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E
ach time Tunisia has 
been in ferment in the 
past five years, it has 
been over the unful-
filled dreams of its 
young people. In 

December 2010, Mohamed 
Bouazizi, 26, set himself on fire 
in Sidi Bouzid to protest against 
police harassment and humilia-
tion. In January 2016, Ridha 
Yahyaoui, 28, was electrocuted 
when he climbed a utility pole to 
draw attention to his futile 
struggle to get a job.

Bouazizi’s dreadful death set 
off the optimistically named 
“Arab spring”. Yahyaoui’s forced 
a nationwide curfew and many 
suspiciously emollient promises 
from Tunisian President Beji Caid 
Essebsi’s government.

Across the Middle East and 
North Africa region, Bouazizi’s 
and Yahyaoui’s generation seems 

hopelessly lost in the 
convulsions of time. The 
generation still at school 
may find its reality — and 
prospects — no different. 
It is, as Albert Camus said 
in 1957 of his own war-
weary generation, “heir 
to a corrupt history, in 
which are mingled fallen 
revolutions, technology 

gone mad, dead gods and 
worn-out ideologies, where 
mediocre powers can destroy 
all yet no longer know how to 
convince.”

Nobody, to paraphrase Camus, 
can ask these young people to be 
optimists. Not when the MENA 
region accounts for 15% of the 
world’s conflicts while housing 
only 5.5% of the population. The 
tensions go much beyond bloody 
wars and civil strife.

In Tunisia, 37.6% of young 
people have no job. In 
ungoverned Libya, all of them 
have no country. In war-torn 
Syria, there is no safety. In 
Iraq, there is no stability. In the 
Palestinian territories, the young 
see no way to end the brutal 
injustice of the occupation. A 
December 2011 World Bank report 
described the previous half 
century in the region as follows: 
“The distribution of conflict 
years between countries is highly 
uneven — 65% of conflict in MENA 
since 1960 occurred in Israel, the 
West Bank and Gaza, Iran, and 
Iraq. Algeria, Yemen and Morocco 
accounted for another 21%.”

It is a truly terrible map of 
trauma for an overwhelmingly 
young region. More than half its 
population is under 25; nearly 
half is of working age. How does 
this “youth bulge”, in the term 
coined by German social scientist 
Gunnar Heinsohn in the mid-
1990s, react to wars without 
end? And does the Middle East’s 
unprecedentedly youthful 
demographic affect conflict? 
Does the weight of unfulfilled 
expectations lead to greater 

discontent and more friction?
Research suggests that conflict-

countries find themselves in 
vicious cycles — with weak 
governance driving conflict, 
which further erodes governance 
and stokes the likelihood of 
renewed warfare.

The World Bank is dispiriting 
but clear about the MENA 
region’s fragility on account of 
its “disproportional number of 
conflicts”.

The causalities of war, it 
says, go beyond death as the 
result of direct combat. “Even 
more people die as a result of 
related causes, including the 
spread of infectious disease, 
the destruction of assets, the 
loss of support mechanisms and 
the diversion of government 
spending away from basic 
services,” the World Bank said. 
According to some estimates 
the number of indirect deaths 
attributable to conflict is double 
the actual number of direct 
conflict deaths in the region.

And then there are what the 
World Bank calls the “intangible 
effects on cultures, societies 
and social cohesion”. What 
does this mean? Perhaps as a 
Population Action International 
study suggested a few years 
ago, a predilection to extreme 
ways of thinking. The study 
said that conflict and instability 
in the Muslim world had left 
“large populations of idle youth 

especially prone to virulent 
strands of Islam as an alternative 
force for social mobility”.

Are the youth condemned then 
to forge, as Camus lamented, 
the art of living in times of 
catastrophe in order to be born a 
second time?

Perhaps. And it would be no 
bad thing. Rebirth can mean 
new beginnings, especially in 
the midst of chaos. Not everyone 
agrees that the region’s future is 
doom and gloom. Egyptian writer 
Tarek Osman says that Arab 
youth will rise above the previous 
generations’ failures, which they 
see all around them.

