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The Middle East since 1945


Stewart Ross






Meet the author


While a number of friends said I was mad to attempt a short summary of the complex recent history of so controversial a region as the Middle East, sufficient readers made kind comments about the first three editions of this book for me to believe the taxing task worthwhile. My aim in this fourth edition, as in previous ones, is to provide the student and general reader with a clear, unbiased, up-to-date and readable account of events in what has been, in recent times, one of the world’s most important regions. I hope the text will enable readers to understand better the issues they come across in the daily news and put students in a better position to move on to further studies.


Inevitably, much of what follows is current affairs rather than history. Many topics are highly controversial. They evoke strong, even violent, passions and, on occasion, raw and painful memories. I have done my level best to be objective on all issues, consulting widely and refraining from ill-considered judgement. Nevertheless, my interpretations will not always please everyone: no comment on the Middle East ever does. Please accept, though, that I write simply to inform. Opinion I leave to the reader.


Stewart Ross 2024


Note: Many of the names appearing in this book can be transliterated in a variety of ways. In general, I have adopted the form most commonly found in the Latin alphabet.
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Only got a minute?


Over the past 80 years, the states of the Middle East have faced four crucial questions: How were they to be governed? What was the relationship between religion and government? How could they best use their natural resources? What should be their attitude to capitalistic individualism, with its emphasis on personal rights?


There were no easy answers, and the responses of the rulers and the ruled were rarely in accord. The dislocation brought about by population increase and urbanization made solutions harder to find, and the search frequently brought civil war (Yemen, Iraq, Lebanon, Syria) and domestic upheaval (Iran, Egypt, Israel, Jordan).


Much of the region’s turmoil can be traced back to the framework of nation states that the Great Powers imposed on the region after World War I. Districts of the defeated and dismembered Ottoman Empire morphed into countries that, suitable or not, were designed to look like those of the victors. On this chessboard, the outside world – notably the US, Britain, France, the USSR/Russia and, increasingly, China, battled for influence and control. The people of the Middle East were their pawns.


Sometimes outsiders intervened directly (e.g. Suez 1956, Lebanon 1958 onwards, Iraq 1991 and 2003, Syria 2015). On other occasions, democracies installed or propped up absolutist regimes (e.g. Egypt, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Syria). From time to time, the people made their own voices heard, either in uprisings (e.g. Iran 1979, Intifada 1987 and 2000, the Arab Spring 2010–12) or in Islamists’ violent attempts to exert independence and return to a lost world (al-Qaeda and ISIS).


In much of this, the Middle East, one of the regions where human civilization had begun, reflected the modern world’s indecision about where it was headed.




Only got five minutes?


Over the past 80 years, the states of the modern Middle East have faced four crucial questions: How were they to be governed? What was the relationship between religion and government? How could they best use their natural resources? What should be their attitude to capitalistic individualism, with its emphasis on personal rights?


There were no easy answers, and the rulers and the ruled were rarely in accord. The dislocation brought about by population increase and urbanization made solutions harder to find, and the search frequently brought civil war (Yemen, Iraq, Lebanon, Syria) and domestic upheaval (Iran, Egypt, Israel, Jordan).


Much of the region’s turmoil can be traced back to the framework of nation states that the Great Powers imposed on the region after World War I. Districts of the defeated and dismembered Ottoman Empire morphed into countries that, suitable or not, were designed to look like those of the victors. On this chessboard, the outside world – notably the US, Britain, France, the USSR/Russia and, increasingly, China, battled for influence and control. The people of the Middle East were their pawns.


War and violence, with combatants armed or assisted by outside powers, occurred with tragic regularity. The establishment of Israel in 1948 was followed by the Arab–Israeli Wars of 1948–9, 1956, 1967 and 1973. Israeli forces made large-scale incursions into Lebanon in 1978, 1982 and 2006. Other powers, notably France and the US, intervened in Lebanon from 1958 onwards. Britain and France attacked Egypt in 1956, and the US led coalitions against Iraq in 1991 and 2003. From 2015 onwards, Russia played a major role in extending civil war in Syria.


Religion, politics, power and conflict were inextricably intertwined in these and other armed hostilities, notably in the Iran–Iraq War of 1980–8 and the seemingly endless wars within Yemen. The Shia regime in Iran worked steadily to extend its influence, backing militant factions in Iraq, Syria and Lebanon (Hezbollah). From time to time, the people made their voices heard, as in Iran’s 1979 revolution against the shah, the Palestinian Intifadas of 1987–93 and 2000–5, and the demonstrations and uprisings of the Arab Spring 2010–12.


In the minds of those living outside the region, the recent history of the Middle East is linked to what most describe as terrorism – the use of indiscriminate violence to draw attention to or further one’s cause. Before the 1980s, this was usually associated with the Palestinians. The Black September massacre at the 1972 Munich Summer Olympics stands out. By the end of the twentieth century, the Islamic terrorism of al-Qaeda and different versions of Islamic State were grabbing the headlines. The attack on the US on 11 September 2001, carried out by Saudis, forced the Middle East to the very centre of the world stage, as did the 7 October 2023 Hamas attack on Israel from Gaza and the overwhelming Israeli response.


Conurbations like Cairo swelled to gigantic proportions, while tiny settlements such as Riyadh and Dubai expanded into gleaming new cities. Water supply became a major issue, notably in the Arabian Peninsula and on the seaboard of the eastern Mediterranean. Traditional patterns of social life that had remained unchanged for centuries, especially the subservient status of women, were challenged by the thousand and one glittering manifestations of Western liberal capitalism introduced by commerce and the ubiquitous internet. The peoples of the Middle East were torn between an espousal of modernity and holding fast to their ancient heritage. The result was sometimes bizarre – Dior beneath the burka.


Under the influence of the West and the Arab Spring, rulers paid lip service to representative government and UN-style human rights, though in practice these were more overridden or ignored than upheld. By 2024, versions of democracy existed in only Israel, Iraq and, just about, in Lebanon. In 1979, Iran had established its own form of limited elective theocracy. Elsewhere, as in Jordan, Kuwait, the Gulf states, Oman and Saudi Arabia, consultative assemblies, nominated or chosen by a narrow electorate, were tolerated. Executive power, however, remained in the hands of hereditary monarchs or self-appointed dictators.


