The writing on the wall
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ON Dec 17, 2010, the self-immolation of Mohammad Bouazizi sparked street demonstrations in Tunisia. The demonstrations were fuelled by high unemployment, corruption, inflation, lack of political freedom and speech under the 24-year-old autocratic rule of president Zine El Abidine Ben Ali. 
It took about a month’s demonstrations and scores of deaths by the security forces and finally the intervention of the army which forced Ben Ali to resign and flee to Saudi Arabia a month later. Similarly, the people of Egypt had been enduring police brutality, rampant corruption, restrictions on freedom of speech, high unemployment, food inflation, rigged elections and state of emergency under the autocratic rule of president Hosni Mubarak for 30 years.

The success of the Tunisian revolution and the departure of president Zine El Abidine Ben Ali sparked public protests throughout Egypt against Hosni Mubarak on Jan 25, 2011 which coincided with the National Police Day. The peaceful protests and demonstrations by thousands took place in many cities and towns of Egypt. Cairo became the centre of protests with thousands round the clock occupying Tahrir Square.

The curfew was widely ignored and when the military refused to fire live bullets on the protesters on Jan 29, Hosni Mubarak reacted by sending waves of his supporters on camels and horseback armed with sticks and swords to Tahrir Square which resulted in many casualties but the protesters were steadfast.

Ultimately, the Egyptian vice president Omar Suleiman with the backing of the army announced the resignation of Hosni Mubarak on Feb 11. Since then an army-backed government is in power; Hosni Mubarak is being tried for corruption and killings, and multi-party elections are to take place soon.

Protests against the oligarchic 42-year-rule of Muammar Qadhafi started on Feb 15, 2011. He reacted by bringing out the army who even used tanks against unarmed protesters. He called them ‘cockroaches’ and ‘rats’, accusing Al Qaeda of distributing hallucinogenic drugs. Due to the mass killing of peaceful unarmed protesters, the UN authorised Nato to make air strikes to stop the killing of civilians by pro-Qadhafi forces. The protesters were forced to take up arms in self-defence.

By September, the protesters managed to liberate more or less all of Libya including the capital Tripoli. The irony is that now Qadhafi who had used tunnels to escape is hiding.

Influenced by the protests in Tunisia and Egypt, demonstrations also started in Syria on Jan 26, 2011 and escalated into a rebellion. President Bashar al-Assad has used tanks and snipers to force the people off the streets and has cut off electricity and water; shops and stores were raided to confiscate flour and other food items in the affected cities, including Homs, Hama and Daraa, where the demonstrations were sustained and strong. More than 3,000 people are estimated to have been killed; many Syrians have taken refuge in neighbouring Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan. The anti-President Ali Abdullah Saleh riots in Yemen have continued likewise.

This history in the making shows us that injustice, tyranny and cruelty do not go unpunished even in this world. The Quran tells us that tyrants do not go unpunished: “Consequently Allah seized him for punishment, both in the Hereafter and in this life. Surely, in this, there is a lesson for those who fear Allah” (79: 25-26). This verse is regarding the fate of the Pharaoh.

In the Quran at least in three places it is stated in exactly the same words that Allah loves those who practise justice. “Allah loves those who judge with fairness” (5:42; 49:9; 60:8).

The cited verses clearly show the importance of justice and fairness. The Quran further states: “And from among you there must be a party who invite people to all that is good and enjoin the doing of all that is right and forbid the doing of all that is wrong. It is they who will attain true success” (3: 104).

“Better and everlasting is the reward which Allah has for those who believe, put their trust in their Rabb, avoid major sins and shameful deeds, forgive even when they are angry, answer the call of their Rabb, establish Salat, conduct their affairs with mutual consultation, spend out of their sustenance which We have given them”; “And those who, when an oppressive wrong is done to them, help and defend themselves (42: 38-39)”.

It is clear from the Quranic injunctions that it is the duty of every Muslim to “invite people to all that is good and enjoin the doing of all that is right and forbid the doing of all that is wrong”.

Furthermore, one must act against “oppressive wrong”. It therefore clearly establishes the correctness and legitimacy of protests against those rulers who commit oppression. The verse has a wide meaning which is inclusive of physical oppression, economic oppression, injustice, etc.

It is ironic that every tyrant, dictator, corrupt, unjust, oppressive and dishonest ruler thinks that those who were toppled and faced justice and retribution were not smart enough and that he is cleverer and smarter and can continue to rule and ride roughshod over people’s rights, plundering their wealth with impunity. It is strange that both Ben Ali and Hosni Mubarak did not see the writing on the wall and did not learn any lesson from the fate of tyrants like the Shah of Iran and Marcos.

Qadhafi also did not take heed from their fate. And now Bashar al-Assad and Ali Abdullah Saleh and other dishonest, corrupt and unjust rulers do not seem to learn any lesson from what has been happening in the past nine months in the Arab world

