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    Dr. Harvey Sicherman, president and director of the Foreign Policy Research Institute, is the author of such books as America the Vulnerable: Our Military Problems and How to Fix Them (2002) and Palestinian Autonomy, Self-Government and Peace (1993).


  




  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.
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    Peshmerga fighters like these have fought for Kurdish independence, defended Kurds in northern Iraq after 1992, and helped U.S. forces when they invaded Iraq in the spring of 2003.


  




  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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    Iraqi Kurds wave their national flag during an October 2004 demonstration in Kirkuk calling for Iraqi Kurdistan to become a separate state. Kurds are considered the largest ethnic group without a state of their own. Although some Kurds would like to have an independent country, others prefer greater freedom within the nation where they now live.


  




  1




  Place in the World




  In the mountainous regions of Southwest Asia and the Middle East lives the largest ethnic group without a nation of its own—the Kurdish people. The Kurds number more than 25 million, which makes them the fourth-largest ethnic faction in the region (after Arabs, Persians, and Turks). Yet the land they consider their ancestral homeland—Kurdistan—is not recognized by the rest of the world as a separate, independent state. Instead, most of Kurdistan, which is Arabic for “land of the Kurds,” is divided up among several countries, including Turkey, Iraq, Syria, and Iran.




  More than half of the estimated Kurdish population (around 13 to 14 million people) live in Turkey. Around 5 to 7 million Kurds live in Iran, 4 to 5 million live in Iraq, and 1.5 to 2 million live in Syria. Smaller numbers can be found living in parts of the former Soviet Union (Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Turkmenistan, and Kazakhstan), while an estimated 5 million Kurds have left the region and settled in other countries, including the United States, Germany, France, and Sweden.




  Who Are the Kurds?




  The Kurds are an ancient people who can trace their history back for thousands of years. For centuries they lived as nomads in the mountains of Southwest Asia, migrating with the seasons to find pastureland for their herds of livestock. In the summer, Kurdish shepherds would drive their flocks of sheep and goats into the high mountain peaks and plateaus of Kurdistan, while in the winter they would bring the flocks and herds down to graze in the lowlands. Since around the seventh century, the word Kurd has meant “nomad.”




  Most Kurds belonged to clans, tribes, and tribal confederations that claimed rights to or ownership of the land used during these seasonal migrations. Almost 800 different tribes and subtribes can be found in Kurdistan, many with their own distinct dress, music, and folklore. However, today few Kurds are nomadic. Most are farmers who have settled in villages and towns. And some have migrated to cities in search of jobs.




  Kurds speak their own language, Kurdish. However, because the language exists in a variety of dialects, people from different parts of Kurdistan sometimes cannot understand one another. Most follow the Sunni Muslim faith, but their loyalties to their clans and tribal chiefs have been known to take precedence over their religious ties.




  The Kurds are a fiercely independent mountain people who take great pride in their history, culture, and traditions.
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  The Kurdish Question




  Although the Kurds’ mountainous homeland never officially existed as a nation, during the late 19th century maps of Southwest Asia often identified the region of Kurdistan. After World War I (1914–18), Kurdistan stopped appearing on official maps as postwar settlements resulted in the division of Kurdish land among the modern-day country of Turkey, Iraq, Iran, Syria, and the Soviet Union. In each country, despite their large numbers, the Kurds became a minority ethnic group.




  Many Kurds did not want to be a part of another nation. The newly imposed borders separated Kurdish tribes and even families. As the new countries enforced their boundaries, tribes could no longer easily travel from one part of Kurdistan to another, and these restrictions disrupted their traditional, nomadic way of life.




  In addition, the new governments often refused to acknowledge the Kurds as a separate ethnic group, or they treated them as second-class citizens by withholding basic civil and political rights. In some cases the Kurds’ native language—in spoken and written form—was outlawed. Kurds were often not allowed to vote, own property, or receive an education in their own language. As a result of this repression, many Kurds found themselves shackled to a life of extreme poverty.




