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  Introduction




  by Dr. Harvey Sicherman




  America’s triumph in the Cold War promised a new burst of peace and prosperity. Indeed, the decade between the demise of the Soviet Union and the destruction of September 11, 2001, seems in retrospect deceptively attractive. Today, of course, we are more fully aware—to our sorrow—of the dangers and troubles no longer just below the surface.




  The Muslim identities of most of the terrorists at war with the United States have also provoked great interest in Islam and the role of religion in politics. A truly global religion, Islam’s tenets are held by hundreds of millions of people from every ethnic group, scattered across the globe. It is crucial for Americans not to assume that Osama bin Laden’s ideas are identical to those of most Muslims, or, for that matter, that most Muslims are Arabs. Also, it is important for Americans to understand the “hot spots” in the Muslim world because many will make an impact on the United States.




  A glance at the map establishes the extraordinary coverage of our authors. Every climate and terrain may be found and every form of human society, from the nomads of the Central Asian steppes and Arabian deserts to highly sophisticated cities such as Cairo and Singapore. Economies range from barter systems to stock exchanges, from oil-rich countries to the thriving semi-market powers, such as India, now on the march. Others have built wealth on service and shipping.




  The Middle East and Central Asia are heavily armed and turbulent. Pakistan is a nuclear power, Iran threatens to become one, and Israel is assumed to possess a small arsenal. But in other places, such as Afghanistan and the Sudan, the horse and mule remain potent instruments of war. All have a rich history of conflict, domestic and international, old and new.




  Governments include dictatorships, democracies, and hybrids without a name; centralized and decentralized administrations; and older patterns of tribal and clan associations. The region is a veritable encyclopedia of political expression.




  Although such variety defies easy generalities, it is still possible to make several observations.




  First, the regional geopolitics reflect the impact of empires and the struggles of post-imperial independence. While centuries-old history is often invoked, the truth is that the modern Middle East political system dates only from the 1920s, when the Ottoman Empire dissolved in the wake of its defeat by Britain and France in World War I. States such as Algeria, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Turkey, and the United Arab Emirates did not exist before 1914—they became independent between 1920 and 1971. Others, such as Egypt and Iran, were dominated by foreign powers until well after World War II. Few of the leaders of these states were happy with the territories they were assigned or the borders, which were often drawn by Europeans. Yet the system has endured despite many efforts to change it.




  A similar story may be told in South Asia. The British Raj dissolved into India and Pakistan in 1947. Still further east, Malaysia shares a British experience but Indonesia, a Dutch invention, has its own European heritage. These imperial histories weigh heavily upon the politics of the region.




  The second observation concerns economics, demography, and natural resources. These countries offer dramatic geographical contrasts: vast parched deserts and high mountains, some with year-round snow; stone-hard volcanic rifts and lush semi-tropical valleys; extremely dry and extremely wet conditions, sometimes separated by only a few miles; large permanent rivers and wadis, riverbeds dry as a bone until winter rains send torrents of flood from the mountains to the sea.




  Although famous historically for its exports of grains, fabrics, and spices, most recently the Muslim regions are known more for a single commodity: oil. Petroleum is unevenly distributed; while it is largely concentrated in the Persian Gulf and Arabian Peninsula, large oil fields can be found in Algeria, Libya, and further east in Indonesia. Natural gas is also abundant in the Gulf, and there are new, potentially lucrative offshore gas fields in the Eastern Mediterranean.




  This uneven distribution of wealth has been compounded by demographics. Birth rates are very high, but the countries with the most oil are often lightly populated. Over the last decade, a youth “bulge” has emerged and this, combined with increased urbanization, has strained water supplies, air quality, public sanitation, and health services throughout the Muslim world. How will these young people be educated? Where will they work? A large outward migration, especially to Europe, indicates the lack of opportunity at home.




  In the face of these challenges, the traditional state-dominated economic strategies have given way partly to experiments with “privatization” and foreign investment. But economic progress has come slowly, if at all, and most people have yet to benefit from “globalization,” although there are pockets of prosperity, high technology (notably in Israel), and valuable natural resources (oil, gas, and minerals). Rising expectations have yet to be met.




  A third important observation is the role of religion in the Middle East. Americans, who take separation of church and state for granted, should know that most countries in the region either proclaim their countries to be Muslim or allow a very large role for that religion in public life. (Islamic law, Sharia, permits people to practice Judaism and Christianity in Muslim states but only as dhimmi, “protected” but second-class citizens.) Among those with predominantly Muslim populations, Turkey alone describes itself as secular and prohibits avowedly religious parties in the political system. Lebanon was a Christian-dominated state, and Israel continues to be a Jewish state. Even where politics are secular, religion plays an enormous role in culture, daily life, and legislation.




