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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.
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A protester waves the Palestinian flag and flashes the victory sign in Gaza City, 1988. The struggle to obtain a state of their own has been at the heart of the recent history of the Palestinians, a people with ancient ties to Palestine.









[image: image1]


Place in the World


Their numbers are relatively small—fewer than 11 million people worldwide—and they have never had an independent state of their own. Yet the Palestinians figure prominently in the strategic concerns of many of the world’s most powerful countries, including the United States. Some analysts believe that the plight of the Palestinians is central to the overall prospects for peace and stability in the vital Middle East, and it may be an important factor in the success or failure of America’s so-called war on terrorism. Others disagree.


WHO ARE THE PALESTINIANS?


The Palestinians are Arabs who currently live, or some of whose ancestors lived, in the eastern Mediterranean land called Palestine. Rather than signifying a country with clearly delineated borders, Palestine historically referred to a geographical area whose limits were somewhat vague. (The term itself dates only to the second century A.D., by which time the land had already been occupied for millennia.) Today Palestine as a region is generally taken to refer to the territory composed roughly of Israel and the area west of the Jordan River called the West Bank.


The Palestinians claim their origins in this land extend all the way back to the Canaanites, an ancient people who occupied parts of Palestine as early as 3000 B.C. That claim, which has political significance, is impossible to prove conclusively. But it is indisputable that Arabs have maintained an unbroken presence on the land going back more than a millennium.


Before the 20th century, however, the Palestinians had no sense of a national identity. For 400 years the region was ruled by the Turkish Ottoman Empire, which was centered in Istanbul, and local people identified themselves not as members of a unique Arab group with a specific history and aspirations, but as members of both a family, clan, or tribe, and a religious community.


NEIGHBORS AND ENEMIES


The modern history of the Palestinians is inextricably linked to the history of another people with ancient ties to Palestine: the Jews. Around 1200 B.C. a loose-knit collection of tribes called the Hebrews entered the land of Canaan (the territory between the Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River) from Egypt. At the center of Hebrew life was a unique religion, Judaism, the world’s first monotheistic faith. The Hebrews believed that God had established a special covenant, or agreement, with them that, among other things, promised them the land of Canaan.


Over the next two centuries, the Israelites (as they came to be called) conquered the other peoples of the region and, under King David, set up a powerful kingdom. From their capital in Jerusalem, the Israelites controlled not just Palestine but also parts of present-day Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq. After the death of David’s successor, Solomon, the Israelite kingdom was divided into the northern Kingdom of Israel and the southern Kingdom of Judah. While the former was destroyed in the eighth century B.C. by the Assyrians, the latter survived until 586 B.C., when the Babylonians conquered it. At that time, many of the the Jews (the term for the people comes from Judah) were removed from their land and taken into bondage in Babylonia.
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Arab leaders (from left: Muammar Qaddafi of Libya, PLO chairman Yasir Arafat, President Gamal Abdel Nasser of Egypt, King Hussein of Jordan) meet in Cairo, Egypt, to discuss an end to the Palestinian-Jordanian civil war, September 27, 1970.The Palestinian national movement, which has spawned much violence with Israel, has also at times bedeviled the Arab world.





Six decades later, however, the Persian Empire conquered Babylonia, and the Jews were allowed to return to Palestine. There they enjoyed a fair degree of autonomy under the rule of various foreign empires until the second century A.D., when the Romans brutally suppressed a Jewish uprising and expelled most of the Jews from their land.


Over the ensuing centuries, the exiled Jews established communities in countries all over the world, even as a smaller Jewish community remained in Palestine. Many Jews hoped to return to their ancestral homeland, and during the 13th and 16th centuries, under the Ottomans, Palestine saw notable waves of Jewish immigration. In the last years of the 19th century and the first decades of the 20th, a movement developed, primarily among European Jews, to establish an independent state for the Jewish people in Palestine.


As Jewish immigrants began settling in the region in larger numbers, particularly after World War I, the Palestinians—who for centuries had lived under rule by a succession of foreign conquerors, including the Byzantines, the Crusaders, and the Ottoman Turks—began to see themselves as a distinct national group. And, increasingly, they came to view large-scale Jewish immigration as a threat to their interests. Violence erupted.


Efforts by the international community to create independent homelands in Palestine for both Jews and Palestinian Arabs led to war in 1948 when the Arab states and the Palestinian leadership rejected compromise. In the aftermath of that conflict, the Jewish state, Israel, stood firmly established. The Palestinians, meanwhile, had lost everything. The territory set aside for their homeland was now under the control of Israel, Jordan, and Egypt, and hundreds of thousands of Palestinians were refugees.