In much of this, the Middle East, one of the regions where human civilization had begun, reflected the modern world’s indecision about where it was headed.






Only got ten minutes?


There is no agreed definition of the term ‘Middle East’, that rich, volatile, highly important region where three continents meet and where the old and the new lie so starkly side by side. This summary focuses on the Arabian Peninsula, Iran, Kuwait, Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Israel–Palestine and Egypt.


For most of the states of the Middle East, the 80 years following World War II were a time of swift and dramatic transformation in demography, politics, society and economics. Rarely out of the headlines, almost all governments struggled to cope with the challenges they faced. From the 1980s onwards, the resurgence of militant Islam – frequently manifesting itself in extreme violence – added a new level of passionate complexity to the situation.


These developments took place within territories that, in most cases, were crystallizing into nation states. The region’s turmoil is often explained by the behaviour of the Great Powers after World War I: districts of the defeated Ottoman Empire were turned into countries that, suitable or not, were designed to look like those of the victors. The French had created Syria and Lebanon; Britain brought Iraq, Jordan and Palestine into existence. The last then morphed into the State of Israel, imposed on the area by the UN against the wishes of many of its inhabitants.







External intervention


External intervention, direct or clandestine, continued and became a key feature of Middle Eastern history throughout the period covered by this book. It turned the region into a sort of chessboard on which superpowers and others played their political and military games. All too often, the peoples of the region were the pawns.


Intervention was fed by the East–West Cold War (1947–90) and continued into the twenty-first century when a US-led coalition entered Iraq. Russia and other states embroiled themselves in the Syrian Civil War from 2012 onwards. France and Britain had attacked Egypt in 1956, and, starting in 1958, the US and France sent forces to Lebanon. When it suited them, democracies set morality aside to support dictators and undermine regimes considered hostile. America’s activity in Egypt between 2011 and 2014 was a good example. Russia/USSR and, increasingly, China sought to stem Western influence and support regimes like Iran that might help further their ambitions.







Israel–Palestine


American aid kept the governments of Egypt and Jordan afloat. But the principal example of a client state was Israel. Founded in war in 1948, it was fed with money and armaments, to begin with especially by Germany and France out of Holocaust guilt, then predominantly by the US. The foundation of Israel left the Palestinians a stateless people. Their grievances found expression in the formation of the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) and many acts of violence against Israel and its allies. The Israelis invariably responded with disproportionate force. Until the twenty-first century, the volatile, charismatic Yasser Arafat, head of the Fatah organization, was the undisputed leader of the Palestinian people.


In 2006–7, the leadership of the Palestinian movement split between Fatah and the Palestinian Authority (PA) in the West Bank, and the Islamist Hamas and its supporters in Gaza. While PA President Abbas sought a negotiated settlement with Israel, Hamas believed an independent Palestine would emerge only out of violent confrontation. This led to Israel–Hamas wars in which the citizens of Gaza suffered horribly.


A series of US-led peace talks, most notably those of Presidents Carter, Bush (Sr), Clinton, Obama and Trump, fell down on the same issues: the boundary between Israel and a Palestinian state, the status of Jerusalem, Israel’s settlement of areas it captured in 1967, and the right of Palestinians to return to land they had owned before the emergence of Israel. As long as these issues were unsolved, the stability of the entire region remained uncertain.







Four questions


The states of modern Middle East have faced four crucial questions: How were they to be governed? What was the relationship between religion and government? How could they best use their natural resources? What should be their attitude to capitalistic individualism, with its emphasis on personal rights?


The Western-style democracies set up by Britain and France were short-lived. Dictatorships of varying degrees of harshness appeared in Egypt, Syria and Iraq. Elsewhere, absolutist monarchy was normally the favoured form of government. In traditional states like Oman, Saudi Arabia and Jordan, as well as the sheikhdoms along the Gulf, the hand of the autocratic government generally lay lightly on those staying clear of politics and contentious religious and social issues.


Outside Israel, representative government made little headway. In Iraq, the US-imposed democracy struggled – as in Lebanon – against corruption and racial, religious and tribal factionalism. The autocracies, alarmed by the Arab Spring of 2010–1, created consultative assemblies but kept real power in their own hands. Where they existed, elections and plebiscites were invariably unfree. Iran established its own form of nominally elective theocracy.


Traditional patterns of social life that had remained unchanged for centuries, especially the subservient status of women, were challenged by a thousand and one glittering manifestations of Western liberal capitalism introduced by commerce and the ubiquitous internet. The traditional solidarity of families, clans, sects and regions was badly shaken.


Conurbations like Cairo swelled to gigantic proportions, while tiny settlements such as Riyadh and Dubai expanded into gleaming new cities. Water supply became a major issue, notably in the Arabian Peninsula and on the seaboard of the eastern Mediterranean. In desert areas, the nomadic way of life was disappearing fast. As a consequence, the peoples of the Middle East were torn between an espousal of modernity and holding fast to their ancient heritage. The result was sometimes bizarre – Dior beneath the burka.







Conflict and war


For many of the reasons outlined above, conflict and war were all too frequent trademarks of the Middle East in the years after 1945.
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The crossroads of the world


This chapter will cover:




	definitions of the Middle East


	the region’s physical geography


	its diverse racial and social mix


	the religions of the Middle East.





What is the Middle East?


Mick Jackson’s award-winning film for television Threads (BBC, 1984), exploring the effects of nuclear war on Western civilization, was criticized in some circles as overly fanciful. One of the film’s principal assumptions, however, was never challenged: World War III would be sparked by events in the Middle East. Jackson’s warning may not be as certain as it was 40 years ago, but it still resonates.


WHY?


The roots of today’s conflict and instability in the Middle East twist deep into the soil of history, far beyond the compass of this book, to biblical times. One may even speculate whether they lie deeper still, in the prehistoric millennia when the great continents were formed. For the Middle East is the only region on earth where three continents meet. Here, in a gigantic crossroads between Europe, Asia and Africa, peoples from east, west, north and south have come together over the centuries to trade, exchange views, worship – and make war.


