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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 Jewish cemetery on the Mount of Olives overlooks the skyline of Jerusalem.A prominent feature is the Dome of the Rock. Jerusalem is considered a holy place by the followers of three of the world’s great monotheistic religions—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.









Place in the World


Israel is the most unusual country in the Middle East, and possibly in the whole world. It is easy to understand some of the basic reasons for why this is so.


First, every other country in the Middle East is defined culturally by its Islamic civilization (even if non-Muslim minorities also live within these countries’ borders), but Israel is defined by its Jewish civilization (though it, similarly, is home to non-Jewish minorities). Israel is the only majority-Jewish country in the world.


A NATION BOTH ANCIENT AND MODERN


Second, while Israel is a relatively new country, established as an independent state in 1948, Jewish civilization flourished on the land that is now Israel thousands of years ago. The ancient kingdoms of Israel, led by such people as can be read about in the Bible—Saul, David, Solomon, Deborah, and others—are known historically as the First and Second Jewish Commonwealths. Together, they ruled what is today Israel as an independent political entity for nearly 1,000 years (the United States, by contrast, is less than 240 years old). But Jewish national independence in the Middle East was extinguished through conquest by the Roman Empire in 63 B.C.E., and most Jews were exiled from or left their homeland around 135 C.E. Some Jews came back over the centuries from the dozens of countries in which they lived, and certain places in Israel—the cities of Jerusalem, Tiberias, Safad, and Hebron, for example—always maintained Jewish communities. But significant numbers of Jews did not begin to return to the country, by then known as Palestine, until the end of the 19th century. No other people in history has ever managed to maintain its identity over such a long period without being able to live together, and no other people has been able to reestablish its national independence after so long a break.


Relatedly, the main language in Israel is Hebrew, and Israel is the only country in the world where the majority speaks Hebrew. While the language is not identical to the ancient Hebrew of the Bible, it is close enough so that all educated Jewish Israelis can easily read their ancient literature—far more readily, for example, than native English-speakers can read Beowulf, or the works of Chaucer or even Shakespeare. There are no other such examples in the world today; modern Greeks cannot readily read ancient Greek, modern Iranians cannot easily decipher ancient Persian texts, and so on.


Most Israelis also speak some English, which they learn in school and are exposed to through cable television, movies, and other forms of entertainment. Israelis in professional walks of life almost all speak English. Israeli Arabs speak Arabic as their first language, but most know Hebrew. Many Jewish Israelis, whose families came from the Middle Eastern countries, also speak and understand Arabic.


A SMALL COUNTRY WITH BIG INFLUENCE


Third, Israel is one of the smallest countries in the world—only about the size of New Jersey. And not very many people live there: by mid-2009 Israel’s estimated population was just over 7.2 million; more people live in New York City alone. About 77 percent of Israel’s people, some 5.5 million, are Jewish. (Most of the rest are Arabs, the majority of them Muslims, but Israel also has a significant Christian Arab population.)


Israel’s 7.2 million citizens constitute less than one-tenth of one percent of the world’s total population. And yet, in some ways, Israel figures pretty large. It is in the news a lot, for reasons we will examine later. But in many respects Israel is also powerful beyond its size. It is a relatively wealthy country: in 2008, according to the
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The people of Israel are a culturally diverse lot, reflecting the fact that Israelis may have come from any number of countries throughout the world.





International Monetary Fund, it boasted the world’s 42nd-largest economy, ahead of a host of much more populous nations. It ranked 31st in per capita gross domestic product (GDP) per capita—a measure of each citizen’s average share of the wealth generated by the country’s economic activity—which stood at an estimated $28,200, higher than such countries as New Zealand, South Korea, Portugal, and Saudi arabia.


Militarily, too, Israel is quite strong. It is acknowledged to possess nuclear weapons—one of only a small number of such countries in the world. The achievements of its people in scientific-technical areas and in the arts and business are also out of proportion to the small size of its population (a fact that is true, as well, for Jews as a whole relative to the world population). Per capita, Israel has more citizens who are university graduates than every other nation except the United States and the Netherlands. It has the highest per capita number of scientists and published scientific papers in the world. By 2006, Israelis owned more personal computers per capita than any other country in the world.


CULTURAL DIVERSITY


Fourth, Israel is a difficult country to define culturally. Its Jewish character is central, but Jews in Israel have diverse backgrounds, reflecting the nature of their dispersion in exile for so many centuries. Most Israelis are not religious, though they recog-nize the centrality of religion in their becoming and remaining a single people in history; those Israelis who are religious, however, have an important influence in society and in the government. Most of the 19th- and early-20th-century immigrants back to the land were from Europe, and much of what a visitor sees in Israel today fits easily into a European (or American) mold—how most people dress, what they like to eat, how they design their buildings and their towns, for example. Other peoples in the region tend to think of Israel as largely European in character for this reason. But today the majority of Israel’s citizens were neither born in, nor ever lived in, Europe. Rather, most were born in other Middle Eastern countries or in Israel, and they give the country a distinctly Middle Eastern flavor.


