





 
“Mernissi is one of the most refreshing voices in the emerging feminism of Muslim women.”

— San Francisco Chronicle 
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Introduction to the Second Edition
The Emperor’s New Frontier: Only If Civility Has No Border Would Terrorism Vanish


Like most Arabs I see daily in my Rabat Muhammad V University neighborhood, I was terrified by the September 11 attack. “But why are we so terrified?” I kept asking with the hysterical edge characteristic of menopausal Arab women, who, unlike men, have the privilege of acting out their fears in public.


On November 11, Brahim screamed at me, “Mernissi, stop interrogating us!” Brahim, who owns the newspaper store in this university area where my colleagues flock to buy papers and hear the latest rumors, has known me since I came to Rabat as a student forty years ago. “You’ve slowed down my business with your hysterical questions for two months!” he went on. I was shocked by Brahims sudden impatience, not only because he usually is so supportive but also because he was giving my sneaky colleagues (who had already nicknamed me Lsika [Little glue] because of my constant questioning) another opportunity to laugh at me.

“You asked Karim, my polite assistant, and me a hundred times,” Brahim continued, “why we are so scared by the attacks on New York and Washington. I repeated a hundred times that it reawakened the Gulf War terror: the killing of innocents. In 1991 innocent Iraqis were killed by American bombs in Baghdad, and in 2001 innocent Americans were killed by terrorists in New York and Washington. But you did not stop bombarding me with questions!” Brahim suddenly looked very tired. “And you know, Mernissi, how all this upsets me. I feel insulted when Americans say that the terrorists are Muslims. How come Americans never heard of Allah’s order: You shall not kill each other. Allah is merciful 1? How come Americans, who use powerful satellites to inform themselves, do not know that Islam condemns violence: Do not transgress. Allah does not love the transgressors 2? Does Mr. Bush, the American president, who has the best universities and journalists to inform him, ignore what three-year-old Muslim kids know from kindergarten: Mercy is what your Lord hath prescribed for himself?3 It upsets me that this peaceful Islam is not common knowledge.”

I have always been impressed by Brahim, in his sixties like me, and his ease in recalling our childhood education in Koranic schools, humanist Islam. I empathized with his feelings of helplessness. He carried on after few minutes, in a softer voice, as if talking to himself. “How come Americans are not informed that Muhammad, the Prophet of Islam, declared security for Jews in his first Constitution of Medina as part of the Muslim city’s founding principle of global responsibility: A Jew who follows us has [a right to] the same help and support [as the believers], so long as they are not wronged [by him] and he does not help [others] against them?4 The Jews who signed Muhammad’s contract benefited from the Umma’s [Muslim community’s] unflinching solidarity, though they were not to share their beliefs: The Jews of Bani ‘Aouf form a community with the believers; the Jews have their religion and the Muslims have theirs.5 By god, Mernissi, I tried to calm your anxiety by invoking our peaceful tradition, but you never stopped bugging me and Karim. After all, your job as a professor is not to scare us more by exhibiting your own fears but to help disoriented youth identify pragmatic tasks that will foster peace.”

An unusual silence followed in the normally noisy newspaper store. Everyone expected me to react to Brahim’s public attack by screaming louder than he did (to restore my “public image"), but I did not. Actually, I could not because his last remark, about my failure to focus on peace-weaving, made me feel ashamed of myself. I felt ashamed to feel so helpless about focusing on a tiny but practical initiative to stop the cycle of terror started by the September 11 deaths of innocents in the United States and continuing with the bombing of unarmed civilians in Afghanistan. I left the store and was walking toward the Cafe Ouazzani, where I usually stop for a mint tea, when I heard footsteps behind me. It was Karim, Brahim’s shy assistant.

“Ustada [Professor], I am sorry my boss was so abrupt. He is nervous about the bombs in Afghanistan. He is convinced that only nonviolence can defeat terrorists,” Karim mumbled as insecure kids do when they are about to say something important. He was wearing his generation’s new “traditional” outfit: blue jeans, a white T-shirt, and fake Medina-made Nikes. When I invited him to join me for a tea, he added, “I wish I could advise Mr. Colin Powell.”