Before going further, we need to be clear about our terms. Defining the ‘Middle East’ is fraught with difficulty because, at the simplest level, ‘east’ and ‘west’ are relative to one’s vantage point: speaking literally, India is Egypt’s ‘middle east’, and so on. The US State Department and some United Nations (UN) bodies, sticking to an older, more logical and geographically precise stance than most, prefer ‘Near East’ for the region lying between the Mediterranean Sea and the Indian Ocean. But this does not avoid another problem.


As many scholars have pointed out, to English speakers ‘the East’ remains a value-laden expression. Australians, inhabitants of the East but European-American in culture, are traditionally made honorary Westerners. ‘Middle East’ is a European phrase whose current usage comes from the World War II command structure of the British Army. It is far from ideal to persevere with a label which, to some minds, still carries imperialist overtones. A suitable alternative might be ‘the Levant’, but this is rarely used nowadays.


Finally, commentators rarely agree on a precise geographical definition of the Middle East. This book takes in Lebanon, Palestine/Israel and Egypt along the eastern seaboard of the Mediterranean, Syria and Jordan further inland, Iraq and Iran bordering the Persian Gulf, and the Arabian Peninsula states of Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Oman, the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Kuwait. A broader approach might embrace Greece, all the Arab states of North Africa, Sudan, Afghanistan, Cyprus and Turkey. Our narrower definition excludes – with one exception – all states that play in the Union of European Football Associations (UEFA) Champion’s League football competition or that participate in the Eurovision Song Contest. The exception is Israel. But as we will see, Israel was often the odd one out in Middle Eastern affairs.


The geography of the Middle East


SEAWAYS


Seen from space, the Middle East is largely a patchwork of browns and yellows within blue borders. This simplified view reveals basic truths about the region’s history. The prevalent dun colour of the land reminds us that much of it is barren and inhospitable, making the few fertile areas – the splashes of green amid the swathes of beige – all the more valuable and sought after. A great deal of Middle Eastern turmoil since the ending of World War II has been about who controls this favoured terrain.


The blue areas are, of course, the sea. Here again simple geography teaches a vital lesson. The multiplicity and complexity of the region’s seaways emphasize their importance to world trade. In 1945 they were perhaps even more important than today. The reason was the Suez Canal, the 163-km (101-mile) link between the Mediterranean and the Red Sea constructed with great difficulty almost 150 years ago by the remarkable French engineer Ferdinand de Lesseps. Ever since its completion in November 1869, the canal has offered virtually all vessels a fuel- and time-saving short cut on the journey between Europe and Asia. It was in the interest of all nations with ambitions of world influence to see that such a vital waterway, described by the British prime minister Anthony Eden as ‘Britain’s windpipe’, remained safe and open to all.




Insight


As the maximum draft for vessels using the Suez Canal is 20.1 m (66 ft), a few supertankers offload some of their cargo before entering then reload at the other end. Operations concluded in 2015 widened and deepened the waterway and increased its capacity with a stretch of parallel canal. Further improvements are planned.





At the northern end of the Suez Canal lies the Mediterranean, the sea that joins the Middle East to Europe, the Atlantic and the Americas. This alone gives it key strategic importance. At the close of World War II this importance was paramount because the eastern Mediterranean, via the Dardanelles and the Black Sea, was the Soviet Union’s only southerly link with the world’s oceans.


Leaving the Suez Canal at its southern end, the great majority of ships sail down the Gulf of Suez, through the steamy Red Sea and into the Indian Ocean. From here they have access to any number of destinations in the eastern hemisphere. One or two, however, may take an altogether different course, turning north-east after leaving the Suez Gulf and entering the narrower Gulf of Aqaba through the Straits of Tiran. At its northern end lie two towns, Aqaba and Eilat. In 1945, this was also the meeting point of three frontiers, making it a likely trouble spot.


Another such unstable area was encountered by ships that chose to bear to port (left) after passing the British base at Aden and followed the Arabian coastline until a seaway appeared in the north-west. This is the Arabian (or Persian, depending on one’s politics or education) Gulf, a strip of sea dividing Arabia from Iran and giving the states along its shores access to the wider world. Today, as they have done for nigh on a century, tanker after tanker passes through its narrow neck at the Straits of Hormuz laden with oil and gas for the world’s vehicles, industries and homes.


For its seaways alone, in 1945 the Middle East was a region of supreme strategic importance.


RIVERS AND LAKES


The Middle East is arid, and getting more so as the earth gets warmer. Rainfall is generally slight and erratic; in the inland desert areas it rarely exceeds 80 mm (5 in.) a year. The entire Arabian Peninsula contains only one river that flows all the year round. Throughout the region life-sustaining water is found mostly underground, emerging on the surface only in oases or through bore holes. The two exceptions are the Nile in North Africa, and the Tigris–Euphrates, which rises in Turkey and flows through Syria and Iraq to the head of the Persian Gulf. Until quite recently, a third great river, the Jordan, ran south from Lake Galilee (aka the Sea of Galilee). Today over-extraction has reduced it to little more than a large stream.


Many millennia ago, these broad rivers were among the umbilical cords of human civilization. Beside their waters appeared some of the most significant of all human achievements: farming, cities, law, the wheel and writing – the rest, one might say, has been mere footnotes. Be that as it may, the cords were cut long ago and the footnotes are now our major concern.


The magnificent heritage of the river civilizations of Mesopotamia and ancient Egypt serves as an important reminder to those raised in other cultures never to underestimate or take for granted the peoples of this fertile crescent. They may not be at the forefront of today’s technology, but they are acutely aware that they were planting crops and erecting awe-inspiring palaces when the rest of the world was eking out a living by scavenging and hunting. Furthermore, as we shall see below, these people gave the world the three great monotheistic religious faiths whose tenets underpin much of the morality of the modern world. It is a heritage of which the region is justly proud, and its people do not take kindly to outsiders telling them – or even directing them – how to manage their own affairs.


