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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.






[image: Image]


Somalia, an impoverished and war-ravaged country on the Horn of Africa, is home to more than 9 million people. Pictured here is a scene from Mogadishu, the nation’s capital.
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Place in the World


Located on the northeastern coast of Africa, the desert country of Somalia is home to more than 9 million people who share a common language and religion. Almost all speak Somali and live according to the Islamic faith. More than half are pastoral nomads—members of tribes that move from place to place to find food and water for their herds, a difficult task in the dry Somalian climate. The rest have settled in farming regions or live in cities and towns.


The Somalis are a hardy people, known for their ability to carry on in the face of great adversity. They have endured despite centuries of living in a harsh environment plagued by drought, floods, famine, and war.


IMPORTANCE OF CLANS


Somalis have both survived and suffered because of the clan system that permeates their society. Most of the people of Somalia belong to a clan, which is a family group whose members can trace their lineage to a common ancestor—the clan’s founder. The clan network has provided a social framework in which even the very poor can make a living. However, fierce rivalries between clan groups have also affected the country’s politics, causing years of violence and hardship for the Somali people.


There are six main clan families in Somalia. All are believed to be descended from two brothers—Samaal and Saab, who belonged to the Quraysh tribe of the prophet Muhammad, the founder of Islam. The four clans claiming direct descent from Samaal—the Daarood, Dir, Isaaq, and Hawiye—make up about 75 percent of the Somali population. Most of the Samaal live as pastoral nomads in the northern part of the country. The two remaining clans—the Digil and the Rahanwayn—claim kinship with Saab. They make up about 20 percent of the Somali population and reside mostly in the south, where they farm the land and raise cattle.


Within each of the six major clans is a complicated structure of subclans. In some cases a single subclan can make up the majority population of a territory, but for the most part, subclans tend to mix together in a given area. The importance of a clan or subclan depends on its size and wealth, usually determined by the number of camels, cattle, sheep, and goats that it owns. Membership in a clan is determined by paternal lineage: the male descendants who can be traced from the clan and subclan’s founders, whose names are the same as that of the subclan.


To Somalis, family is identity. Children learn about their clan and even memorize the names of ancestors. Many Somali men have memorized the names of all their male ancestors back to their clan’s founder—25 or more generations. Historian Charles Geshekter clearly describes the importance of family background: “When Somalis meet each other, they don’t ask, ‘Where are you from? Rather, they ask, ‘Whom are you from?’ Genealogy is to Somalis what an address is to Americans.”
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A victim of the seemingly endless clan warfare that has plagued Somalia receives treatment at a hospital.





In central and northern Somalia, as pastoral nomads migrated over one another’s territory, they often feuded over water resources or land for grazing livestock. In the settled-farming areas of the south, the Digil and Rahanwayn clans fought over trade and religious matters; they also battled the northern nomads who ventured into their territory. Traditionally, such disputes would be judged by elders. Clans have ceremonial heads known as soldaans (or sultans), but councils known as shirs, composed of all the clan’s adult males, handle their internal affairs. Among the Samaal, council elders resolved disagreements, while Saab clans turned to leaders known as gobweyns to settle arguments and conflicting claims.


Within the tightly knit clan network, an offense against an individual is an offense against the entire clan or subclan. When an injustice has been committed, the whole clan will quickly respond, sometimes exacting deadly revenge. A Somali who murders a member of another clan brings his guilt for the crime upon all his clan members. Such disputes may be resolved by a clan elder, who designates a fine that the offending clan must pay. But often the clansmen of the dead man will seek revenge on anyone in the killer’s clan, regardless of his involvement in the murder.


Although the bonds of the patriarchal clan are strong, a Somali’s first loyalty is always to the immediate family—that is, to his brothers. Second to that is allegiance to one’s immediate lineage (father), then to the subclan lineage (uncles and grandfather), and finally to the clan family. But first and foremost comes family, as illustrated by the Somali saying: “I and my clan against the world. I and my brother against my clan.”


YEARS WITHOUT A GOVERNMENT


Somalia was once known as the Somali Republic, an independent nation created in 1960 when Italian Somaliland and British Somaliland merged. The tumultuous years that followed independence led to a military coup within a decade. The army’s leader, General Mohamed Siad Barre, seized power and ruled as dictator for the next 21 years. His government gave way in 1991 to regional control by assorted military strongmen, or warlords. These men used private armies to assume leadership positions within their own clan and to fight for control of various territories in Somalia. To supply and pay their militia fighters in the ongoing conflicts, warlords commonly resorted to looting, kidnapping, and murder.


In the midst of this warfare, northwestern Somalia, home to the Isaaq clan, announced it would secede, or withdraw, from the nation. The breakaway Republic of Somaliland claimed the city of Hargeysa as its capital and set about establishing its own government. A few years later the Harti subclan of the Daarood clan family created a similar nation in the northeast, called Puntland. Both breakaway nations established fairly stable governments and self-sufficient economies. However, as of 2009 neither was recognized as an independent country by the rest of the world.


Meanwhile, most areas of Somalia, including the capital city of Mogadishu, remained wracked by anarchy and civil unrest. Since 1991, at least 14 interim governing bodies have attempted to restore order. The outside world refers to Somalia as a failed state because it has no effective central government.


A LAND OF FREE ENTERPRISE


The absence of government oversight and regulation, however, has allowed some Somalian companies to thrive. Despite its extreme poverty and political, social, and civil troubles, Somalia is home to the most sophisticated telecommunications network in Africa, providing service rated as the best and cheapest on the continent. The largest company in Mogadishu is Telecom Somalia, which employs some 750 people and offers the same mobile phone features available in industrialized nations. In 2001 Telecom Somalia joined with two other cellular-phone companies to create Mogadishu’s first local Internet service provider.
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