ANIS BAJREKTAREVIC 

The MENA Saga and Lady Gaga 

(Same dilemma from the MENA)
Both are fully devoted, supported and promoted by the social media. Highly polarizing, both are fracturing any consensus. What Lady Gaga with her gay/gender gigs (or any similar sort of stage-acting à la Pussy Riot) is for the human rights, are the so-called Islamists for the Muslim world– strategic obstructers, assertively trivializing important larger contents that are essential for any human advancement. Does the placement on a proper Facebook page automatically mean being on the right side of history? Is our emphatic and socio-political interaction (increasingly irrelevant as it becomes trivial) reduced to a lame datafied, and monetizable cyber commodity?
Let’s get Sy(i)ria-ous: Where is the counter-narrative?    
The MENA theatre is situated in one of the most fascinating locations of the world. It actually represents, along with the Balkans-Caucasus, the only existing land corridor that connects three continents. It also holds over a half of the world’s proven oil-gas reserves (56% – oil, 48% – gas). Further on, the Gulf OPEC states and Libya have –by far– the lowest costs of oil extraction, thanks to the high crude ‘purity’ (measured by overall properties such as the state of aggregation, excavation gravity, viscosity, weight, sulfuric content and other contaminants) which simplifies and cheapens the refinement process. These petrol-exporters also enjoy the close proximity to open warm seas for the fast and low-cost, convenient overseas shipments. Hence, the costs per barrel of crude for Libya and the Persian Gulf states are under 5USD, for other OPEC members below 10USD. This is in a sharp contrast to countries such as the US, Russia, Norway, Canada and many others that bear production costs of several tens of USD per barrel – according to the International Energy Agency (IEA). 
Therefore, it is an absolute imperative for the external/peripheral powers to dominate such a pivotal geo-economic and geopolitical theater by simply keeping its center soft (e.g. by pre-empting, preventing or hindering the emancipation that might come through any indigenous socio-political modernization and economic diversification). This is the very same imperative that has remained a dominant rational of inner European and Asian machtpolitik for centuries. 
No wonder that the competition in the MENA theatre, which has a lasting history of external domination or interference (and largely the Versailles, Anglo-French drawn borders), is harsh, multiple, unpredictable. The region is predominantly populated by the Sunni (Arab) Muslims. With its high population density and a demographic growth far outpacing the economic one, this very young median population (on average 23–27 years old) – that is frequently lacking any (universal) access to education, health and housing – is dominated by juvenile, mainly unemployed or underemployed, but socially mobilized and often angry males.
                       An exceptional fact that the Middle East is a cradle of all four monotheistic religions is thus turned into its own paradox: Fueled by severe socio-economic exclusions and exacerbated by exploitation of the Shia–Sunni and of Muslim–Jewish–Christian antagonism, political radica-lization is surely one of the most convenient instruments of tacit control aimed at preserving local governing authorities predatory-alienated, unauthentic and weak, if not incapacitated. 
It should not be of any surprise that each and every one of the predominantly Sunni-Muslim Balkans-MENA countries of the secular republican type, where the external powers have brokered the political settlement – often by compromising the very sovereignty and territorial integrity,
 is enveloped in perpetuated instabilities, remaining thus paralyzed. So far, not a single absolutistic monarchy has been significantly affected. Starting in Bosnia – nearly 20 years ago – followed by Kosovo, Afghanistan, Iraq and Libya as well as in the post-Spring Egypt, Tunisia, Yemen, all the way to ‘ungoverned’ Mali, South Sudan and Algeria’s south, and up to the post-assassination revolt-torn Tunis or anti-Avanti Mursi‘ Cairo, a purposely dysfunctional and indecisive central government seems to have been put in place.
  
Policy of Timing or No Spring on a single string    

Conclusively, most observers would agree that while the so-called Arab Spring had a cross-Arab impact, this was still far from a pan-Arab ripple effect: It was more of a spontaneous social revolt; a series of isolated events (related to each other more by Al-Jazeera-connecting-pots potting and fanning), rather than a directional process. To channel something so unexpectedly inflammatory and cross-Arab, while studiously avoiding pan-Arabism let alone any hint of real structural socio-economic reform and political emancipation – that could have only been achieved by lighting the torch of Islamism. Lacking any enlightenment, this torch far too often and far too easily brought about the extremist blindness of Islamo-fascism.