Politically speaking, a river is either a uniting force or a boundary. In the case of the Nile and the Tigris–Euphrates it is the former, the very lifeblood and raison d’être of, respectively, Egypt and Iraq. Now, as in 1945, the Jordan is somewhat different. It had not always been so. Like the Nile, in biblical times the Jordan had been a unifying artery through a dry land. Dreamers and idealists hope that one day it will serve the same purpose again.


The depleted Jordan is also geographically unlike the region’s two great waterways in that it does not reach the open sea. Indeed, it is the furthest below sea level (400 m/1,300 ft at its southern end) of any river in the world. It rises on the slopes of Mount Hermon on the borders of Syria and Lebanon, flows into the Sea of Galilee, where it pauses for a while before meandering south through a huge rift valley to perish, along with any fish that venture that far, in the salty graveyard of the Dead Sea. The Hebrew author who located Sodom and Gomorrah, the biblical cities of infertile sin, on the shores of this lifeless expanse was not without a grim sense of humour.



[image: The darker shading is higher ground. Map labelled ‘The Near East c. 2024.’ Check long description for details.]



Long description:

A map of an area commonly known as the Near East, stretching from Ethiopia in the south to southern Russia and Kazakhstan in the north, and from the Mediterranean Sea in the west to the Straits of Hormuz in the east. Drawn in 2024, it shows the states, seas, rivers and other prominent geographical features. End of long description.







Figure 1.1 The Near East c. 2024. The darker shading is higher ground.




Insight


As knowledge of the common Jewish–Christian–Islamic heritage is essential for understanding today’s Middle East, readers are advised to develop at least a nodding acquaintance with the traditional tales found in the Old Testament and the Quran.





TOWNS AND CITIES


In 1945, the people of the Middle East lived where they had always done – where there was water. This meant essentially three types of settlement. First there were the coastal towns and cities that made money from trade (Port Said and Alexandria in Egypt, for example), fishing (Gaza in Palestine) and, in a few cases, pilgrimage (Jedda in Saudi Arabia). Many were small, somewhat run down and hampered by poor transport links inland. An interesting exception was the historic Palestinian port of Jaffa, at one time or another governed by ancient Egyptians, the Israelites, the Assyrians, Alexander the Great, the Turks and Richard the Lionheart. In the early twentieth century, its history took another twist when Jewish immigrants founded a new suburb which they called the ‘Hill of Spring’, or Tel Aviv. Swelled by successive waves of Jewish immigrants, by 1945 Tel Aviv–Jaffa was Palestine’s largest city and second in importance only to Jerusalem.


The cities of the rivers formed another distinct group of settlements. The greatest were Cairo and Baghdad, thriving and exciting metropolises by any standards, with all the advantages and disadvantages of city life. Perhaps we should also add Damascus to this list as it draws water from the River Barada before the stream disappears again into the desert. The Syrian capital is probably the world’s oldest continuously inhabited settlement.


The river cities of Iran included several in the west athwart waters that flowed into the Persian Gulf, and three ancient capitals. These were Shiraz, famous for its wine, gardens and poets, Isfahan, the city of azure mosques, and Tehran, where the ‘Big Three’ of Stalin, Roosevelt and Churchill gathered in the latter stages of World War II to hammer out a post-war division of the spoils.


The third group of settlements were the oases. Into this category came some of the great cities of the early twenty-first century, particularly the Saudi capital of Riyadh and the Jordanian capital of Aman (the ‘royal David’s city’ of the Christmas carol). In 1945, both were pale shadows of what they were to become. Riyadh, in particular, was little more than a straggle of mudbrick houses, mosques and tatty, ramshackle palaces set about a confluence of stony wadis (dry riverbeds that run only occasionally). Far more important were the Muslim holy cities of Mecca and Medina, both a fair distance from the Red Sea and some height above sea level.


Peoples and societies


ARAB NATIONALISM


The Middle East is widely associated with the word ‘Arab’. This, unfortunately, adds little to our understanding of the region. Before the emergence of Islam almost 1,400 years ago, an Arab was someone, almost certainly a nomad, who lived on the Arabian Peninsula. Around them dwelt such varied Semitic peoples as Syrians, Persians, Egyptians, Jews, Babylonians and so forth, all speaking their own languages. With Islam the situation became more complex because Arabic, the language of the Arabian Peninsula and now the Quran, became the formal language of much of the Middle East. This has left us with only one reasonably coherent definition of an Arab: someone who speaks the Arabic language.


In the second half of the nineteenth century, nationalism burned bright across Europe. As well as forging the German and Italian nations, it rattled the British in Ireland and helped create a host of small but fiercely patriotic states in the Balkans. The reverberations were felt in the Middle East, too, where, from the 1860s onwards, Arab intellectuals began to talk of an Arab nation. The romantic concept rested on three legs – two historical, one linguistic. The first was the shared past of the people who had spread Islam; the second the common heritage of an empire (the Caliphate) that at its height had been larger than that of the Romans; and the third a common language. The Arab ‘awakening’ found its first voices in literary and scientific societies. One of its earliest focal points was the Syrian Protestant College of Beirut, later to become the American University of that city. As we shall see in the next chapter, during World War I, Arab nationalism moved into the political sphere when Arabs helped the Allies dismantle the empire of the Ottoman Turks which had previously encompassed all Arab lands.


By the 1920s, Arab nationalism was going nowhere. It was increasingly in competition with the individual nationalisms of the Egyptians, Iraqis, Syrians, Jordanians, Lebanese, Saudis and others. Politicians and poets of the time – like the Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein in more recent years – liked to talk of Pan-Arabism, a coming together of all Arabic-speaking peoples, but no individual or group emerged as a focal point around which they might coalesce. The concept was still there in 1945, but it was no nearer realization than it had been at the beginning of the century.


DIVERSITY


Anyone who has travelled across the Middle East will be instantly aware why Arab nationalism has made so little headway. The majority of people might understand the same holy Quranic language, but the local variations used in everyday life by Arabic speakers are as numerous today as they were 50 years ago. Even something simple like the numbers one to ten sound very different in the mouths of, say, Lebanese, Saudis and Egyptians. It is not just a matter of accent, either. Common words and phrases also vary widely. Not only that, but each speaker normally insists that their dialect is closest to the Quranic original. Consequently, to adapt a phrase often used about the Americans and the British, the Arabs are a people divided by a common language.




