READING SUMMARY: Conflict in the Middle East: 9/11, War on Terror and Iraq

Shariah

In many western governments, particularly the United States, there is a separation between religion and government.  Many Muslims believe in Shariah, a term that means “path” in Arabic.  Shariah law tells many devout Muslims what to eat, how to pray, and how to behave in public.  Muslims believe the Shariah are commandments from God (Arabic Allah).  

Under Shariah law, people may not consume alcohol, borrow money at interest, or allow women in their family to go out in public without a veil.  Shariah law allows a man to take as many as four wives, provided his first wife agrees and he is able to support all of his wives and children.  This provision of the Shariah is not often employed in even the most traditional Muslim societies.

Saudi Arabia is the only nation that closely adheres to Shariah law.  Criminals who are convicted of murder, rape, or other violent crimes in Saudi Arabia can face public amputation of arms or legs, or beheadings.  Westerners often argue that Saudi justice is cruel, but most observers agree that violent crime is less common in Saudi Arabia than in America.

Devout Muslims defend Shariah because their values have served them well for over one thousand years.  Saudi professor Dr. Hend Khuthaila said, “The West may be more advanced in some areas like science, but I have never believed for a minute that your culture is better than ours…We go to the United States and see playgrounds, so we build swings for five thousand dollars and our children don’t use them.  Swings are not part of our culture.  We would rather spend time with our families than be on a playground with strangers.”

September 11
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On the morning of September 11, 2001, terrorists captured four American airplanes.  Suicide pilots guided two of the planes into the twin towers of New York City’s World Trade Center, while another was guided into the Pentagon near Washington, D.C.  The Pentagon is the home of the American Department of Defense, the government agency responsible for the American military.  Reports indicate that a group of passengers forced a fourth jet to crash in Pennsylvania.  The passengers apparently gave their lives to keep the terrorists from harming any other innocent people.  America had been unrivaled as a military power since the breakup of the Soviet Union more than a decade before the attacks.  If America could be attacked, anyone, anywhere in the world might be at risk.

Terrorism is the use of violence against civilians.  A civilian does not belong to the military.  Terrorists often view themselves as part of a resistance movement who hurt innocent people to advance what they believe is a more important cause. 

The Middle East is often called “the crossroads of the world.”  This sparsely populated region produced three religious faiths practiced by half of the world’s inhabitants; Christianity, Islam, and Judaism.  The Middle East is a gateway to India, the Far East, sub-Saharan Africa, and southeast Europe.  

In recent years, this region has been one of the most chaotic parts of our world.  Many brilliant ideas came from the Middle East, but it is also a land of long standing hatred and revenge.  This unit is an attempt to explain some of the causes of the many conflicts in the Middle East.
The War on Terror

The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 were a stark reminder of how vulnerable the world was to terrorist acts.  The Global War on Terror is an ongoing campaign by the United States and its allies to prevent international terrorism.

America’s most notable foe in the war on terror has been Al Queda, a violent organization that seeks to end western influence in Muslim countries.  Al Queda’s terrorist operations have been funded largely by Osama bin Laden, a member of a wealthy construction family.  Bin Laden was last seen in public at his son’s wedding in January, 2001, and is believed to be in hiding in Central Asia.  He is the subject of a $25 million reward offered by the American State Department.

The Taliban controlled Afghanistan from 1996 to 2001.  The Taliban continued to allow Bin Laden to live in Afghanistan after he was accused of funding the attacks of September 11, 2001.  The United States, aided by Great Britain and other allies, attacked Afghanistan a month after September 11 and removed the Taliban from power.  The Taliban remain a terrorist organization fighting the American-backed elected government in Afghanistan.

Saddam Hussein led Iraq from 1979 until his removal from power in 2003.  In 1980, Saddam began a bloody war with Iran, hoping to seize control of oil rich land.  Iran and Iraq fought for nine years, and as many as one million people died, but the war ended without either side able to claim victory.

The war with Iran left Iraq with huge debts.  Saddam needed funds to maintain his army, which he used to control the Iraqi people.  In 1990, he decided to invade the tiny oil-rich nation of Kuwait.  A multinational military force, led by the United States, responded to the invasion and liberated Kuwait in January 1991.
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As part of the peace settlement after what became known as the Gulf War, Saddam agreed to allow inspectors to ensure that he was not building weapons of mass destruction.  Saddam was already responsible for the deaths of millions in the Iran-Iraq war, and if he had access to nuclear weapons, the results may have been disastrous for the entire world. In a speech to the American people in 2002, President George W. Bush stated that it was his goal “to prevent regimes (governments) that sponsor terror from threatening America or our friends and allies with weapons of mass destruction.”   When Saddam refused to allow weapons inspectors into Iraq, the United States Congress gave President Bush the authority to invade.   

The United States its allies forced Saddam from power in 2003.  The dictator was later captured and put on trial by the newly elected government of Iraq for “crimes against humanity.”  He was found guilty and executed in 2006. Weapons inspectors later determined that Saddam Hussein did not have weapons of mass destruction in Iraq.

In December 2005, the Iraqi people held elections for the Iraqi National Assembly.  Nouri al-Maliki was chosen by the Assembly to be the nation’s Prime Minister.  Unfortunately, several armed groups continue to fight for control in Iraq.  Some observers believe that the resistance within Iraq is strong enough to be considered a civil war, or a war within a nation, but President Bush disagrees.  

� Quoted in The Arabs by David Lamb, Random House 1987.  Pages 265-6.
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