No Spring on a single string, right?! How could any social cohesion indispensible for the MENA democratization possibly work where primary loyalties are (returned) to sect, tribe or ethnicity? This dilemma relates not only to democracy, but also to the very quest of secularism – for the one presupposes the other – ever since the French Revolution. In this or any other part of the (developing) world, institutionalization of democracy without secularization of state inevitably leads to a dysfunctional, destabilizing and (self-)debilitating government: divinization of the post and personalization of power.
 The current state of the MENA republics affected by the Arab Spring as well as that of the GCC monarchies provides the best proof of this. 
For one thing, as it now seems, the euphorically tam-tamed ‘Facebook revolutions’ across MENA were rather a strategic distractions ‘innocently’ dressed up in the diverting banality of social media networks.
 The very same role those networks well played elsewhere too.
   (Hence, is it of any surprise that the broad and universal right of self-determination has been sadly reduced to the right of internet-freedom? Contrary to the established apotheosis, many fundamental human rights are currently compressed like a zip-file, emailed and entrusted to just a pair of omnipotent, self-centered and self-interested non-state and semi-state actors of unilateral globalism/egoism:
 private IT corporations and shadowy intelligence agencies.
)

Presently, the announced reduction of the American physical presence in Afghanistan, the limitations it faces in the nearly failed (nuclear bomb holding) Pakistan,
 and the massive overextensions suffered all over the southwestern flank of the Euro-Asian continent including the recent US Army pullout from Iraq, is felt within the GCC (and in France, UK, Israel and Turkey too) as dangerous exposure to a neighboring (increasingly anticipated as assertive) Iran as well as to Russia and China behind it.
 Right now, Syria pays a proxy-war price for that: This multi-religious country of subtle ancient cultural layers may end up entirely combusted, thereby creating a dangerous security vacuum in the heart of MENA. Or to use the words of frustration of the senior French diplomat who recently told me in Brussels: “we have to demonize and quickly delegitimize the legitimate Syrian government, and topple al-Assad in order to convince Israel not to bomb Iran…”
   
“Western national interests will no longer determine the moral and political impulses of today’s global community… Whatsoever the outcome, Syria’s agony has underscored a further irreversible weakening of the West’s dominant global role…” claims India’s former Foreign Minister Jaswant Singh. Perhaps so; the West has indeed become too weak to architecture, but it certainly remains strong enough to destabilize its conceived political peripheries: 

As recently, the ‘Group of Friends of Syria’- induced recognition of the so-called Syrian opposition means also that Turkey is now practically at war with Syria. At this point, let me be both instructive and predictive: The fall of al-Assad will most certainly trigger the dissolution of Syria. It will also lead to a formalized federalization of Iraq, in a desperate move to prevent its total decomposition as well as to a serious crisis of Lebanese and Jordanian statehood – in both cases probably beyond reparation.
 The winners in such a scenario would then seem to be Israel (a country that remains enveloped in its traumatic European holocaust past and detached from its present neighborhood) along with the GCC monarchies – at least in the short run. However, over the long term the ‘winners’ would be the Kurds and Shias – even though the northern portions of Syria have already been occupied by the Turkish army for quite some time. 
Consequently, with any proclamation of a Kurdish state (inevitably being of a Black Sea –Eastern Mediterranean stretch, a dream line of all Russian tsars in past), the Erdoğan government (as well as Iraq) would not be able to survive – as it has already created enough enemies at home and in its near abroad.
 Ergo, besides the dispersed, rarified and terrified MENA Christians, the moderate (Arab) Sunnis are definitely the long-term losers.  
Possible, yet not probable epilogue