Insight


Just one simple example of how Arabic can vary from place to place: in Arabia the number three (3) is pronounced ‘thalatha’, while the Lebanese use ‘tlété’. Arab friends assure me that they can tell where Arabic speakers are from the moment they open their mouths!





Shared ethnic ancestry is not an essential component of nationalism, but it does help. Here again Arab nationalism ran into problems. Although the majority of the peoples of the Middle East were originally Semitic, over the millennia any vestige of racial exclusivity – an unpleasant concept at the best of times – had totally disappeared. This is backed up by a glance at the figurative art of the ancient Egyptians: their land was evidently populated by a broad racial mix thousands of years ago.


The situation at the close of World War II was further complicated by the existence of numerous Middle Eastern groups who did not regard themselves as Arab. The largest in number were the Farsi-speaking Iranians, heirs to a very different culture from much of the rest of the region. Even within Iran itself there was a host of separate tribes, languages and dialects. Iraq, with its sizeable population of Kurds, was similarly diverse. In 1914, Baghdad had the largest concentration of Jews in the entire Middle East. Other cultural and linguistic minorities scattered across the region included Armenians, Turks, Nubians and Greeks. Claiming the right to establish a separate state of their own, by far the most troublesome minority were the Jews of Palestine.


Diversity was as much social as racial and linguistic. In many parts of the region, structures of society that had lasted for centuries were still largely intact. With some exceptions, at the basic level it took the form of the traditional family headed by the father or husband. This patriarchal pattern was repeated in the tribe, clan or extended family, giving society a semi-feudal structure of small, highly independent units. One feature of this fragmented and very personal arrangement was that local loyalty was usually stronger than loyalty to the state or its government. Indeed, as we shall see in Chapter 2, in several areas the concept of the nation state was only just beginning to take hold. Even in the twenty-first century, it was still competing with more traditional allegiances. For example, the Iraqi regime of Saddam Hussein relied heavily on members of his clan, the Bejat, and their tribal allies around the town of Tikrit.


The division between town and countryside – house dwellers and tent dwellers – had long been another pronounced feature of the region. During the twentieth century, it tended to accentuate as the gap between lifestyles changed. Western influences – cars, dress, social customs, liberal education and a different attitude towards women – were increasingly noticeable in the big cities, the ports of the Mediterranean seaboard and areas where a few families were growing rich on the income provided by oil. In such places public pronouncements on the traditional lifestyle were often divided, swinging between singing its praises when challenged by the West, to mocking it as primitive and backward in the company of urban compatriots. Since at least the end of World War I, in some Arab-speaking lands the term ‘Bedu’ – a traditional nomadic tribesman – was being used as a term of abuse.


Nowhere was the divide in the Arab world clearer than between Egypt and the rest of the Arabic-speaking areas. Subject to prolonged Western influence for well over a century, and with a population larger than those of Arabia, Syria, Lebanon, Palestine and Transjordan combined, flourishing industry, an established bureaucracy and a sophisticated banking system, Egypt was an anathema among its traditional-minded neighbours. It would have taken a minor miracle to persuade it to combine with them into anything resembling an Arab nation state.


Religion


No picture of the Middle East in 1945, or at any time, is complete without more than a passing reference to religion. The region is, after all, the birthplace of Judaism, Christianity and Islam (in chronological order of inception). The spiritual heart of all three remains in the lands where they originated. It is, of course, too simplistic to say that the turmoil that has wracked the area in recent years is purely or even largely religious in origin – no more were the medieval Crusades, those ultimately unsuccessful attempts by Western Christians to conquer and hold the Muslim-controlled holy places of the Bible. Nevertheless, as well as inspiring and supporting believers, religion invariably spiced the rhetoric of Middle Eastern conflict. We cannot go any further, therefore, until the complex vocabulary and background of the three faiths involved are understood.


JUDAISM


Judaism, the religion of the Jews, was the only one of the three major Middle Eastern religions linked to a specific people. (Islam was tied to a language, Arabic, but not to a race.) At its heart lay the belief that the one God – creator of the universe and the embodiment of divine love and divine justice – had chosen the Jews to be the vehicle of His way: ‘For you are a people consecrated to the Lord your God: of all the peoples on earth the Lord your God chose you to be His treasured people’ (Deuteronomy). The Jews’ very personal God had made a pact (covenant) with them: in return for being His chosen people they were to obey His pattern and structure of life set out in His teaching (the Torah). As long as they did this, one day all other people would recognize God’s ways and follow them too. Then the whole earth would bear witness to the love, peace and justice of God.


Another part of God’s covenant involved giving His people a specific land. This was Israel. With its sacred capital of Jerusalem, at its largest (known as ‘Greater Israel’ in the twentieth century) it had once stretched beyond the east bank of the River Jordan. However, for a series of complex reasons, by late Roman times very few Jews actually lived in the promised land. They had been dispersed (the Diaspora) and lived in small, mostly urban communities around Europe and, to a lesser extent, the Middle East. A few went back to Israel – the Holy Land – on pilgrimage, and a tiny number still lived there. For the great majority, however, the idea of returning to Israel was not a practical concept but a religious one. Going back to the promised land was equated with the establishment of perfect peace and harmony on earth.


At least that is how it was seen until the later nineteenth century.


Christian Europe had rarely treated the Jews well or even fairly. As a distinctive minority, they were an obvious target for racial hatred, a tendency reinforced by the Roman Catholic Church when it condemned them as the people who had killed Jesus Christ. Even more unjustly, in the nineteenth century an unholy alliance of the political right and the Roman Catholic and Orthodox Churches blamed the Jews for conspiring to bring about the excesses of the French Revolution.




Insight


For many centuries, the liturgies of both the Orthodox and Roman Catholic Christian churches contained disparaging references to the Jews. Phrases used included ‘an impious and law-breaking people’ (Orthodox) and ‘the swarm of deicides [god-killers]’ (Roman Catholic).





