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Introduction


by Dr. Harvey Sicherman


America’s triumph in the Cold War promised a new burst of peace and prosperity. Indeed, the decade between the demise of the Soviet Union and the destruction of September 11, 2001, seems in retrospect deceptively attractive. Today, of course, we are more fully aware—to our sorrow—of the dangers and troubles no longer just below the surface.


The Muslim identities of most of the terrorists at war with the United States have also provoked great interest in Islam and the role of religion in politics. A truly global religion, Islam’s tenets are held by hundreds of millions of people from every ethnic group, scattered across the globe. It is crucial for Americans not to assume that Osama bin Laden’s ideas are identical to those of most Muslims, or, for that matter, that most Muslims are Arabs. Also, it is important for Americans to understand the “hot spots” in the Muslim world because many will make an impact on the United States.


A glance at the map establishes the extraordinary coverage of our authors. Every climate and terrain may be found and every form of human society, from the nomads of the Central Asian steppes and Arabian deserts to highly sophisticated cities such as Cairo and Singapore. Economies range from barter systems to stock exchanges, from oil-rich countries to the thriving semi-market powers, such as India, now on the march. Others have built wealth on service and shipping.


The Middle East and Central Asia are heavily armed and turbulent. Pakistan is a nuclear power, Iran threatens to become one, and Israel is assumed to possess a small arsenal. But in other places, such as Afghanistan and the Sudan, the horse and mule remain potent instruments of war. All have a rich history of conflict, domestic and international, old and new.


Governments include dictatorships, democracies, and hybrids without a name; centralized and decentralized administrations; and older patterns of tribal and clan associations. The region is a veritable encyclopedia of political expression.


Although such variety defies easy generalities, it is still possible to make several observations.


First, the regional geopolitics reflect the impact of empires and the struggles of post-imperial independence. While centuries-old history is often invoked, the truth is that the modern Middle East political system dates only from the 1920s, when the Ottoman Empire dissolved in the wake of its defeat by Britain and France in World War I. States such as Algeria, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Turkey, and the United Arab Emirates did not exist before 1914—they became independent between 1920 and 1971. Others, such as Egypt and Iran, were dominated by foreign powers until well after World War II. Few of the leaders of these states were happy with the territories they were assigned or the borders, which were often drawn by Europeans. Yet the system has endured despite many efforts to change it.


A similar story may be told in South Asia. The British Raj dissolved into India and Pakistan in 1947. Still further east, Malaysia shares a British experience but Indonesia, a Dutch invention, has its own European heritage. These imperial histories weigh heavily upon the politics of the region.


The second observation concerns economics, demography, and natural resources. These countries offer dramatic geographical contrasts: vast parched deserts and high mountains, some with year-round snow; stone-hard volcanic rifts and lush semi-tropical valleys; extremely dry and extremely wet conditions, sometimes separated by only a few miles; large permanent rivers and wadis, riverbeds dry as a bone until winter rains send torrents of flood from the mountains to the sea.


Although famous historically for its exports of grains, fabrics, and spices, most recently the Muslim regions are known more for a single commodity: oil. Petroleum is unevenly distributed; while it is largely concentrated in the Persian Gulf and Arabian Peninsula, large oil fields can be found in Algeria, Libya, and further east in Indonesia. Natural gas is also abundant in the Gulf, and there are new, potentially lucrative offshore gas fields in the Eastern Mediterranean.


This uneven distribution of wealth has been compounded by demographics. Birth rates are very high, but the countries with the most oil are often lightly populated. Over the last decade, a youth “bulge” has emerged and this, combined with increased urbanization, has strained water supplies, air quality, public sanitation, and health services throughout the Muslim world. How will these young people be educated? Where will they work? A large outward migration, especially to Europe, indicates the lack of opportunity at home.


In the face of these challenges, the traditional state-dominated economic strategies have given way partly to experiments with “privatization” and foreign investment. But economic progress has come slowly, if at all, and most people have yet to benefit from “globalization,” although there are pockets of prosperity, high technology (notably in Israel), and valuable natural resources (oil, gas, and minerals). Rising expectations have yet to be met.