However, while the cacophony of European contradictions works towards a self-elimination of the EU from the region, Turkey tries to reinsert itself. The so-called neo-Ottomanism of the current (Anatolian, eastern rural power-base) government is steering the country right into the centre of grand bargaining for both Russia and for the US. To this emerging triangular constellation, ambitious and bold PM Erdoğan wishes to beat his own drum. 
Past the Arab Spring, neither will Russia effectively sustain its presence in the Middle East on a strict pan-Arabic secular, republican and anti-Islamic idea, nor will the US manage to politically and morally justify its continuous backing off of the absolutistic monarchies that are so energized by the backward, dismissive and oppressive Wahhabism. Ankara tries its best to sublimate both in an effective manner: blending a mix of secular republican modernity and leavened with a traditional, tolerant and emancipating Islam, and to advertise this as an attractive future model across the Middle East. Simply enough, Bosporus wakes up to itself as the empiric proof that Islam and modernity work together. In fact, it is the last European nation that still has both demographic and economic growth. 
Moreover, Ataturk’s Republic is by large and by far the world’s most successful Muslim state: It was never resting its development on oil or other primary-commodity exports, but on a vibrant socio-economic sector and solid democratic institutions. This is heavily contesting, not only for Russia, but primarily for the insecure regime of the House of Saud (and the other GCC autocracies), which rules by direct royal decree over a country of recent past, oil-export dependent and fizzing present and improbable future. No wonder that on the ideological battlefield these two belligerent parties will be dominating the Middle East, which is currently in a self-questioning, past yet another round of calamities. The outcome will be felt significantly beyond the Arab region and will reverberate all across the Sunni Muslim world. 
Ankara is attempting to justify that the Saudi-promoted Islam is actually a toxic, separatist/ sectarian Wahhabist ideology that self-constrains Muslims, and keeps them on a wrong side of history by hindering their socio-economic and political development. It does so by entrenching Muslims on a permanent collision course with the rest of the world, while Turkey-promoted Islam would not be a weaponized ideology, but a Modus Vivendi, one which would permit progress and be acceptable to all (including non-Muslims), with a centuries-long history of success.   
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� As Wilkinson and Pickett rightfully concluded, social ills like a trust erosion, corruption, cronyism and nepotism, drugs & prostitution abuse and other street crimes, political violence, etc. are closely related to income inequality. The MENA economic growth is predominantly concentrated on a limited range of commodities and the associated extractive industries. Except for the handful external and domestic subjects, these extractive sectors are neither generating employment nor a social wealth perspective for the vast majority of population.        


� In other words; the selectively applied R2P (Responsibility to Protect) will – without the Brazil-proposed and UNSC-endorsed balancing mechanism of RWP (Responsibility While Protecting) – remain an instrument, too tempting for anyone wishing the covert regime change. Therefore, the altruistically envisaged R2P doctrine increasingly loses its legitimacy and cross-continental appeal.      


� Set forth with the military deployments in Bosnia, Kosovo, Afghanistan, Iraq and Libya to the post-conflict ‘resolution’ momentum in these states – it is always rather late in the process, when most options are already missed, that we are asked to opt between what is left: bad and worse. Some would call it: poor time-management, others would say: well-calibrated policy of timing.      


� An insecure, provincial, backward-minded and incompetent post-Bismarck German leadership didn’t know how to manage its own country that occupied a pivotal position in the geographic center of Europe. Any viable answer to the mounting socio-political problems and steep post WWI recession was well beyond their competence and/or willingness. However, to the growing popular pressure the German elites eagerly answered in the best way of anti-politics: They eliminated the country’s political left and this –in return– shifted the political center to the right, which as a consequence heavily disturbed the balance of narrative and further alienated Germany from itself and any rational solution. The road for a populist demagogy was wide open and Hitler, a savior of the nation, soon emerged. Führer, of course, took up on Germans with the irrational, emotionally charged ideology based on false interpretations of science and religion and spiced-up with unfounded fears, and his personal xenophobic charisma, so much that the whole nation – rather quickly – was seduced to firmly stand behind Nazism. The collective support to a wrong historic cause triggers collective punishment! Therefore, no wonder that Nazi Germany’s entire territory was carpet-bombed beyond any recognition for nearly two years non-stop, that it has essentially lost a quarter of its population (with numerous random civilian deaths and harsh detentions). Further on, a considerable portion of territory was lost forever and the remaining parts were partitioned between the four occupying forces for nearly five decades. Foreign intervention, destruction of property and killing of Germans was universally celebrated, as the entire nation was satanized and stigmatized. Even up to this very day, Germany remains a country occupied by the foreign troops. In short, this is a price of fascistic political adventurism, uncritical collective support to it in the absence of any indigenous counter-narrative and action clearly opposing it. Certain intellectual debates that were held in the post-war Germany, whether Hitler was an ‘useful idiot’, a person purposely installed by the ‘foreign factor’ to take the country on a collision course with a rest of the world, and to justify the devastating saturation of Germany in aftermath of that confrontation, are academically important, but essentially irrelevant as coming far too late. After all, they cannot morally abolish a ‘silent majority’ – population at large, who univocally and persistently supported Hitler and his clerical-racist and fascistic cause. This modern and successful Germany we know today is the country that has decisively undergone its own scrutiny of denazification (Entnazifizierung).         