In the past I would have laughed at his fancy, but things were not normal. The mere idea that a twenty-five-year-old Arab felt like giving advice to Mr. Powell, one of the most powerful Western military leaders on the planet, struck me as a totally new cultural attitude. However, since September 11Ihave discovered that Arab youth and my generation do not live on the same planet. I would never have thought of giving advice to General de Gaulle, the superboss of colonial North Africa, when I was an adolescent. Arabs like me, born in the 1940s, when the colonizers’ industrial technology was so awe- inspiring that it seemed magic, could hardly even imagine General de Gaulle as real.

As I poured tea into our two glasses and looked at Karim across the table, I realized for the first time that the key force shaping the Arab world today is not religion, as many American experts claim, but information technology (IT). Karim, who is a regular twenty- five-year-old diplome-chomeur (an unemployed university graduate), left the Economics Department of Muhammad V university with a  Licence en Sciences Economiques, a diploma no one even bothered to look at when he started seeking a job. After responding to dozens of advertisements for jobs in state agencies and private business and an aborted attempt to migrate to Spain, Karim ended up hanging out in my university neighborhood and earning roughly 200 dollars a month for helping Brahim sell English-language newspapers in the mornings and in the evenings working the cash register at the cyber- cafe around the corner. 

Like most diplômé-chorneurs, Karim taught himself English by simultaneously doing three things Arabs of my generation would have regarded as unattainable science fiction dreams. The first was channel surfing for hours through dozens of foreign and Arab satellite TV channels such as Al-Jazeera, available since the Gulf War even to modest households via a hundred-dollar satellite dish. These dishes are often proudly displayed on the tiny balconies of houses in the shanty towns. The second was to learn by heart the multiple versions of “English Without Teachers” booklets (Al-Injaliziya min ‘ghayr Mu’allim), originally published in Lebanon and immediately pirated by Moroccans who offer them for 6dh (50 cents) on the sidewalks by the mosques’ entrances. The third was to find a justification for entering a cybercafé without having to pay the $1 hourly fee for using a computer. In Karim’s case, working night shifts in the cybercafégave him unlimited free access to the Internet, a magic window Sin- bad could never have dreamed of.

“Why Mr. Powell precisely, and what would you tell him if you had a chance?” I asked, intrigued.

“I’d suggest he adopt Saladin’s 1191 strategy,” Karim said. “I’d prefer to talk to Mr. Powell because, like Saladin 800 years earlier at Jerusalem, he won the 1991 Gulf War. And it was a similar situation—the eternal conflict between East and West. Mr. Powell could have prevented the September 11 terrorist attack by making violence economically unrewarding.” He went back to sipping his tea.

Dying to know what he meant by Saladin’s strategy, yet remembering Brahim’s remark about my slowing down business, I asked him first to go back to the store and bring me a “foreign Arab press bouquet.” Since there would be an expensive selection from the twenty-two states in the Arab League, from Palestine to Oman and from Sudan to Morocco I thought Brahim would see no harm in Karim’s returning to sit with me for a while.6



KARIM’S SOLUTION FOR DEFEATING TERRORISM: SALADIN’S STRATEGY

When Karim returned with an impressive load of newspapers, I begged him to explain what he meant by Saladin’s strategy.

“When Saladin reconquered Jerusalem in 1192 and defeated the Christian Crusaders’ army,” Karim replied, “he had the genius to realize that only a peace treaty that guaranteed security and similar opportunities to both the conquerors [the Muslims] and the conquered [the Christians] was good for business. A good military leader is one who can imagine turning a conflict into equal opportunities for both adversaries. In a situation where people can make a living trading peacefully, violence becomes an absurdly costly choice.”