A third important observation is the role of religion in the Middle East. Americans, who take separation of church and state for granted, should know that most countries in the region either proclaim their countries to be Muslim or allow a very large role for that religion in public life. (Islamic law, Sharia, permits people to practice Judaism and Christianity in Muslim states but only as dhimmi, “protected” but second-class citizens.) Among those with predominantly Muslim populations, Turkey alone describes itself as secular and prohibits avowedly religious parties in the political system. Lebanon was a Christian-dominated state, and Israel continues to be a Jewish state. Even where politics are secular, religion plays an enormous role in culture, daily life, and legislation.


Islam has deeply affected every state and people in these regions. But Islamic practices and groups vary from the well-known Sunni and Shiite groups to energetic Salafi (Wahhabi) and Sufi movements. Over the last 20 years especially, South and Central Asia have become battlegrounds for competing Shiite (Iranian) and Wahhabi (Saudi) doctrines, well financed from abroad and aggressively antagonistic toward non-Muslims and each other. Resistance to the Soviet war in Afghanistan brought these groups battle-tested warriors and organizers responsive to the doctrines made popular by Osama bin Laden and others. This newly significant struggle within Islam, superimposed on an older Muslim history, will shape political and economic destinies throughout the region and beyond.


We hope that these books will enlighten both teacher and student about the critical “hot spots” of the Muslim world. These countries would be important in their own right to Americans; arguably, after 9/11, they became vital to our national security. And the enduring impact of Islam is a crucial factor we must understand. We at the Foreign Policy Research Institute hope these books will illuminate both the facts and the prospects.
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A colorful door is set into an ornate tile wall, Tunis.
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Place in the World


Situated in North Africa, jutting into the Mediterranean Sea, is a small country with a long history and a peaceful culture known for its adaptability. Unlike the boundaries of many other countries in the Arab world, Tunisia’s borders were not arbitrarily drawn in the 20th century by Western powers. Instead, its boundaries roughly follow the natural divisions of the Atlas Mountains in the west, the Mediterranean Sea in the north and east, and the Sahara Desert in the south. As a result, the idea of Tunisia and a distinct Tunisian culture has existed for centuries.


Although Tunisia is part of the Arab League and is a predominantly Muslim country, it also has strong ties to the Mediterranean world, to Africa, and to Europe. The country’s name comes from Tunis, once an ancient Phoenician settlement and since the 1200s a capital city. Tunisia is inhabited by a people who can trace their roots to the Berber tribes that once dominated this land, to the Arab warriors who swept across North Africa in the seventh century, and to the Mediterranean peoples who traded with and, on occasion, conquered the land of Tunisia.


INFLUENCES ANCIENT AND MODERN


In ancient times, Tunisia was divided into two distinct areas—the coastal region and the inland region. The coast, with its fine harbors along Mediterranean trade routes, attracted one of the earliest seagoing civilizations, the Phoenicians. From their home city of Tyre, in what is now Lebanon, they explored the entire Mediterranean Sea. They built the city of Carthage, northeast of modern Tunis, as part of their great network of North African coastal cities. The Phoenicians traded with the natives of Tunisia, the Berbers. Intermarriage brought a blending of the two cultures.


Inland, the Berber tribes, possessing a distinct language and culture that evolved from prehistoric intermingling of peoples, dominated the land. Originally, they lived in tribal groups spread throughout North Africa. Some tribes lived in agricultural villages, while others were nomadic herders. Berber tribes still live in the Atlas Mountain regions of Morocco and Algeria. In Tunisia, the Berber people have blended with waves of immigrants who have settled there, and today only a handful of Berber communities still exist in the country.


The Phoenicians were not the only outsiders to covet the rich farmlands and safe ports of Tunisia. The Romans conquered Tunisia in the second century B.C., and the Byzantine Empire took control 600 years later. The grains and olive oil of Tunisia were traded throughout these empires. But the people of this region had a way of absorbing the culture of their conquerors without losing the qualities that made their own culture unique.


