the
ones you usually buy are black, and in mine
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March 22. Oman. Pro-
testers demanding the
ouster of several min-
isters set up a tent camp
at a government complex
in the capital, Muscat.

March 23. Dara’a, Syria.
At least six people were
killed when security
forces attacked protesters
who had taken refuge
in a mosque.

March 23. Jerusalem.
A bomb exploded at a
crowded bus stop near
main bus station, killing
one woman and wound-
ing at least 24 other peo-
ple. It was the worst at-
tack in Jerusalem in
four years.



they’re white, that’s the sign they ripened on the
tree.” “Great, if they’re good I’'ll come back,
and tell my fares about you, too. I live close by,
in Borgatella, maybe you’ve seen me around: I
always pass by here when I go running, that’s
why I saw the sign.” “Is that right, you mean
running on foot?” “Yes,” I look him in the eye,
smiling, “I passed by just a few hours ago, you
see what a gorgeous day it was?” “Right,” he
says with a hint of a smile, “well, later on we have
cherries, too, and then the kind of peaches you can
split in half and get the pit out easy.” “Mmm,
fabulous!” I reply as I carry the crate to my trunk.
“You go ahead and pull in further, to turn around.
There’s not much traffic right now, but some-
times it’s dangerous. One lady who tried to back
out almost had a real bang-up.” “Oh, thanks, Il
take you up on that. Bye, thank you!” “Good-
bye.” I see him head back into the darkness he
emerged from, as with a few cranks of the wheel
I point Big Mama towards the open gate.

Kawagoe, Japan, March 25, 2011

Our worries never seem to end. The government
and the news are giving us daily worries about the
aftershocks, the radiation, the radiation-polluted
vegetables and the electricity outage. We are be-
coming confused by the various information. We
don’t know the most dangerous issues. Some peo-
ple who live far from the devastated area became
sleepless or feel quaking even though no earth-
quake is occurring.

Yesterday there was the following news. “Tokyo
metropolitan government officials advised resi-
dents in most part of the capital to refrain from
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March 24. Equatorial
Guinea. After banning
the planned mass pro-
tests, government sent
out massive police forces
to prevent any possible
gathering of persons
opposing the repressive
regime of lifetime Presi-
dent Teodoro Obiang
Nguema, who is also
the current chairman
of the African Union.



using tap water to feed infants.” However hard
the government explained the safety of water for
adults, most people rushed the shop and bought
up lots of mineral water soon after the announce-
ment. One reason behind this is that most people
don’t really believe the government. [...]

Karkur, Israel, March 25, 2011

Sometimes you hear a blast, but other times, the
first thing you hear is a siren. You pause. You
wait. Do you hear another siren, perhaps several?
And then you sigh sadly and pick up the tele-
phone to place a round of calls, because you know
that more than one siren usually means a terror
attack has taken place and you need to make sure
that everyone is accounted for.

Sometime in either 2001 or 2002, during the
height of the second Intifada, I upgraded my cell
phone package so that I’d be able to make in-
ternational calls. I was working in Netanya at the
time—preferred target of terrorists due to its rela-
tively close proximity to the Green Line [the de-
marcation line set out in the 1949 Armistice Agree-
ments between Israel and its neighbours]—and
needed to be able to ring my parents in the US
whenever an attack occurred somewhere close
by; [ wanted them to hear the news from me first.
Those were frightening, stressful days, when
lunchtime venues were selected based on whether
there was a security guard at the door (and we
were all quite happy to add an extra shekel or
two to the bill to ensure that the guard remained)
and people eyed each other warily in the streets,
looking for signs that something might not be
quite right—perhaps someone wearing a jacket
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March 25. Amman,
Jordan. Hundreds of
protesters set up camp
in a main square yes-
terday, saying they
would remain there
until the prime minister
left and other demands
were met. Today, gov-
ernment supporters
clashed with the pro-
testers. One person died
and 120 were injured.

March 25. Syria. Troops
open fire on protesters
in several cities.

March 25. Abidjan, Ivory
Coast. At least 700,000
people have fled their
homes. Daily gunfire
spurred by Laurent
Gbagbo's efforts to stay
in power after losing a
presidential election in
November has pushed
thousands of residents
out of neighborhoods
surrounding the city’s
central districts.



or coat on a warm day or carrying what looked to
be an unusually heavy bag.

Adding to my stress was the fact that bombs were
also exploding around the area in which I lived
(and still live). Not only was Hadera—another
frequent target of attacks—only ten minutes away,
but buses and shared taxis were exploding on
the main highway that passes near our home.
And these weren’t even my closest brushes with
terror. Once I missed a bombing at my train sta-
tion by mere minutes, finding out what had hap-
pened from friends and relatives calling to find
out where [ was, knowing that I was often at the
station at that time, waiting to be picked up. An-
other time, [ waited for a bus at a bus stop in Tel
Aviv, where 24 hours later, a suicide bomber
blew himself up.