“In the 350 million Arabs today, 
the vast majority are under 30, 35 
years old,” Osman recently told 
the BBC. “If they have inherited 
so many failures they will not 
necessarily want to repeat 
them, I hope, and certainly they 
will want to escape them.” He 
discerns this happening already 
in the form of something he calls 
“entrepreneurial thinking”.

Osman is in a hopeful minority. 
Unfortunately, the more likely 
reality is that the region’s young 
— its hope and its future — cannot 
hope to make history but merely 
suffer it.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is an 
itinerant commentator on world 
affairs. Her blog can be found at 
www.rashmee.com and she is on 
Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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I
s the statement by US 
Vice-President Joe Biden — 
that the United States would 
be putting boots on the 
ground in Syria to fight the 
Islamic State (ISIS) — a 

change of heart and mind as far 
as US foreign policy is con-
cerned?

Since the outbreak of the Syrian 
civil war in 2011, President Barack 
Obama’s administration has been 
adamant that there would be 
no US troops deployed in Syria. 
Now the Obama administration 
is having second thoughts. Is this 
a last-minute attempt by Obama 
to make amends for his lack of 
interest in a turbulent Middle 
East?

Obama, who leaves the White 
House next January, is concerned 
— as all presidents before him 
were — about his legacy. While 
Obama has scored some victory 
points domestically, there is 
nothing major on foreign policy 
that his administration can claim, 
such as president Jimmy Carter 
orchestrating the Camp David 
accords that ushered in a lasting 
peace between Egypt and Israel.

But for Obama, as it was for Bill 
Clinton, attempts at rectifying 
the Middle East conflict come too 
little, too late. Similarly, Obama 
must certainly feel the pressure 
mounting as each day brings the 
inauguration of the next president 
closer.

Is the United States serious 
about sending troops to fight in 
Syria? Rumours have it that the 
101st Airborne Division, one of 
the crack units of the US Army, is 
preparing for the task.

The statement the vice-
president made after he met 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip 

Erdogan in Istanbul took 
care to underline that US 
and Turkish forces would 
deploy to fight ISIS and 
would not be involved 
in the Syrian civil war 
otherwise.

Additionally, Obama 
may feel pressured to 
act given that Russia has 
a firm foothold, which 
includes air bases and 

naval facilities, in Syria. Now 
that the Russians are there, it is 
highly unlikely they would ever 
leave the eastern Mediterranean.

In essence it would be hard to 
detect any policy change given 
that there was never any clear-cut 
policy on Syria to begin with. The 
Obama administration seemed to 
randomly pick out an opposition 
group from the plethora of forces 
opposed to Syrian President 
Bashar Assad, only to realise 
a short while later that it was 
the wrong group. Some Syrian 
opposition groups wanted to 
appear sympathetic to the United 
States so as to receive training, 
weapons and financing.

With the peace talks possibly 
restarting and the possibility of 
a major offensive by the United 
States and Turkey, is there a 
glimmer of a light at the end of 
the tunnel? On the one hand, if 
Syrian peace talks succeed, this 

may be the beginning of the end 
of the war but if they fail, would 
the United States and Turkey 
intervening militarily bring an end 
to the conflict?

That is unlikely to happen. 
There are serious doubts the peace 
talks will go anywhere given the 
disparity among the opposition 
forces. And, despite the United 
States maintaining that any forces 
committed to the Syrian theatre 
of operations are there to fight 
ISIS, there is no telling once on the 
ground how things will turn out.

Turkey has also stated that it 
would be sending troops to fight 
ISIS, which Ankara supported not 
too long ago. But Turkey has its 
own agenda and it keeping tabs on 
the Kurds.

Truth be told, chances of 

a diplomatic solution to the 
conundrum in Syria are few and 
far between as the numerous 
opposition parties spend as much 
time fighting each other as they 
are fighting their common enemy, 
the current regime in Damascus.

Nobody in this conflict seems 
to be playing straight. Just as the 
Syrian factions supported by the 
United States would not hesitate to 
turn their backs on the Americans, 
so, too, would the United States 
drop them like a hot potato should 
a better opportunity knock at the 
door. The trouble, however, is you 
don’t know who is knocking on 
the door until it’s too late.
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US Vice-President Joe Biden (L) with Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu in Istanbul, 
on January 23rd.