I kept looking politely at Karim while trying to recollect the fragments of my childhood history classes about Saladin to see how Mr. Powell might fit in. Karim was right about Saladin’s unusually civilized treaty, which surprised many of his contemporaries, starting with the Western Crusaders. After he reconquered Jerusalem and took the city from Richard, king of England, and other leaders of the Crusaders’ coalition, Saladin concluded and ratified a peace treaty that focused everyone’s mind on the essential: trade. The proclamation announced that the Muslim and the Christian territories should enjoy equal repose and security so that persons of either nation could go into the territory of the other and return without fear. That day crowds assembled, and the joy felt on both sides was such as God alone could conceive.7 

Yet I did not see what exactly the American Mr. Powell could have done after his triumph over Baghdad in 1991, even if he had studied enough Arab history to know about Saladin’s peace deal 800 years ago.

“Karim,” I said, “if you don’t get to the point more quickly, Mr. Powell would be right never to have listened to you.” 

Karim became thoughtful and remained silent for a while before reminding me of the shock he had had in 1994 when, as an insecure adolescent, he had heard the news trumpeted everywhere in the written and televised media that the Saudi king was creating jobs in Los Angeles. “Saudis Buy U.S. Jets,” announced the Time magazine headline. “Thanks to a strenuous lobbying effort by the Clinton Administration, Boeing and McDonnell Douglas will sell 50 commercial jets worth 6 billion dollars to Saudi Arabia—generating jobs for tens of thousands of Americans in the voter-rich Los Angeles and Seattle areas.”8 Of course I remembered that event and others like it when American businesspeople bragged in the press about their “achievements” in selling not only commercial but mostly military goods to helpless but oil-rich Arab Gulf states that were unable, as Saddam Hussein showed when he attacked Kuwait, to ensure even their own security. A 1995 overview of arms sales published by the U.S. Arms Control and Disarmament Agency revealed that although such sales were substantially decreasing throughout the world after the Cold War, the Middle East scored “higher than ever, with military expenditures representing 54 per cent of public outlays and 20 per cent of these countries’ GNP.”9 I understood all that and sympathized with Karim’s point of view, but I still could not see what he was driving at.

“Karim, I still don’t have a clue about the relevancy of Saladin’s strategy to our modern situation. After all, Saudi Arabia could not order the fifty commercial jets it needed from Casablanca.” I tried to speak in a maternal tone to prevent my shy informant from shutting himself up like a clam.

“Of course the Saudi king could not buy commercial jets from Casablanca,” Karim said. “But it would have been good for business and good for the planet’s security if both the king and the Boeing and McDonnell Douglas chairmen had invested part of their gains in creating ‘Internet cities’ all over the Arab world to produce first-rate engineers. American policy-makers knew even before the Gulf War that they needed to import brains from Third World countries to compensate for their demographic deficit, so why did they not think about the youth of Arab countries, whose oil wealth they needed, as an outsourcing gold mine? Many American companies fostered long-term strategies to invest in and recruit engineers from the Indian city of Bangalore. But in 1990 India had an illiteracy rate and secondary high school enrollment no different than that of our Middle East and North Africa regions!10 Nor was the technology infrastructure gap between India and our region great enough to explain why our brains were not considered good investments by American businesses.11

“Investing in modern information technology institutions to create job opportunities in our region would have helped young people like me gain competence and self-confidence. Instead we have to hang around in mediocre cybercafés, with no teachers to train us properly, and on top of that, we have to pay for each minute of access! If Mr. Powell, like Saladin, had encouraged reciprocity in business ventures for winners [Americans] and losers [Arabs], he would have condemned terrorist propagandists to absurdly unconvincing pantomimes on a planet where prosperity was evenly distributed. Promoting Arab youth as knowledge workers in information technology would have contributed to the prosperity of both America and the Middle East, first by creating needed jobs and second by creating consumers of goods and services.”

Karim stopped abruptly and stood up to say good-bye. “Ustada, I talked too much,” he mumbled as he turned to go back to the newspaper store. But I begged him to answer one last question, promising that it really would be the last.