  As the Kurdish people chafed under oppressive rule, some dreamt of forming their own separate Kurdish nation. Kurdish uprisings began in 1919, even before Kurdistan was officially divided among the four nations of Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Syria. However, the governments of these countries quickly repressed any instances of unrest through legislation and force. In the face of government opposition, resistance continued throughout the rest of the 20th century as Kurds sporadically rose up against the authorities of their respective governments.




  Most rebellions were short-lived but had serious repercussions. They often resulted in further persecution, as well as death, for hundreds of thousands of Kurds. Kurdish independence fighters, or peshmerga (“those who face death”), and civilians suffered dearly from decades of fighting to achieve an unfulfilled dream. It was not until 1992 that the Kurds of Iraq finally managed to create a form of self-rule, although as a government that was still part of the nation of Iraq.




  In the spring of 1991, shortly after the defeat of Iraq during the first Persian Gulf War, the United States had encouraged the Kurds to rise up against the government of Saddam Hussein. However, the U.S. government did not help the Kurdish rebels, and Saddam crushed the rebellion swiftly and brutally. Hundreds of thousands of surviving Kurds fled for safety to Turkey, while many others found themselves stranded in the high mountains of Iraq. During the bitter cold months of winter they struggled for survival, as television images and newspaper stories shared the Kurds’ plight with the rest of the world. Soon the United States, France, and Great Britain agreed to help the Kurds by setting up a protected zone in northern Iraq. Within this safe haven, dubbed “Iraqi Kurdistan,” the Kurds of Iraq soon developed their own autonomous government.




  In Turkey, Kurds make up about 20 percent of the population; in Syria, they make up between 8 and 10 percent; and in Iran, 7 percent. The governments of these three countries raised concerns about the new Iraqi Kurdistan. They viewed the establishment of a separate Kurdish administration in Iraq as a threat to their own stability, because an independent Kurdish state could inspire their minority Kurdish populations to rebel.




  It is true that for close to a century, the Kurds’ desire for self-rule has led to instability and violence in the Middle East region. But the Kurds have been fighting for freedoms they have been denied for decades. Some do not see the need for the establishment of a separate Kurdish nation, but simply want the right to practice their own traditions and culture where they live.




  After living for 12 years within their autonomous government, Iraqi Kurds, who make up 15 to 20 percent of Iraq’s population, continue to seek political and cultural rights. This issue became volatile following the second Persian Gulf War in 2003, as the future of the nation of Iraq remained uncertain. Today, in post-Saddam Hussein Iraq, Kurds hold top federal posts, and Iraqi Kurdistan officially operates as an autonomous governing body allied with the central government. Iraqi Kurdistan maintains its own parliament and a military force over which Iraq’s Defense Ministry has limited influence. However, Kurdish autonomy is still a volatile issue, especially over whether areas such as Kirkuk—a region with significant oil reserves—should become part of Iraqi Kurdistan. (The governments of Syria and Turkey oppose Kirkuk’s annexation, while Iran favors it.) The question of Kurdish independence remains a source of conflict and political tension in this part of the world.
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    A view of the mountains of Iraqi Kurdistan near Dahuk. The region historically known as Kurdistan actually stretches across the borders of several modern-day states, including Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Syria.
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  The Land




  Because Kurdistan is not recognized by the rest of the world as an independent nation, its geographical boundaries have never been officially defined. Mapmakers usually indicate the area as the lands containing a majority Kurdish population.




  The region known as Kurdistan encompasses parts of eastern Turkey, northeastern Iraq, northwestern Iran, and small portions of Syria, as well as parts of the former Soviet Union. The vast tract is shaped somewhat like a wide-angled upside-down V, with the point of the letter directed toward the Caucasus Mountains of Armenia and Georgia. One arm of the V reaches southwest toward the Mediterranean Sea; the other stretches southeast toward the Persian Gulf.
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