Over the next half-century, however, the Palestinians managed to keep alive their sense of identity and their aspirations for a homeland. A campaign of “national liberation,” which included terrorism, produced no tangible military gains but made it impossible for Israel—or the rest of the world—to ignore the Palestinians. Diplomatic recognition of the dominant Palestinian group, the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), came in the mid-1970s with admission into the Arab League and the granting of observer status at the United Nations.


Originally, the PLO refused to compromise with the Jewish state: it claimed that all Israeli territory legitimately belonged to the Palestinians, and its charter called for the complete destruction of Israel. But an apparent shift in policy occurred in the 1980s and 1990s (though some Israelis continue to be skeptical of Palestinian intentions). The PLO recognized the right of Israel to exist, and, as part of a broad framework for peace called the Oslo Accords that was agreed to in 1993, Israel began turning over some territory it had occupied in the 1967 Middle East War to what became known as the Palestinian Authority. A transitional period of limited self-rule was supposed to lead eventually to final-status negotiations over an independent Palestinian state. But a variety of contentious issues remained unresolved.


A deadly cycle of Palestinian violence and Israeli retaliation exploded in September 2000 and continued through the end of 2004, claiming more than 4,100 lives. As of early 2009 lasting peace between Israelis and Palestinians seemed only a distant possibility.


The Israeli-Palestinian relationship, which has been poisoned by decades of violence, involves many competing claims. At the heart of the conflict, however, is land.
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A Palestinian farmer with an armful of red peppers, Gaza Strip. With its mild winters and hot summers, Gaza produces olives, citrus fruits, and vegetables. Overall, about half the land in the proposed state of Palestine is used for cultivation.
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The Land


As noted earlier, the precise meaning of the term Palestine— which dates to A.D. 135, during the Roman era—has changed over time. Roman Palestine was a region that included the territory of modern-day Israel, eastern Jordan, and southern Lebanon, along with the West Bank and Gaza Strip. After World War I, when Great Britain was given a mandate to govern Palestine by the League of Nations, the territory basically embraced all of modern Israel, Jordan, the West Bank, and Gaza. In 1923 the British split the region into two parts, calling the eastern part Transjordan (today’s Jordan) and the western part Palestine (today’s Israel, West Bank, and Gaza Strip). It is this Palestine that frames the modern Palestinian-Israeli struggle—or, at least, this was the land involved in the modern dispute.


The rhetoric of hard-liners notwithstanding, the issue of whether Palestinians will one day establish a state embracing all of former British Mandate Palestine is settled: they won’t. The State of Israel is firmly established, and all serious proposals for an independent Palestinian homeland center on two parcels of territory: the Gaza Strip and the West Bank. When discussing the Palestinians’ land, therefore, it is logical to focus on these two zones.


THE GAZA STRIP


Located along the Mediterranean coast north of Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula, the Gaza Strip is a small, rectangular piece of land some 18 miles (29 kilometers) long and 5 miles (8 km) wide. In total area it is only about twice the size of Washington, D.C. Gaza’s border with Egypt runs 6.8 miles (11 km); its border with Israel extends 31.7 miles (51 km).


Part of a coastal plain, Gaza features flat or gently rolling terrain. Much of it is covered in sand or sand dunes. However, Gaza enjoys a temperate climate, with mild winters and warm to hot summers, and some of the land is cultivated. Citrus fruit, olives, and vegetables are among its most important crops.




The Geography of the Gaza Strip


Location: Middle East, bordering the Mediterranean Sea, between Egypt and Israel


Area: (slightly more than twice the size of Washington, D.C.)
total: 139 square miles (360 sq km)
land: 139 square miles (360 sq km)
water: 0 square miles


Borders: Egypt, 6.8 miles (11 km); Israel, 31.7 miles (51 km)


Climate: temperate, with mild winters, dry and warm to hot summers


Terrain: flat to rolling, sand- and dune-covered coastal plain


Elevation extremes:
lowest point: Mediterranean Sea—0 feet
highest point: Abu ‘Awdah (Joz Abu ‘Auda)—344 feet (105 meters)


Natural hazards: droughts


Source: Adapted from CIA World Factbook, 2009.
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A view of Jenin, an important Palestinian town located in the hills of the northern West Bank.





With its teeming refugee camps and urban areas, the Gaza Strip has an overall population density that exceeds 8,000 people per square mile (more than 3,000 people per square kilometer). This makes it one of the world’s most crowded places.


THE WEST BANK


About the size of Delaware in total area, the West Bank is 16 times larger than the Gaza Strip, from which it is separated by more than 20 miles (32 km) at the closest point. Its eastern border with Jordan is 60 miles (97 km) long and is formed by the Jordan River and the Dead Sea. On the north, east, and south, the West Bank is surrounded by Israel, a border of 191 miles (307 km).
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Editorial Consaltant: The Foreign Policy Research Institute.