“Where did you get your information about Saladin and about the IT boom in Bangalore?”

“Ustada! By looking at Al-Jazeera TV, of course! This TV station saved my life by allowing me to continue my education after having left the university with a diploma everyone regarded as inadequate. And believe me, its programs, which teach you the technique of jadal  [the art of controversy], helped me gain something the university failed to give me: self-confidence. Now, Ustada, I really have to go, and remember, you promised that would be your last question,” Karim added with a wide grin to signify that he was skeptical about my promise.

After he left, I ordered more tea and sat there, overwhelmed by a discovery that until then had been at the initial stage of short intuitive flashes, or lawami, as the Sufi, the mystics of Islam, call them.

The static Arab world of my generation, which was taught by our parents and teachers to “sit, obey, and be quiet,” is gone. A dynamic new Arab world has emerged, in which constant mobility in both mental and physical space, juggling with divergent opinions, and selecting from different cultures have been instinctively adopted by our youth as techniques for survival. The master educators of this new Arab world, which is still classified by the disoriented International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank as “illiteracy- ridden,” are neither the religious teachers at mosques nor the instructors at state schools and universities but the designers of satellite TV programs. I wonder if the American visionary Alvin Toffler had ever thought of the Arab world as a possible place for his futuristic “power-shift” previsions:



Knowledge, violence, and wealth, and the relationships among them, define power in society. Francis Bacon equated knowledge with power, but he did not focus on its quality or on its crucial links to the other main sources of social power. Nor could anyone until now foresee todays revolutionary changes in the relationships among these three. ...A revolution is sweeping today’s post-Bacon world. No genius in the past—not Sun-Tzu, not Machiavelli, not Bacon himself—could have imagined today’s deepest powershift: the astounding degree to which today both force and wealth themselves have come to depend on knowledge.12


As Toffler so rightly predicted, knowledge is truly revolutionary because “it can be grasped by the weak and the poor as well.”13 Arab satellite TV is enabling such a revolution by allowing freedom-of- opinion-starved young people, formerly hostages to local obedience-inspired education, to teach themselves jadal. Satellite-dispatched information is thus undermining the legitimacy of the holders of force and wealth by proving that indeed “knowledge is the most democratic source of power.”14



THE RISE OF JADAL AS THE BEST JIHAD 

In the Koran, Allah’s seventh-century book revealed to the Prophet Muhammad, the word jadal seems important because it “appears in 29 verses,” explains Abdel Magid Turki, the scholar who in 1978 reissued in Paris the Arabic original of The Art of the Techniques of Chaining the Arguments.15 It had been condemned by Arab despots and their in-house imams since its initial publication in the eleventh century; they considered it one of the most dangerous of books.16 A1 Baji, its author, reminded his readers that the best strategy for a Muslim to gain power over his enemies is to practice the technique indicated in verse 125 of Sourat 16 (An-Nahl, The Bee), which says, Reason with  them [jadilhum] in the most courteous manner.17 The genius of the Al- Jazeera team, formed by Arab men and women media professionals who gained their experience working in the London-based Arab Section of the British Broadcasting Corporation, was to reintroduce  jadal, the art of polemics and controversy, as the basic concept of their most-watched programs. Through this approach, they have recruited millions of Arab viewers since Al-Jazeera started broadcasting in 1996.18 The two most popular programs, Ar-Ra’y al Akhar(The Other Opinion) and Al-Itijah al Mu’akiss (The Opposite Direction), bring together groups with divergent opinions and encourage them to defend their positions by using jadal —logical arguments that allow the viewers to draw their own final conclusions.

