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    Arabs walk through the streets of East Jerusalem. Nationalism is the desire by people who share cultural or ethnic characteristics to rule their own independent state.
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  Introduction:


  The Importance of the Middle East




  The region known as the Middle East has a significant impact on world affairs. The countries of the greater Middle East—the Arab states of the Arabian Peninsula, Eastern Mediterranean, and North Africa, along with Israel, Turkey, Iran, and Afghanistan—possess a large portion of the world’s oil, a valuable commodity that is the key to modern economies. The region also gave birth to three of the world’s major faiths: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.




  In recent years it has become obvious that events in the Middle East affect the security and prosperity of the rest of the world. But although such issues as the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the floundering Israeli-Palestinian peace process, and the struggles within countries like Lebanon and Sudan are often in the news, few Americans understand the turbulent history of this region.




  Human civilization in the Middle East dates back more than 8,000 years, but in many cases the modern conflicts and issues in the region can be attributed to events and decisions made during the past 150 years. In particular, after World War I ended in 1918, the victorious Allies—especially France and Great Britain—redrew the map of the Middle East, creating a number of new countries, such as Iraq, Jordan, and Syria. Other states, such as Egypt and Iran, were dominated by foreign powers until after the Second World War. Many of the Middle Eastern countries did not become independent until the 1960s or 1970s. Political and economic developments in the Middle Eastern states over the past four decades have shaped the region’s direction and led to today’s headlines.




  The purpose of the MAKING OF THE MIDDLE EAST series is to nurture a better understanding of this critical region, by providing the basic history along with explanation and analysis of trends, decisions, and events. Books will examine important movements in the Middle East, such as the development of nationalism in the 1880s and the rise of Islamism from the 1970s to the present day.
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  The 10 volumes in the MAKING OF THE MIDDLE EAST series are written in clear, accessible prose and are illustrated with numerous historical photos and maps. The series should spark students’ interest, providing future decisionmakers with a solid foundation for understanding an area of critical importance to the United States and the world.
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    Nationalities are often united by their religious beliefs. A mosque in Cairo, Egypt. Most Arabs follow Islam, a religion founded on the Arabian Peninsula nearly 1400 years ago.
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    A scroll containing the Torah, or Hebrew scriptures. Despite thousands of years of persecution, the Jews have survived while other ancient nations have disappeared from history.
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  Nationalism in the Middle East




  The Middle East consists of 23 countries from three different continents. Most of these nations, such as Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, Israel, and Iran, lie within the continent of Asia. But the Middle East also includes Turkey, whose northwestern part is in Europe, as well as countries from Africa, such as Egypt, Libya, and Algeria.




  The Middle East is one of the most fractious and politically unstable regions of the world. In this region issues of identity, loyalty, tradition, and differing perceptions of history greatly affect peoples’ lives. One of the most incendiary and central elements of the political culture of the modern Middle East has been the presence of nationalist ideology.




  What Is Nationalism?




  Nationalism is often defined as the advocacy for political independence. But it can also be described as a collective identity based on a combination of factors including family lineage (identification with families, clans, or tribes), geographical location, religion, and language. Throughout history, nationalism has been the inspiration for independence movements, driving the desire of various peoples to achieve self-rule, or autonomy.




  In the Middle East, Arab civilizations dominated between the 8th and 13th centuries. However, after that time, invaders from outside the region gained power.




  The Ottoman Empire




  By the 1500s the major influence in the Middle East was the Ottoman Empire, based in Istanbul (formerly Constantinople). The Empire was an Islamicbased government headed by a Muslim ruler—the Ottoman sultan. At the time, the Islamic religion, founded during the seventh century by the Prophet Muhammad, was the main faith throughout the region. In addition to being the highest political authority, the Ottoman sultan was also the caliph (the Arabic term for “successor,” meaning the successor of the Prophet Muhammad). This meant he also wielded the highest religious authority.




  During the 16th and 17th centuries, the Ottoman Empire was at the height of its power. At that time it encompassed lands in southeastern Europe (including all of the Balkans), Anatolia, Iraq, western Iran, Greater Syria, Egypt, the western Arabian Peninsula, and the coast of North Africa spanning from Egypt to eastern Morocco.
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    This map shows the territory ruled by the Ottoman Empire at various times in history. By the early 20th century the once-mighty Ottoman Empire had been whittled down to territory on the Anatolian Peninsula, Arabian Peninsula, and the Eastern Mediterranean.


  




  However, by the beginning of the 19th century, when the First World War broke out, the Ottoman Empire was on its last legs. Its former lands of Egypt and Cyprus were under British occupation. Tunis had been lost to the French. The Kars, Ardahan, and Batum provinces (of today’s eastern Turkey) were under Russian control. And Greece, Romania, Bulgaria, Serbia, Montenegro, Bosnia, and Crete were all independent or autonomous.




  The Ottoman Empire’s decision in 1914 to align with Germany and Austria-Hungary at the beginning of the First World War would prove its final undoing. As an ally of Germany, the Empire opposed the Entente powers of Great Britain, France, and Russia, and later the United States. When the war ended in 1918, the Ottoman Empire was on the losing side. At the 1919 peace conference, the Entente powers used their victory to pick apart the remnants of the Ottoman Empire.




  European Control




  After the end of World War I, the European victors carved out new nations in the Middle East and established new governments, called mandates. A form of government established under and administered by the newly formed League of Nations, the mandates were supposed to allow European countries to assist in the development of new governments in areas designated for eventual independence. However many European countries used their control for their own financial benefits.




  Even before the establishment of mandates, foreign nations had gained power over other parts of the Middle East. By the 1880s, the French government had claimed much of North Africa. Great Britain held power over the Persian Gulf coast, as well as Egypt and the Sudan. Both Britain and Russia were major influences in Persia (Iran).
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    David Lloyd George of Britain, Vittorio Orlando of Italy, Georges Clemenceau of France, and Woodrow Wilson of the United States confer outside a hotel during the Paris Peace Conference, 1919. Before the conference Wilson had proposed that nationalities living under the control of the defeated Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian empires should be allowed to rule themselves. However, the nationalist aspirations of Arabs, Jews, and others in the Middle East were put on hold by the victorious colonial powers, who sought control of the region’s resources for themselves.


  




  Nationalist Movements




  During the 19th century and early 20th century, several nationalist movements evolved in the Middle East in response to Ottoman rule. Nationalist movements also developed in response to European political actions. To many Arabs, the mandate status established in the 1920s was a form of European imperialism—a system in which Arab lands were being used by foreigners and governed as colonies. A growing desire for self-rule led to the formation of numerous Arab nationalist groups calling for political sovereignty.




  Arab nationalists believed that loyalty to Arabs and an Arab identity took precedence over all other loyalties, including to religion, an individual nation, or tribe. The idea of Arab nationalism would become the animating force behind significant political movements in the Middle East from the 1930s on.




  Another major nationalist movement at odds with Arab nationalism was the Zionist movement (the movement to reunite the Jewish people in Palestine). The idea of the “return to Zion,” whereby the dispersed Jews would gather again in their former homeland in Israel has been a central idea in Jewish thought and belief since the Jews were driven out of that area by the Roman Empire during the second century A.D. However, it was only in modern times that this idea became the practicable goal of a political movement.




  Zionism—the idea of the creation of a Jewish state in what was then part of the Ottoman Empire—developed to a great extent around the same time as Arab nationalism. The goals of the Zionist and Arab nationalist movements would make the Middle East fractious and politically unstable for many decades.
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