But there are probably very few Israelis who
haven’t somehow been touched by terror, either
directly or indirectly. Everyone has their stories,
their close calls. Everyone knows someone who
has been a victim, or maybe they’ve even been a
victim themselves. The degrees of separation
are few. I and my experiences are by no means
unique, and I’m quite certain that the feelings I
experienced upon hearing of Wednesday’s ter-
ror attack in Jerusalem were not unique either.
For those of us who lived through the terror at-
tacks of the 90s and the second Intifada, there
was a palpable, depressing sense of déja vu, made
even worse by the escalation in rocket fire from
Gaza and other terror attacks in recent days and
months. We continue to go about our business
because this is what we do—and quite resolutely
at that—but our determined state of normalcy
is accompanied by uncertain thoughts of what
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may lie ahead in the days and months to come,
hoping that the future will not be reminiscent of
the dark, violent days of the past.

Kawagoe, Japan, March 29, 2011

At last I could buy gasoline last weekend after
waiting in line for only thirty minutes. I didn’t
think that it was so difficult to buy gasoline. It’s
been only two weeks, but it feels a lot longer. It
is easy to say that you shouldn’t use your car
or you had better use less energy. Our lifestyle
hasn’t particularly changed much yet. For ex-
ample, when it rains, we feel it is tough to take
our two young daughters to school or the nearby
store by bicycle or foot. Our destinations are so
far to walk to. If we are able to buy gasoline as
easily as before, we will never change our way
of living. Changing our way of living requires a
big change in city planning. “Compact city” is
an old-fashioned term among city planners be-
cause motorization and the information society
have progressed so much. However, we should
rethink the new “compact city”. [...]

Cocomino
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Rana Baker lives in Gaza. She’s a business ad-
ministration student, an activist with the Palestin-
ian Students’ Campaign for the Academic Boy-
cott of Israel (PSCABI), and a member of the Israeli
Apartheid Week Organizing Committee. Her
diary page comes from The Electronic Intifada
(http://electronicintifada.net/content/resilience-
green-fields-gaza/9835). We thank The Elec-
tronic Intifada and Rana for allowing us to pub-
lish it. p- 45

Johanna Bishop was born in Chicago in 1974,
and lived in Pennsylvania and New York before
moving to Tuscany in 1998. She translates from
Italian and Spanish into English. In this issue
she has translated the texts by Marco Novarese,
Valentina Tamburro and Francesco Selis.

Silvia Brandon-Perez lives in Hayward, Cali-
fornia. Her diary page comes from the blog amer-
icaisnotacountry (http://americaisnotacountry.
blogspot.com). p. 14

Maria Burnett, originally from Italy, has studied
in both Italy and the US and has been living in the
US for 34 years. She’s been involved in translation
for 23 years. In this issue she has translated the
poem by Marco Saya.
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Claudia Cadelo, born in 1983, lives in Havana.
Her diary entries are drawn from the blog Octavo
Cerco (http://octavocercoen.blogspot.com). We
thank her for allowing us to publish them.

Cindy: “I am a graduate student studying Be-
havior Analysis. | was born in the United States,
but partially raised in Alexandria (Egypt). I am a
Muslim feminist.” Her diary entry is drawn from
the blog The Story of an Arab American girl
(http://organicmuslimah.blogspot.com).

Cocomino: “I live in Kawagoe city, Japan. I have
two young daughters. I have studied architecture
and city planning.” His diary entry is drawn from
the blog Life in Kawagoe (http://cocomino.word
press.com). We thank him for allowing us to
publish it.

Daniele Comberiati was born in Rome in 1979
and lives in Brussels, where he is F.R.S.-FNRS
Chargé de Recherche at the Free University of
Brussels. As well as contributing to various jour-
nals, he has published a novel and some essays,
in particular on Italian migrant literature and on
the former Italian colonies in Africa. His text has
been translated by Barbara McGilvray.

Laila El-Haddad, born in 1978, is a journalist
and divides her time between Gaza and the United
States, where her husband Yassine, a Palestin-
ian refugee denied his right of return to Palestine,
resides. They have a son, Yousuf, and a daughter,
Noor. Her diary page comes from the blog Gaza
Mom (http://www.gazamom.com). We thank her
for allowing us to publish it.
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Cherry Hmung has been working as a domestic
worker in Singapore from 2002. Her diary page
comes from the blog Maid in Singapore (http://
www.maidinsingapore.net).

Jacob Hgigilt is a Middle East researcher with
the Fafo Institute for Applied International Stud-
ies, Oslo. His text is drawn from “Noref Report”,
February 2011 (http://www.peacebuilding.no/eng/
Publications/Noref-Reports2/Who-s-who-in-the-
new-Egypt-A-mapping-of-prominent-actors-of-ch
ange). We thank him for allowing us to publish it.

Lea Jacobson: “I have worked as a nightclub ho-
stess, a pre-school teacher and a Japanese-English
translator. Right now I am an English tutor and a
non-fiction author who is trying very, very hard
to become a novelist. Tokyo is home.” Her diary
page comes from the blog Geisha Interrupted (ht
tp://geisha-interrupted.typepad.com/geisha_inte
rrupted). We thank her for allowing us to pu-
blish it.