  Islam has deeply affected every state and people in these regions. But Islamic practices and groups vary from the well-known Sunni and Shiite groups to energetic Salafi (Wahhabi) and Sufi movements. Over the last 20 years especially, South and Central Asia have become battlegrounds for competing Shiite (Iranian) and Wahhabi (Saudi) doctrines, well financed from abroad and aggressively antagonistic toward non-Muslims and each other. Resistance to the Soviet war in Afghanistan brought these groups battle-tested warriors and organizers responsive to the doctrines made popular by Osama bin Laden and others. This newly significant struggle within Islam, superimposed on an older Muslim history, will shape political and economic destinies throughout the region and beyond.




  We hope that these books will enlighten both teacher and student about the critical “hot spots” of the Muslim world. These countries would be important in their own right to Americans; arguably, after 9/11, they became vital to our national security. And the enduring impact of Islam is a crucial factor we must understand. We at the Foreign Policy Research Institute hope these books will illuminate both the facts and the prospects.




  

    [image: Image]




    Tanks and military vehicles line a street in Beirut, Lebanon, in August 1982. Between 1975 and 1990, Lebanon was devastated by civil war, invasion by Israel, and occupation by Syrian forces.


  




  Place in the World




  Lebanon, the gateway to the Middle East, is a country rich in both natural beauty and cultural heritage. A small nation at the junction of three continents—Europe, Africa, and Asia—Lebanon has historically been a bridge between the cultures of the East and West. Since ancient times, this region has been important for trade and military strategy. A parade of conquering civilizations has left the imprint of different cultures.




  In many ways, Lebanon is distinctive in the Arab world. Its population has a larger percentage of Christians, and its culture reflects more Western influences, than any other country in the Arab world. In fact, Lebanon was once known as the “Switzerland of the Middle East.” It boasts a highly literate population that is friendly, industrious, and politically sophisticated. Many Lebanese speak several languages, including English. Unlike other Arab nations in the arid Middle East, Lebanon has an abundance of water; however, it lacks significant resources of oil. With its mountains, Lebanon is the only Middle Eastern country offering winter skiing and snowboarding.




  But since the 1970s Lebanon has been devastated by internal and external political conflicts, including 15 years of civil war. The country has achieved full independence, but remains deeply divided. The war brought constant danger, instability, terrorism, the destruction of homes and property, and the deaths of many people. Many Lebanese remain numb or angry from the violence and uncertainty of a war in which neighbor often fought neighbor.




  Before the civil war began in 1975, Lebanon was prosperous and modern, on friendly terms with the United States and other Western nations as well as with fellow Arab countries. Foreign investors were drawn to Beirut’s banks and tourists visited its beaches. Outsiders mistakenly viewed Lebanon as a place where Christians and Muslims lived together in harmony. But deep-seated conflicts between religious sects, political factions, and the rich and the poor were already brewing.




  Today Lebanon faces the challenge of rebuilding and reclaiming independence. The war reduced Beirut to ruins. Renovation and reconstruction began in the 1990s. Tourist attractions have reopened and cultural events resumed. Efforts are also underway to clean up an environment spoiled by pollution. As a result, Lebanon looks toward restoring the hope of a better life for future generations. Yet mistrust and internal conflict linger. Religious minorities worry about their survival. Because loyalty first to family, religion, and village is deeply ingrained in Lebanese society, national unity is difficult to achieve. Reconciliation programs bring former enemies together, getting both sides talking in an attempt to heal old wounds.




  As Westerners became the target of terrorist attacks during the civil war, Lebanon came to be regarded as a dangerous place. The United States did not allow its citizens to visit the country and closed its embassy. For Lebanon to encourage foreign investment, the development of new businesses, and a renewal of tourism, the country must overcome its bad reputation. The war also plunged Lebanon into an economic crisis. Today, the country struggles with a high cost of living, unemployment, and an astronomical national debt. With jobs scarce, nearly one-third of Lebanese citizens—many bright and talented professionals—are seeking visas to immigrate to other countries.




  Since the creation of Israel in 1948, Lebanon has been near the center of violence in the Middle East. Lebanon borders Israel, and when the Jewish state was established thousands of displaced Arab Palestinians poured into Lebanon. Unable to go home, some became militant during the 1960s, resorting to terrorism. Over the years Palestinian forces have used the country as a base to launch attacks against the Israelis—resulting in retaliatory attacks by Israeli forces. Guerrilla activity has also heightened internal conflicts, caused property damage, and distracted attention from domestic problems. Today, more than 380,000 Palestinian refugees occupy “temporary” camps in Lebanon. Some Lebanese sympathize deeply with their plight, while others want them to leave.