THE SECURITY DILEMMA


Fifth and finally for now, Israel is unusual because it is the only country in the world whose right to exist is not recognized, and in some cases is avowedly rejected, by the governments of many of its neighbors—including Syria, Iraq, Iran, Saudi Arabia, and Libya— and by significant numbers of other people around the world. Other small states such as Lichtenstein, Luxembourg, Monaco, Bhutan, and Andorra do exist, but no one proposes making them disappear by force. The former Iraqi government and some of its people believe that Kuwait should belong to Iraq; indeed, a war was fought over that question in 1991. But outside of Iraq, virtually no one questions the right of Kuwait to exist as an independent country. Similarly, many South Koreans wish to see their country reunited with North Korea, and China believes that the island nation of Taiwan properly belongs to it. But Israel’s situation is unique: its enemies’ stated wish has not been to incorporate Israeli territory into their own countries but to destroy the State of Israel in order to replace it with a Palestinian Arab state—and on a few occasions over the past six decades they have tried to accomplish that goal by force.


This fact casts very important shadows. It explains, for example, why Israel has focused to such a great extent on its military power. It explains the wars that Israel has had to fight, the attempts at making peace (some of them successful) that it has undertaken, and the dilemma it faces in dealing with Palestinian Arabs and the creation of an independent Palestinian state on Israel’s borders. It also has helped to define the nature of Israel’s relationships with countries outside the Middle East, including the United States, Russia, China, and the European nations. The evolution of Israeli society and politics, and the relationship between Israel’s Jewish majority and Arab minority, have also been much affected by this reality. So has the relationship between Jews living as citizens of Israel and Jews living as citizens of other countries.


Israel’s security dilemma also links its circumstances to Jewish history more broadly, but exactly how is a matter of debate. When a large percentage of the world’s Jews lived in Europe, throughout much of the past two millennia, for the most part they neither wished to, nor were allowed to, assimilate into the Christian societies in which they resided. Like Gypsies and a few other minority peoples, Jews lived within Europe but apart from its mainstream
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Jewish teens, released from a Nazi concentration camp, on their way to Palestine in a photo taken in June 1945. Like these three Jews from eastern Europe, many people came to Israel to escape persecution and hardship in their countries of birth.





society. For a variety of reasons, including longstanding religious prejudice, this condition of physical proximity but cultural separation led some Europeans to dislike, and even hate, Jews as a group. In the 19th and 20th century, this phenomenon became known as anti-Semitism, and it culminated in the murder of about 6 million Jews by the Nazi regime in Germany (and some of its allies) during World War II. Most observers believe that historical anti-Semitism—which has had a different and less virulent history in the Muslim world—still plays some role in the anti-Israel sentiments of some Europeans and other Christians.


Of course, not everything about Israel is unusual. Just as in all other countries, the sun rises and the sun sets; the seasons change and weather is a topic of conversation. Israelis care about their families and futures, and sometimes they think about the past. They like sports (soccer, basketball, and tennis especially) and go to the movies. Children attend school (and complain about it)—and some go on to college. Israelis sometimes do exceptionally kind things and they sometimes lose their tempers, just as in all countries. They drive cars, ride buses, have bank accounts, visit the zoo, swim at the beach, eat pizza, and walk their dogs, just like people all over the world. But the differences sketched above are always there, sometimes subtly, sometimes not so subtly. For example, only recently have many Americans found out what it is like to experience terrorism on their own soil, and that reality has brought profound changes in attitudes and outlooks. Israelis have been living with terrorism, to one degree or another, for decades—longer than today’s American middle school, high school, or even college students have been alive.
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A vacationer, reading a tour guide on Israel, floats in the Dead Sea, the lowest place on earth.The water of the Dead Sea, believed by some to have healing powers, is so laden with salt that bathers do not sink below the surface.







The Land


Because of technological advances, people today are not as tied to the physical environment are they once were. Yet the physical environment is still important. Just as every human personality needs a physical body to carry it around, so every nation needs a place in which to exist. In the case of Jewish history, what was most notable about the Jewish people for more than 1,800 years was that they did not have a shared physical land on which they lived. In modern Israel, the land restored to its exiled inhabitants therefore has both symbolic as well as real significance. In this chapter we will leave aside symbolic matters, which will be elaborated elsewhere, and talk only of the physical.


In terms of physical environment, the essential facts are these: Israel is small yet ecologically very diverse, generally poor in natural resources, and situated at a crossroads of continents.
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Along the coast of Israel, a low plain runs inland, gradually rising to mountains in the northern and southern parts of the country.The Negev Desert covers southern Israel.The Jordan River and the Dead Sea provide a natural boundary between Israel and Jordan.





LOCATION AND SIZE


Israel is located in the heart of the Middle East, along the eastern shores of the Mediterranean Sea (an area sometimes called the Levant). To its north is Lebanon; to the northeast, Syria; to the south, Egypt; and to the east, Jordan and the West Bank, the main area of a proposed Palestinian state whose boundaries are still to be negotiated. In its original (pre-1967) borders, Israel comprises about 8,000 square miles (or 20,700 square kilometers). That’s about the size of New Jersey.
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