When the Islamic armies spread throughout North Africa beginning in the latter part of the seventh century A.D., the Berbers of the inland region and the coastal communities initially resisted the new religion. But they had in common with these strangers a lifestyle adapted to the desert environment, and they gradually accepted Islam. Muslim warriors mingled with the local populations wherever they spread Islam, and people of Arabic origin can be found from Morocco to Iran. Most modern Tunisians claim Arabic ancestry and speak Arabic.


Islamic empires controlled the political landscape of Tunisia for a millennium. The last such empire before the era of European domination was that of the Ottoman Turks.


In the mid-19th century the French took control of Tunisia. France, like other European powers of the time, claimed territories in Africa in large part to gain access to natural resources. The French had a great impact on modern Tunisia, shaping many of its institutions and heavily influencing its culture. Tunisian aspirations for independence were finally realized after World War II.


BOURGUIBA AND BEYOND


Many people give former president Habib Bourguiba much of the credit for shaping modern Tunisia. Bourguiba guided Tunisia through its transition from colonial state to independent nation, then served as the country’s head for 31 years. A strong, idealistic leader who took pains to prevent government corruption, he championed the cause of social justice and, through the careful allocation of resources, charted a course toward economic development. By keeping his nation out of international conflicts, he both avoided the necessity of large military expenditures and minimized the armed forces’ influence in Tunisian politics.


Under Bourguiba’s rule, Tunisia became a moderate Arab state. Internationally, its policies were generally pro-Western. Domestically, Bourguiba attempted to reduce the influence of Islam in Tunisian society. The consequences of that effort are particularly visible in the area of gender roles. By tradition, Islam has relegated women to an undeniably second-class status: their educational and work opportunities are generally limited, and Muslim men enjoy legally mandated superiority within the institution of marriage. However, beginning with the constitution written at the country’s independence, Tunisian law moved toward greater equality between the sexes. Polygamy, or the practice of having multiple spouses at one time—which in Muslim cultures has been a prerogative of men only—was made illegal. In addition, the law made it easier for women to seek divorce, which had also been the sole right of men. Tunisian women became better educated and joined the workforce. In fact, Tunisia’s urban middle-class women are among the most emancipated in the Islamic world today.
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Habib Bourguiba (1903–2000) is carried by supporters through the streets of Carthage, October 1987. After leading Tunisia to independence from France in 1956, Bourguiba ruled the country until being forced from office in 1987 by his prime minister, Ben Ali. The policies of Bourguiba shaped modern Tunisia.





But such changes did not occur without significant debate—and modernization has not come without problems. Beginning in the 1970s, for example, a growing gap between the rich and the poor created social unrest in Tunisia. Young people looked to the order of traditional Islam to restore their sense of importance in the world. Islamist political parties agitated for change and for a larger role in the political process. For its part, the government did not tolerate dissent: Tunisia developed an unfortunate record of limiting free speech and abusing the rights of political prisoners.


In 1987, after years of poor health, Bourguiba was removed from power by his prime minister, Zine El Abidine Ben Ali. It has been the task of Ben Ali to deal with the two greatest challenges facing modern Tunisia: fashioning a vibrant economy that benefits the poor as well as the rich and allowing more diverse points of view to shape the politics of the country. While the government has been quick to recognize problems in economic policy and correct them, it moves slowly, at best, toward democracy. The challenges of creating a truly democratic society continue to face the Tunisian people.


Like Muslim peoples throughout the Middle East and the Maghreb—the area of northwest Africa that includes Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, and, some would say, part of Libya—Tunisians live with two competing cultures: the culture of the West, learned through colonialism and defined as modern, and their Arabic heritage, which for hundreds of years produced great cultural achievements but which was denigrated as inferior during colonial times. Tunisians are unified by a strong sense of ethnic identity and cultural pride, however, and their society is arguably more pragmatic than that of many Muslim neighbors. In contemporary Tunisia the values of order, stability, and enterprise are prominent, and many of its citizens seem determined to balance their traditional Arab heritage with the demands of modernization.
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