At different times during the century, Russia, France, Syria, Hungary and several other states witnessed outbreaks of cruel anti-Semitism. The nineteenth century was also the age of nationalism. Understandably, therefore, a number of Jews began to link the ancient concept of a return to the promised land (Israel) with modern nationalism. In other words, if the Germans, Italians, Serbs, and so forth could have their own state, why not the Jews? The name adopted by the new movement was ‘Zionism’. It derived from ‘Zion’, a poetic name for Israel.


Zionism was never a single, clear-cut movement. There were some for whom it represented a religious ideal, while others saw it as a political expedient to provide the Jews with a safe haven. Whatever the motives, since the obvious place for the establishment of a Jewish homeland was where it had been in biblical times, by 1945 the turmoil that Zionism was causing in Palestine was beginning to impact upon the entire region (see Chapter 3).


CHRISTIANITY


The Jewish faith spoke of a redeemer who would reconcile humankind to God. Christians believed that in Jesus Christ they had found this redeemer. Born in Bethlehem to humble parents, Jesus had been crucified outside Jerusalem by the Romans (with the connivance of the Jewish authorities), and had then supposedly come back to life for a while. According to accounts written shortly afterwards – the New Testament of the Bible – he had also proclaimed himself to be the long-expected redeemer: none other than the Son of God. He was reported to have performed miracles that bore out his supernatural powers.


Eventually adopted by the Roman Empire, Christianity spread far more widely than Judaism had ever done. Although it accepted aspects of its Jewish heritage, such as God’s Ten Commandments (laws) for living a righteous life, it was a much less specific, more metaphysical faith than Judaism. According to the New Testament, unlike Judaism and, later, Islam, Jesus did not set down a practical code for holy living, nor did he exclude any people or race from becoming Christian. His two basic tenets were to love God and love your neighbour as yourself. God Himself was perceived less as a human-type being and more of an embodiment of love.


A faith based upon such abstract foundations was open to widely differing interpretations. These manifested themselves in dramatic schisms within the ‘Church’, as the body of Christians was known. Very simply, those following the leadership of the pope in Rome separated from the Orthodox Church centred on Constantinople (today’s Istanbul). Then the Orthodox Church split between Greek and Russian varieties, and the Roman Church into Catholics and Protestants. There were also all kinds of lesser divisions, such as the Coptic Christians of Abyssinia (Ethiopia) and the Maronites of Syria, not to mention the myriad divisions within Protestantism.


One thing all these various Christian Churches had in common was a shared history with the Jews and a veneration for the places in Palestine where Jesus had lived, taught and died. In spite of this, Christians amounted to less than 5 percent of the population of the Middle East in 1945.


ISLAM


Islam, which means literally ‘surrender’ (to God or ‘Allah’), was the historical successor to Judaism and Christianity. Inheriting aspects of both, it accepted the biblical figures of Noah, Moses and Jesus as true prophets. It reserved the position of last and greatest prophet for Mohammad, a seventh-century inhabitant of the Arabian town of Medina who, Muslims believe, received God’s word. As it was delivered to him via the Angel Gabriel, Mohammad had it written down in the Quran. Hence the basic Muslim profession of faith: ‘There is no god but God; Mohammad is the prophet of God.’


The Quran, backed up by early traditions set out in the Hadith, forms the basis of the Muslim faith. Indeed, compared with Christianity, it was rather more than a faith: it was also a set of specified religious practices and, more widely, a whole way of life. These closely linked Islam to politics and gave rise to the concept of the Islamic state. Before the twentieth century, the idea of an Islamic country having a non-sectarian government was an anathema. This way of thinking was revived in the later twentieth century when states such as Iran attempted to return to a unified Islamic government, law (Sharia law, based on the Quran and the sayings of the Prophet) and culture.




Insight


The extent to which the Quran should be interpreted literally or metaphorically is the subject of intense and often bitter debate. Non-theologians are advised to steer well clear.





Islam’s strengths were many and real. Its blunt simplicity gave believers certainty and self-confidence: they had accepted the right way and so were destined for a heaven redolent with physical (according to some theologians) as well as spiritual delights. The unwavering rituals of prayer five times a day, the annual fast and the once-in-a-lifetime pilgrimage to Mecca settled the lives of believers within a secure and reassuring framework. The faith’s emphasis on community – the essential equality of all believers and the need for the wealthy and fortunate to support those less well positioned than themselves – helped give the faith a mass following.


The holy texts of Islam, like those of all faiths, are open to interpretation. From time to time, some Muslims have believed that their faith justified violence against those they considered unbelievers. Much of the faith’s early expansion was carried out by a holy war (‘jihad’) that established a Muslim empire, or Caliphate, stretching from India to Spain. The conquered were presented with the choice between conversion to Islam or taxation (Jews and Christians), or death (pagans). From time to time since then, extreme Muslim groups (Islamists) have resurrected the concept of jihad to justify armed resistance to perceived oppression or to enforce conversion.


The contest for the position of caliph – head of the Muslim political-religious state – was sometimes accompanied by astonishing cruelty. The first caliph of the Abbasid dynasty, for instance, broadcast his ruthlessness by taking the name as-Saffah or ‘Blood-shedder’. Violence also manifested itself in brutal punishments handed down in some fundamentalist societies. In recent times, a number of scholars have argued that these, like the veiling of women, were based on tribal custom and not Islam.


Despite the precise nature of many of its teachings, Islam, like other faiths, has had its fair share of schism and split. The largest and most enduring began as a dispute over the leadership of the movement and went on to acquire distinctly separate theological positions. The majority, comprising mostly Arab Muslims, were the Sunni. The minority, based originally in Iran (Persia), were the Shia.


Other sects include the Isma’ili, the Ahmadiyah and, perhaps, the Druze, although there is some dispute whether the last are really Muslims at all.


Unfortunately for the peace of the Middle East, the Muslims, just like the Jews and Christians, regard Jerusalem as a holy city. It was the direction in which Muslims originally faced when praying and, according to tradition, was the place from which Mohammad once physically ascended into heaven. In short, a place well worth fighting for.