  The anti-Israel organization Hezbollah operates freely within Lebanon. The Lebanese government considers it a resistance organization, while the United States deems it a terrorist group. Syria, listed by the United States as a country that supports terrorism, sent in troops to end Lebanon’s civil war. The Syrian troops did not withdraw until 2005, under mounting pressure from Lebanese demonstrators. In 2006, Hezbollah militants captured two Israeli soldiers, sparking a month-long war that killed over 1,000 Lebanese and Israelis.




  The Lebanese, whatever their troubles, see their own fate bound up in the resolution of larger regional conflicts. They continue to believe that they can play a useful role in helping the diplomacy. After hosting a March 2002 Arab League Summit in Beirut, Lebanon was one of five countries selected to present a Middle East peace initiative to Israel. Saudi Arabian Crown Prince Abdullah proposed an exchange of normal relations with Arab countries for return of Arab lands seized in 1967 and creation of an Arab Palestinian state. The international community has challenged moderate Arab leaders to become more involved in the peace process. Lebanon would presumably benefit in many ways from a truce between Israel and the Palestinians.




  However, in the early 21st century, Lebanon suffered from civil unrest of its own, and was drawn further into the Israeli-Palestinian conflict by its militant groups. In 2005, former prime minister Rafik Hariri and 22 others were killed in an attack with suspected Syrian links. The anti-Syrian protests that followed, which led to Syrian withdrawal, became known as the Cedar Revolution and resulted in an outpouring of national pride. This triumph soon gave way to domestic uncertainty and turbulence. Despite these ongoing conflicts, Lebanon has potential as a dynamic and diverse nation.




  As a country historically affected by terrorism and still engaged in an ongoing struggle for long-term stability, Lebanon has a mostly solid relationship with the U.S. and other Western nations. The Lebanese government condemned the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, and helped the United States by arresting suspected al-Qaeda terrorists. Many Lebanese citizens also denounced the attacks. Outside the U.S. embassy in Beirut, Lebanese students lit candles to mourn the victims. On several instances, Lebanon has worked with American intelligence agencies to find and arrest Islamic extremists.




  Despite this long record of cooperation, certain mutual misconceptions strain the U.S.-Lebanon relationship. Many Lebanese feel threatened by American foreign policy. Particularly in the aftermath of the September 11 attacks, some Westerners have equated Muslim-majority nations, including Lebanon, with extremist factions. In May 2002, Prime Minister Hariri told an audience at the Arab Investment and Capital Markets Conference in Beirut, “The West’s perception of Arabs is now one of suspicion and distrust. The truth is that an Arab visitor to the West is now surrounded by a question mark.”
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    Despite its troubles, the government of Lebanon believes it has an important role to play in bringing peace to the Middle East. In March 2002, Emile Lahoud (seated, center), president of Lebanon from 1998–2007, and foreign minister, M. Mahmoud Hamoud (right) hosted an Arab League summit in Beirut. (Seated to the left at the table is Amr Moussa, secretary-general of the Arab League.) At the meeting Saudi Arabia’s crown prince proposed that the Arab League offer Israel normal relations in exchange for the recognition of a Palestinian state that would include the West Bank, the Gaza Strip, and East Jerusalem.


  




  The writings of the famous Lebanese-American poet Kahlil Gibran, which have been translated into many languages, expressed a vision of understanding and harmony between America and the Arab world. With understanding, perhaps someday that harmony will come.
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    The view from this hillside at Qasr Naous, in northern Lebanon, is spectacular.Visitors can see Lebanon’s famous cedar trees, as well as Roman ruins, in the ancient city.


  




  The Land




  Smaller overall than the state of Connecticut, Lebanon features a dramatic landscape of snowcapped mountains and sandy beaches touching the Mediterranean Sea. The name “Lebanon” comes from the Semitic word laban, which means white, signifying the snowfall in the mountains. Traveling to any location within the tiny country requires a drive of only a few hours.




  Part of what is known as the Levant, the territory at the eastern end of the Mediterranean that also includes Israel and Syria, Lebanon links land and sea routes between Europe, Asia, and Africa. Ports at Beirut, Sidon (in Arabic Sayda), and Tyre (Sur) have made the country historically important for commercial trade.
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