� As the concepts of an atheistic but of an inconclusively secularized and democratized state have historically failed, so are the attempts of democracy without secularism inevitably defeated (with the so-called charismatic type of authoritarian regime as the most notorious and hostile one). A secular state needn’t necessarily be an atheistic one. It is simply an accorded edifice of social cohesion that breeds a normative order of a rationalized administration, optimized economy and just society ready for true democratic contents.      


� Already by end of 2011, I wrote: “…During the ‘revolutionary’ year of 2011, when mounting sovereign debt, painful austerities and fracturing social protests ruled the day of many nations across the globe including the Euro-zone, the popularity of  Facebook soared up steep. It now approaches the magic number of 1 billion users, out of which 85% are outside the US and Canada. Additionally and contrary to the planetary recession, FB nearly doubled its revenues: from 2 billion in 2010, to 3,7 billion USD in 2011… The GCC countries have gained considerably from the calamities so far: strategically, institutionally, geo-economically – a huge petro-dollar revenues: Enlarged quotas caused by the delivery disruptions and embargoes in Libya and elsewhere, as well as the general crude price increase due to MENA uncertainties – e.g. the Bahrain’s State Information Agency reports nearly 20% economic growth for 2011. Hence, if there was any Spring, it was a social media networks’ revenues spring. As for the Spring in the Arab world, it was the budding of (Wahhabi sectarian) ideological and hydrocarbon exports of the GCC autocracies in 2011.” /Bajrektarevic, A. (2012), Geopolitics of Technology and the Hydrocarbon Status Quo (Why Kyoto Will Fail Again), Geopolitics of Energy, 34 (1), CERI Canada/         


� Cybernetworks…cyberspace – an overstated buzzword, nearly an exegesis, whose importance people intuitively and obediently accept without really asking themselves who, what, how and why. The fact that things are getting faster and multi-plugged should not put us asleep, but get us thinking: Google is the most powerful database of information ever searched on internet, and Facebook is the most powerful database of persons ever on internet. /Annotated from: Bajrektarevic, A (2012) Is There Life After Facebook, Addleton Academic Publishers/  


� Picturing a commercial side only, media theorist Douglas Rushkoff says: "Ask yourself who is paying for FB. Usually the people who are paying are the customers. Advertisers are the ones who are paying. If you don't know who the customer of the product you are using is, you don't know what the product is for. We are not the customers of FB, we are the product. FB is selling us to advertisers." Ergo, the more social interaction (caused by social revolts or other huge emotional discharges), the more profit for the social media networks – for the behavioral economics.    


� The expanded surveillance (disguised in freedoms and liberties promised) for many, the monopolistic power and/or revenue for a few?! The social media explosion of last years’ finally enhanced the (self-)authentication of cyber residents. This, in return, has further assisted the datafication of human behavior and the subsequent monetization of information on the cyber lives and cyber data, as well as the (Minority Report movie-alike) data fusion including the pattern-based data mining and the so-called predictive network analysis – all that for the unspecified number of state and non-state actors. According to a cyber-pioneer turned scholar Eli Pariser even “the private data broker Acxiom, for example, has an average of 1,500 items of data on 96% of Americans currently in its database”. Selling behavior as a product? Yes. Totalitarian order of Cyber fascism? Well, not yet.     


� One of the country’s leading economists Shahid Hassan Siddiqui displays a grim picture: “Islamic Republic of Pakistan’s education budget is smaller than Ethiopia’s, while its health budget is the lowest in the world… It is the worst economic and political turmoil this country has even known.” This nuclear state is seriously challenged by the ethnic sectarianism, and not only between Pashtuns, Sindhis and Urdu-speaking Muhajirs. Sadly enough, an escalating organized crime and deteriorated public safety is also manipulated by political forces and linked to terrorist movements in Afghanistan and at home.         