Summary


This is the colourful stage on which our tragic drama is set. In some ways, the Middle East in 1945 was little different from what it had been 500 years previously. It was still a largely barren region where water sources and fertile land were jealously guarded. Despite the widespread and uniting prevalence of the Arabic language and the Muslim faith, there remained startling differences between city and desert, interior and coast, Africa and Asia, rich and poor. In other words, it was as mysterious, proud, fragmented, diverse and unquestionably important as ever.


Nevertheless, the previous 50 years had seen crucial changes. First, the developed world’s thirst for oil was making the region, where the largest deposits of the liquid gold were to be found, among the most strategically vital on earth. Second, at the end of World War I the Middle East’s dominant power, the Turkish Ottoman Empire, had collapsed. In its place had sprung up an unstable patchwork of uneasily independent states and territories governed by imperial European powers. Finally, the traditional settlement pattern was threatened by a determined attempt to establish in the region the entirely new state of Israel.


The story of these developments, completing the picture of the Middle East in 1945, is the subject of the next chapter.




THINGS TO REMEMBER




	The Western phrase ‘Middle East’ is no more than a term of convenience for a region with no specific or agreed boundaries.


	However it is defined, the Middle East – the only region on earth where three continents meet – is of undeniable strategic importance.


	Over the last century and a half, the construction of the Suez Canal and the exploitation of the Middle East’s oil and gas resources have enormously added to the region’s importance.


	Rapidly growing populations have put the region’s relatively scarce water resources under mounting pressure.


	The earliest recorded human civilizations originated in the Middle East, affording the region a history of unparalleled richness.


	The great cities of the Middle East are largely situated on the coast, on a river or around an oasis.


	The majority – but by no means all – of the Middle East’s populations are Arab, a term that means little more than a speaker of Arabic.


	In a region in which the nation state is a relatively new introduction, the family and the clan are often the strongest social bonds.


	The three great monotheistic faiths – Judaism, Christianity and Islam – all originated in the Middle East.


	Judaism, Christianity and Islam are umbrella terms that cover a wide range of distinct groupings and sects.
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States and mandates: Middle Eastern politics to the end of World War II


This chapter will cover:




	the collapse of the Ottoman Empire


	Allied plans for the Middle East made during World War I


	the emergence of new independent states by 1945


	the continuation of British and French power in the region.





Ottoman collapse


At the beginning of the twentieth century, the governments of the Great Powers of Europe showed no special interest in the Middle East, and that of the US even less. As long as shipping passed through its waters uninterrupted, pilgrims made their way unmolested to its holy places, and a growing volume of oil flowed from its wells in the Gulf, they were by and large content. The prevailing masters – the relatively easy-going Ottoman and Persian Empires – were permitted to run their own shows without undue interference. For what was on offer, the cost and political danger of large-scale intervention was simply not worth it. As a consequence, the Middle East (or Levant) was a region of relative peace and calm.


The Turkish Ottoman Empire, with its ancient capital of Constantinople (Istanbul), had dominated the Middle East for 400 years. For about half this period – at least since the emergence of Russia as a major power – Ottoman authority had commonly been regarded as ‘in decline’. However, unlike the British Empire, which in the twentieth-century world would suffer a political heart attack and pass away almost overnight, its Turkish counterpart took a remarkably long time to pass away. It was still breathing in 1900, although it had lost almost all its possessions in Europe. Elsewhere, Western imperial powers had helped themselves to bits they wanted: the Russians in the Caucasus, the French in Algeria and Tunisia, and the British in Cyprus, Egypt and some grubby coaling stations and sandy ports around the fringe of the Arabian Peninsula. Finally, after a fresh wave of depredations shortly before World War I, the Ottomans were left with the rump of an empire that embraced, roughly speaking, the modern states of Turkey, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan and Israel–Palestine.




Insight


Such was the paralysis within the later nineteenth-century Ottoman administration that almost the entire imperial navy, the third largest in the world, remained rotting in port for nigh on 30 years.





The eventual demise of the Ottoman Empire was brought about by its decision to join World War I on the side of the Central Powers (Germany, Austria – Hungary and Bulgaria). Turkish armies, fighting throughout the Middle East, tied down many Allied troops and inflicted notable reverses upon them in Mesopotamia (modern Iraq), on the Gallipoli peninsula and in the Caucasus. In the end, though, single successes did not add up to an overall victory, and on 30 October 1918 the demoralized and near-bankrupt Ottomans signed an armistice.


Three agreements


For some while, the Allies had been discussing what to do with Ottoman possessions when World War I ended.



[image: Map labelled ‘The Middle East around the time of World War I.’ Check long description for details.]



Long description:

A map of the Middle East around the time of the outbreak of World War I, 1914. It shows states, regions, provinces and prominent geographical features such as rivers. End of long description.







Figure 2.1 The Middle East around the time of World War I.


Before Russia succumbed to a communist revolution, the British and French had even suggested that the tsar might like to take Istanbul and control of the Dardanelles as part of the spoils of a victorious war. It is anyone’s guess whether they meant to honour such generous terms. Of several other wartime agreements concerning Ottoman possessions, at least three were highly contentious.


THE MCMAHON–HUSSEIN CORRESPONDENCE


The first may be found amid the lengthy correspondence between Sir Henry McMahon, the British consul-general in Egypt, and Hussein bin Ali, the grand sharif or emir (in reality a sort of hereditary governor) of Mecca. McMahon headed one of the 20 or so British government departments with a finger in the Middle Eastern pie. Hussein was a clever if enigmatic figure. As head of the respected Hashemites, a tribe (blood-related ‘clan’ might be more accurate) descended from the Prophet Muhammad, and guardian of the Muslim holy cities of Mecca and Medina, he had as good a claim as anyone to speak for the Islamic Arab ‘nation’. Because the emir’s allegiance to the Ottomans was shaky, McMahon took it upon himself to persuade Hussein, by correspondence, to come over to the Allied side.


From a British point of view, the correspondence course was a great success. The Arabs, led by Hussein’s son Faisal and assisted and perhaps even inspired by the able and eccentric self-publicist T. E. Lawrence ‘of Arabia’, rose up in the Hejaz (Western Arabia) and drove north to link up with British forces in Palestine. This was all very gallant and dramatic, but what precisely had these dashing, robe-clad Arab irregulars been fighting for?