A modern dictionary shows that the word jadal shares the same root as majdoul (a silk braid) or jadala (to quarrel) and ends up with  jidal, which means to contest.19 Convincing the enemy by using  jadal was the most potent method the Prophet used to preach and increase the number of his followers, explained Al Baji in his eleventh-century Muslim Spain, whose rulers were already so deeply infected by megalomaniac despotic temptations that they weakened their armies and made it easy for Christian forces to throw them out of Europe two centuries later. Jadal operates, al Baji explained through his 230-page book, on the assumption that the human brain operates rationally and that you win someone over by leading him, via a strategically ordered cascade of arguments, to adopt your own opinion. He believed this technique to be the best of all sciences, and the most important, because it is the way to understand and distinguish between what is “true” (al haq) and what is “impossible”  (muhal).20 Where jadal is used, force is unnecessary, al Baji repeated, and he cited an impressive number of Koranic verses and hadiths (the Prophet s sayings and acts) to make his point.

The art of jadal also gave Muslims a rich genre of literature called  nazar (contemplation) and hilafiayat (dissenting opinions), created during the most brilliant centuries of Islamic civilization and including the works of such thinkers as Al Ghazali (502/1111), Ibn al-Qassar (398/1007), and Ibn-al-Sa(ati (694/1295).21 Another genre often linked to this jadal literature is the A dab al Baht (how-to manuals of polite conversation), which go into the details of using body language and theatrical tricks to enhance one’s communication skills as a power base. Among the “stars” who authored such manuals were Ibn ‘Aqil (513/1119) and Samarqandi (d. 600/1657).22

When modern Muslims fighting colonization needed to tap humanist Islam in the nineteenth century to help start their nationalist movements, they had no trouble legitimizing the secularist constitutions that introduced the elected parliaments in most Muslim states today.23 (That these Muslim states managed to rig their parliamentary elections during the Cold War era is another story.) But secularism, a system whereby people elect their rulers, was brought about by enlightened Muslim religious authorities who argued the Koran and shari’a by tapping precisely this jadal tradition.24 This humanist tradition vanished when the West backed despots in the Muslim world during the Cold War era but now seems to be reemerging as triumphant as ever, thanks to information technology.

One reason why state extremism has lost ground in the Arab world is the mass exodus of channel-surfing citizens who each evening desert their national television, where only the chief is allowed to talk, and migrate happily through the dozens of satellite channels with offices in London, Dubai, Beirut, or Qatar. In the early 1990s, there were many fatwa and laws forbidding the “satanic satellite dish” in order to keep public television’s monopoly in countries such as Egypt, Iran, and especially Saudi Arabia, explained Mouna Nairn in a hilarious article published in he Monde in 1995 under the title “The Mushrooming of Satellite Dishes Is Threatening Established Powers.”25 These control-driven fatwa were badly needed by the local censors because public television stations were faced with the fatal choice to “adapt or die.”26 The Saudi regime’s attempts to silence the satellites reached its peak when it threatened to fine the owners of the diabolical product “from 36,000 to 180,000 dollars.”27

The Saudi king was not the only one who felt threatened by the devilish dish, so were many French politicians, like the mayor of Couronnes (Essonne) and Saint Cloud (hauts-Seine), who issued laws to stop their Arab migrants from using satellite dishes in the Democratic French Republic. The 36 satellites enabling 150 TV channels to broadcast across Europe threatened the French mayors of cities with large Arab populations, when they realized that the latter turned their dishes in the direction to those channels beaming Arab- only programs.