� Former Italian State Secretary for Foreign Affairs, Ms. Marta Dassù gives an accurate diagnosis: “A less pre-eminent U.S. therefore, opens up major questions for intra-European relations…a vacuum filled first of all by France – rather than by Europe.”  (Europe’s World, How Obama II is likely to see Europe, the EU Policy Journal Spring 2013/23)     


� Some 11 years ago, a hostile campaign to boycott French products was spreading all over the US. It was one of the many vocal American responses to the huge, months-long anti-Iraq invasion protests and demonstrations in many European cities… Years have passed.  The post festum apology now comes from the newspapers that was trumpeting the early justifications for the US military involvement in Iraq (and elsewhere): “…And the war – having cost thousands of American lives and scores of thousands of Iraqi lives, having imposed financial costs vastly higher than the war’s boosters predicted – left America weaker, not stronger, and ended up creating an Iraqi regime that is closer to Teheran than it is to Washington…” The same wording could fit Libya’s situation (and few other ‘liberated’ entities), but we will most probably wait another nine years for such a text to appear… Then, the ‘regret infotainment’s’ author, Paul Krugman of the IHT, continues: “…if you hear that ‘everyone’ supports a policy, whether it’s a war of choice or fiscal austerity, you should ask whether ‘everyone’ has been defined to exclude anyone expressing a different opinion. And policy arguments should be evaluated on the merits, not by who expresses them…” (IHT/New York Times, Marches of Folly, Paul Krugman, 19/03/2013). Indeed, it is more than just about these few nationalities of external authors ever admitted to the tightly guarded New York Times narrative. Despite this elegy or similar periodic ‘regret letters’, the phrase “international community position” will remain close to its original meaning; the jointly agreed Anglo-American policy action to which these two have coerced the rest of (Atlantic) Europe and the world, or the most of it. Granting the universal jurisdiction to, but also mandating the Hague-based ICC to prosecute the international media crimes perpetrators (those founding, using or misappropriating the printed and electronic media to inspire, encourage, justify and later on to cover-up mass atrocities), would be most probably the end of (political) world we know. We usually associate media with the transparent social service for the objective investigative journalism and unhindered dissemination of fair and balanced information. Based on that assumption we do form our standpoints. However, being under pressure from the corporate world, the media increasingly portrays itself as it were news industry, and acts as an infotainer. Here comes the trap: Industry works for gains, not for a broad and intangible social cause. Involvement of public services in the nontransparent trade-off between gain and influence is illegal. This fact takes us to the issue of an intended misperception – with the intent as a core issue of consideration. Media of nowadays is being used far too often as an operational tool to psychologize the population by generating anew or playing on residual fears (e.g. flu epidemic, foreign invasions, economic blockades and embargos, commodity shortages, lack of monetary supplies, and other sorts of fabricated panic) for the specific – usually undisclosed – aim at home or abroad. Irrespectively off the fact that it is ‘innocently’ packed in infotainment (with a minimized, relativized and otherwise covered-up impact afterwards), the act of delaying and manipulating, hiding or ignoring the true facts is essentially an intentional misconduct – done to acquire (financially, politically or morally) illegitimate or prohibitive gain.


� The more Malaki’s Bagdad-based government imposes its authoritarian rule on (Kurdish and Arab) Sunni areas and the oil-rich Basra region, the greater the chances for wider and deeper interethnic unrest. The politico-military demands for larger territorial autonomies from Bagdad are on a steep rise. Practiced federalism surely optimizes governability, but in the context of prevailing political cultures of the Middle East, it would inevitably lead to statehood disintegration. Simply, much of the seen limbo – an absence of war but also an absence of peace and progress: As we have witnessed in Bosnia, Libya, Afghanistan and Kosovo, the federalism does not work out without a domestication of authentic national reconciliation, at first. Turning Iraq (and adding up Syria now) into a proxy battlefield between Iran and two confronted versions of Sunni Muslim world – that of Turkey and of Saudi Arabia, with the big powers passionately behind it, is a dangerous game without a beneficial epilogue for these on and those behind the scene.


� There are two main reasons for Erdoğan’s ‘sudden’ deal with Ocalan/PKK. The domestic one is the expectation to win the votes of the pro-Kurdish BDP party that has 33 seats in Parliament. It is a support needed in the Prime Minister’s quest for the constitutional change aimed to introduce the de Gaulle-like semi-presidential system in Turkey before expiration of his second term next year. The other reason is an attempt to equalize the increasing Iranian and Syrian influence over the Kurdish regions. Ankara lately improved relations with the Kurdish Regional Government of northern Iraq, but the influence of Turkish Kurds and its PKK in the pan-Kurdish affairs is significantly counter-balanced by other Kurdish segments, Syrian PYD and Iranian PJAK parties respectively. It is yet to be seen if the Ocalan deal will remove the capricious Kurdish threat from the Turkish own lands and break down constrains Turkey is suffering in northern portions of Iraq and Syria.