The Arabs believed McMahon had offered independence to all Arab lands excepting certain ‘portions of Syria lying to the west of the districts of Damascus’ (Sir Henry McMahon, 24 October 1914). Apart from the fact that the British government – whatever their man in Cairo said – had little intention of surrendering control over so vast a region to unknown forces, the wording of the agreement itself is unclear. Part of the problem lies in the translation between English, a fairly specific language, and the more poetic Arabic. Unjustly and probably in a fit of frustrated pique, one European specialist wrote a few years later that each word of Arabic had five meanings: the original one, the opposite, a literary meaning unconnected to the first two, something to do with a camel, and something obscene. The nature of the ‘districts of Damascus’ and the precise ‘portions’ of territory have been hotly disputed. Did the latter, for instance, include Palestine? And if they did, what were the boundaries of that inexact area?


THE SYKES–PICOT AGREEMENT


From a practical point of view, the McMahon–Hussein agreement was rendered largely irrelevant by a secret understanding negotiated by the vigorous British diplomat Sir Mark Sykes and his French counterpart François Georges-Picot. In simple terms, to keep the Russians out of the region, the Sykes–Picot Agreement divided the Middle East into five parts. Britain and France were each to have an area they controlled directly and another that lay within their ‘sphere of influence’. The huge British sphere contained a rather vague ‘Independent Arab State’. The fifth area was the ‘international sphere’ of Palestine.


THE BALFOUR DECLARATION


The third Middle Eastern agreement was more of a one-sided announcement. In November 1917, the intellectual British foreign secretary, Arthur James Balfour, declared that, ‘His Majesty’s Government viewed with favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people.’ Although many reasons have been suggested for Britain’s willingness at this point to back the idea of a Jewish homeland in the Middle East, none of them is entirely convincing. In the end, though, the motive was irrelevant. What did matter was that the world’s foremost imperial power had given its blessing to the idea of a homeland in the Middle East for a specific racial group. Moreover, they had done so without consulting either those already living there or someone – perhaps Emir Hussein? – who might speak on their behalf.




Insight


Few historical documents have proved as controversial as the Balfour Declaration. While it is still condemned throughout the Arab world, Israelis celebrate the date of its signing, 2 November, as ‘Balfour Day’.





These three examples of imperial diplomacy proved crucial to the way the Middle East would develop after the dissolution of the Turkish Empire. The next step, therefore, is to examine how this wartime chicanery impacted upon the region in the post-Ottoman era.


The Arabian Peninsula


SAUDI ARABIA


The British might have backed the Grand Sharif Hussein of Mecca as the principal power in the region of Arabia, but at least one of his neighbours believed the choice to be wrong. This was the virile and intelligent Abdulaziz Al Saud, a shortened version of a name which, in full, reads like an exercise in Old Testament genealogy. In the early twentieth century, Abdulaziz had captured the oasis town of Riyadh and established it as the capital of his desert state.


This vigorous princedom combined Bedouin toughness with the puritan fanaticism of a fundamentalist Islamic sect known as the Wahabites. Nominally loyal to the Ottomans before World War I, during the conflict Abdulaziz received British subsidies. Afterwards the man the West knew as simply Al Saud (‘The Saud’) allowed his aggressive followers to expand his domain in several directions, most notably into Hussein’s territory of the Hejaz. For a time Abdulaziz ruled as King of the Hejaz and Sultan of the Najd (Arabia’s barren interior) before establishing himself as the absolute and independent king of Saudi Arabia (1932).


The new state’s status rose sharply during World War II, when its vast oil reserves began to be exploited energetically by Aramco (the Arabian American Oil Company). Foreign workers appeared, as did more welcome foreign money. To a people whose way of life had in many respects altered little since the days of the Prophet himself, it was often confusing, sometimes alarming.


YEMEN


In Roman times, because of its comparatively fertile climate and superb position as a commercial entrepôt, Yemen was known as ‘Arabia Felix’ (‘Fortunate Arabia’). Sadly, like a woman exploited for her beauty, Yemen’s natural bounty brought it an unfortunate history. In the nineteenth century, it was divided between the Ottoman-held north and the British-held south. With the collapse of Ottoman power, North Yemen became independent while the South remained British.


The North’s government passed into the hands of a somewhat ferocious imam (an Islamic leader – see insight box) by the name of Yahya Ibn Mohammad. After squabbling with his British and Saudi neighbours, by the end of World War II, Imam Yahya’s very personal rule was attracting substantial internal dissatisfaction.




Insight


While in Shia communities the imam is both a cleric and a community leader, sometimes believed to be divinely appointed, within Sunni communities an imam may simply be a prayer leader, teacher or scholar.





A STRING OF PROTECTORATES


Oman, Yemen’s equally well-positioned neighbour along the southeastern coast of Arabia, had once been the most powerful state on the peninsula. By 1945, such glory was a faded dream. The fractured state was the private possession of the reactionary Sultan Said bin Taimur, whose authority rested on British protection.


Equally dependent upon Britain at this time was the cluster of sheikhdoms known today as the United Arab Emirates (UAE). Then styled the Trucial States, this loose tribal association had accepted British protection in the nineteenth century in return for agreeing to forgo war, piracy and slavery. Like its neighbour Oman, its oil reserves had yet to be exploited. Once this began, it transformed itself into the UAE, with Abu Dhabi as its capital (1971).


Qatar, Bahrain and Kuwait were the last three beads on the string of British protectorates decorating the north-east coast of the Arabian Peninsula. Having long since signed agreements similar to those pertaining in Oman and the Trucial States, in 1945 all three were still under the protection of the British crown. Only Kuwait had begun widely to exploit its oilfields. Significantly, this had led Iraq, its powerful northern neighbour, to dig up old and somewhat fanciful claims to ownership of tiny Kuwait. While Britain retained a presence in the region, Iraq’s claims remained purely rhetorical. At the end of the century, however, long after Britain’s withdrawal, the Iraq of Saddam Hussein would try again, this time backing rhetoric with steel (see Chapter 11).
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