Clare Kines, born and raised in Roblin (Mani-
toba, Canada), retired from the Royal Canadian
Mounted Police after twenty-four years of ser-
vice. Widowed in 1996, he moved in 1999 to
Arctic Bay, where he met his wife Leah. They
adopted two children, Travis and Hilary. They run
the Kiggavik Bed and Breakfast. His diary page
comes from the blog The House & other Arctic
musings (http://kiggavik.typepad.com). We thank
him for allowing us to publish it.

Yuji Kitajima is a writer, and lives in Tokyo. His
diary page comes from Yuji Blog (http://hotinto
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kyo.blogspot.com). We thank him for allowing
us to publish it.

Barbara McGilvray lives in Australia. For many
years she has been translating from Italian into
English and visiting Italy whenever possible. Here
she has translated the text by Daniele Comberiati.

Colin Mitchell: “I moved from Liverpool, Eng-
land, to Aomori, Japan, in 2008 to work with
Aeon educational institute. From 2011 I am work-
ing at James English School in Tendo, Yama-
gata”. His diary pages come from the blog Life
in Japan (http://lifein-japan.blogspot.com).

Rebeca Monzo6 Mieres: “I was born in Havana.
I worked in radio for two years, | was a diplomat
in Paris and a seller in the market in Madrid, then
a ceramics and pottery teacher. Since 1989 I’'ve
been an ‘independent artist’, and continue earn-
ing a living as an artisan.” Her diary page comes
from the blog Por el ojo de la aguja (http://re
becamonzoen.wordpress.com). We thank her for
allowing us to publish it.

Eman Al Nafjan, mother of three, is a post-
graduate student at a university in Riyadh. Her
diary pages come from Saudiwoman’s Weblog
(http://saudiwoman.wordpress.com).

Marco Novarese, born in Turin in 1970, is a re-
search fellow in political economics at Amedeo
Avogadro University in Alessandria, Italy. His
diary entry was translated by Johanna Bishop.

Ahmed Al Omran “I’'m 26. I was born in al-
Ahsa (aka Hofuf), east of Saudi Arabia. Cur-
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rently, I’m pursuing a master degree from the
Graduate School of Journalism at Columbia Uni-
versity, New York.” His diary pages come from
the blog Saudi Jeans (http://saudijeans.org).

Mazin Qumsiyeh is founder and president of
the Holy Land Conservation Foundation and co-
founder of Al-Awda, the Palestine Right to Re-
turn Coalition. He has published Sharing the
Land of Canaan: Human Rights and the Israeli-
Palestinian Struggle, Pluto Press, London-Uni-
versity of Michigan Press, Ann Arbor, 2004.

Silvia Renghi (texas.translation@email.it) was
born in Florence in 1983 and lives near Pistoia.
She has a degree in Foreign Languages and Lit-
eratures from the University of Pisa, and trans-
lates from English and French. Here she has
translated the diary page by Gabriele Serpe.

Liza Rosenberg, born in 1968 in Schenectady,
NY, moved in 1991 to Karkur, Israel, where she
lives with her husband and their son. Her diary
page comes from the blog Liza Rosenberg (http://
lizarosenberg.com). We thank her for allowing us
to publish it.

Mahmoud Salem, known in the blogosphere, as
“Sandmonkey”, is among the most famous young
Egyptian bloggers. He describes himself as “a
pro-democracy, free-speech, women’s rights ac-
tivist”. He has been blogging since 2004.

Yoani Sanchez was born in 1975 in Havana,
where she lives. Her diary page comes from the
blog Generation Y (http://www.desdecuba.com/
generaciony). We thank her for allowing us to
publish it.
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Marco Saya was born in Buenos Aires in 1953
and now lives in Milan, where he works in the
field of IT. His poem was translated by Maria A.
Burnett.

Francesco Selis (“Franz”), born in Bologna,
Italy, in 1955, now lives in San Lazzaro di Sa-
vena (near Bologna). He’s a taxi driver. His di-
ary page, translated by Johanna Bishop, comes
from Franz-blog.2 (www.franz-blog.it). We thank
him for allowing us to publish it.

Gabriele Serpe was born in 1984 in Genoa,
where he still lives. A songwriter, author and jour-
nalist, he has published two collections of poetry
and, as a songwriter, two albums. His diary page
has been translated by Silvia Renghi.

Rebecca Solnit, born 1961, lives in San Fran-
cisco. She has worked on environmental and hu-
man rights campaigns since the 1980s. She has
been an independent writer since 1988, and is
the author of twelve books as well as essays. Her
writing has appeared in numerous publications
in print and online, notably at the website Tom
dispatch.com (http://www.tomdispatch.com), from
which her essay is drawn. We thank her for al-
lowing us to publish it.

“Sunshine” was born in 1992 and lives in Mosul,
Iraq. Her diary pages come from the blog Days of
my life (http://livesstrong.blogspot.com).

Valentina Tamburro was born in 1950 in Genoa,
Italy. A retired elementary school teacher, she
has always been involved with intercultural is-
sues, human rights and international cooperation,
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and at the moment is specifically working to aid
the diocese of Rumbek, southern Sudan. Her text
has been translated by Johanna Bishop.
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