CONCLUSION: WESTERN MEDIA INCAPACITY TO REPORT ON THE INFORMATION REVOLUTION IN THE ARAB WORLD

The Western media do not seem to have the slightest clue about the information revolution that is transforming the balance of power in the Arab world by making youth autonomous as far as reality decoding and identity manufacturing and by reducing the elders who are still playing leading roles on the political stage to clownish propagandists. A significant example that revealed how ill informed the Western media are about information dynamics in the region is that Western pundits accused Al-Jazeera, the only television station the Taliban allowed in Kabul after the United States started bombing that city after September 11, of being Osama bin Laden supporters. “We have been accused before of being financed by the CIA and Mossad because we invited Americans and Israeli rulers to speak,” explained Sheikh Hamad Ibn Thamer al-Thani, the station director. “Now, we are suddenly the bin Laden platform. . . . Our only principle is the freedom of expression. . . . Everyone has the right to explain his opinion.”28 Western journalists did not know that Arab despots who have suffered damaging criticism from Al-Jazeera s jadal- based programs have accused the station of being a mercenary of extremist oil emirs. They ignored the fact that although oil emirs do finance dozens of both local and satellite TV channels, they did not manage to recruit Al-Jazeera s millions of viewers, of all classes and ages, in the Arab world. If Al-Jazeera did not respect its viewers and instead catered to a funding emir, it would have condemned itself to oblivion. Jadal is the secret of the success of the television stations that win large audiences among the huge Arab-speaking public.

Actually, Al-Jazeera played a key role in discrediting the Taliban weeks before the September 11 attacks. The Taliban’s Kabul may look much like ninth-century Baghdad, when unpopular caliphs such as the Abassid al Mu͑tadid tried to regain power by outlawing  jadal, which was the most popular form of street entertainment. In 279 of the Hijra (A.D. 892), “public announcers warned that no one was allowed to stop in the street and speak to the public, and no kadi  (judges) or munajim (astronomers) were allowed to speak at the mosque. Printers were forbidden to sell books about jadal [controversy] and falasifa [philosophy].”29

But there is a huge difference between the ninth-century Abbassid caliph and the Taliban, a difference that highlights the irreversible trend toward democratization in the Muslim world. The caliph did not have to face the risky situation Al-Jazeera inflicted on the Taliban when it invited them to convince Arab viewers, using the rules of  jadal, that destroying the Bamian statutes was in keeping with Islamic tradition. When Egyptian religious authorities argued that Islam had invaded Egypt and never destroyed pharaonic sites because those artifacts were respected as significant in world history, the Taliban were discredited when their representatives showed how little they knew about either Islam or the pharaohs.

Satellite TV is definitely not good for extremists. When the Taliban seized Kabul in 1996 and Richard Keller, the president for Pakistan operations for the petroleum giant UNOCAL, claimed the new government would “be good for us,” he did not realize that millions of viewers made a link between Islamic extremism and the American oil industry.30 It also became clear to Arab viewers where the ignorant Taliban had obtained their funding for advertising themselves as Islam’s best spokespersons. What surprised people like Brahim and Karim was that Mr. Keller thought it good for America to rely on criminals like the Taliban to secure his “way for the oil and gas pipelines he hoped to build through Afghanistan at a cost of 8 billion dollars.”31 How could it escape Mr. Keller that he was jeopardizing his wife’s and daughter’s security by associating his profit schemes, even for a short period (UNOCAL suspended its project four years later), with a group of extremists who did not share his own notions of civic virtue?32

Karim was right about the necessity to ensure that winners and losers share the same “Saladin” peace values. Evidently many Americans do share Saladin’s peace vision because many U.S.-based activists condemned UNOCAL for supporting the Taliban. However, the American courts reduced them to silence: “In September 1998 a group of Green activists asked California’s attorney general to dissolve UNOCAL for crimes against humanity and the environment and because of UNOCAL‘s relations with the Taliban,” reported Ahmed Rachid in his ominous book Taliban, which revealed that many American citizens disapproved of crossing the ethical line.33 Though this initiative failed, the UNOCA1 events revealed that terrorists can indeed be subdued if peace-nurturing citizens in both East and West know each other’s views. A tough job awaits both the Eastern and Western media: that of making sure that violence is criminalized everywhere.

When I finished writing Islam and Democracy right after the Gulf War in 1991, I talked about the huge humanist Islam potential (in the chapter “Fear of the Imam") and about the importance of the concept of controversy and  ra͑y (opinion), but I could never have guessed that only five years later information technology would allow these concepts to thrive and gain millions of viewers, thanks to satellite TV. It is this humanist Islam that the West must discover in order to shed its fears and engage the East on Saladin’s trail of peace.



Rabat, November 2001
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