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    Ornate tilework from the Persian mosque at Isfahan.
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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.




  

    [image: image]




    By the 19th century, the once mighty Persian and Ottoman empires had fallen into a state of decline.
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    A mosque in Tehran, which became the capital of Persia when the first Qajar ruler, Agha Mohammad Khan, came to power in 1795. The sun sets over Istanbul, the Ottoman capital.
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  A Tale of Two Empires




  The 19th century was a time of tremendous change for two major empires in the greater Middle East, the Persian Empire and the Ottoman Empire. For many years the rulers of these empires had reigned with unquestioned authority over large territories populated with subjects who had diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds. However, growing internal and external pressure during the 1800s eventually forced leaders of both empires to implement reforms in order to maintain their hold on power.




  The Ottoman Empire




  The Ottoman Empire was established in 1299 by Osman I, a Turkish-speaking Muslim who united a group of tiny states in what was known as Asia Minor, or the Anatolian Peninsula. This region of 780,000 square miles (2,020,191 square kilometers) straddles eastern Europe and the Middle East, and has great strategic importance. European merchants traveling to Asia along the Silk Road—an ancient network of trade routes that connected communities in the Mediterranean region to China—had to pass through Anatolia, where they paid steep taxes to the Ottoman rulers.




  By the 16th century, the empire was a major world power, controlling some 30 million subjects dispersed over a vast expanse of territory that spanned three continents and stretched from the Danube to the Nile. Ottoman lands included a quarter of Europe, parts of North Africa, and the Middle East, including most of the great cities of Islam—Damascus, Mecca, Medina, Jerusalem, Cairo, Tunis, and Baghdad.




  The center of the Empire was Istanbul (formerly the Roman capital of Constantinople). From the ancient city, Ottoman sultans ruled over a multiethnic population of Turks, Arabs, Kurds, Armenians, Slavs, and others. The empire’s subjects included Muslims, Christians, and Jews, and the Muslim sultans ruled not only as political leaders but also as supreme military, judicial, social, and religious leaders.




  By the end of the 18th century, however, the empire had started to collapse after suffering a series of setbacks: military defeats, failed attempts at modernization, internal degeneration, and external pressures from foreign powers. Across Europe, a sense of nationalism would soon start driving revolutionary movements in Greece, the Balkans, and elsewhere within the Ottoman Empire. The Ottoman rulers found themselves standing at the crossroads of history after nearly five centuries as the world’s largest independent Islamic empire.




  The Qajar Dynasty of Persia




  In neighboring Persia (present-day Iran), a new ruling regime, the Qajar dynasty, took power in 1794. The Qajar shahs presided over a much smaller and weaker empire than the Ottoman sultans—Persia was slightly larger in area than the state of Alaska, with a population of about 6 million in 1800. But ancient Persia (a word stemming from the name Pars) had always been a place of strategic importance in the world because of its location. The land that is now called Iran sits at the crossroads of Europe, Asia, and India, and like the Anatolian Peninsula is on the Silk Road.




  The first Qajar ruler, Agha Mohammad Khan Qajar, emerged in 1794 following a 15-year civil war that pitted the country’s many diverse tribes against one another. Agha Mohammad used ruthless tactics to wipe out his main adversary, the Zand tribe, and unite Persia under his rule in 1796. Although he only ruled for a short time—the year after he crowned himself shah, Agha Mohammad was assassinated by his servants—he succeeded in winning back lands that Persia had previously lost to Russia, namely territories in Georgia and the Caucasus, and he established the Persian capital at Tehran.




  Agha Mohammad’s successors lacked his ruthlessness, as well as his success on the battlefield. Over the next century, the Qajar shahs would gradually embrace Western trends in commerce, education, culture, and fashion. However, the influence of foreign powers would also pose a serious threat to Persia’s independence. In particular, Great Britain and the Russian Empire became involved in Persian affairs to protect their own interests in the Middle East and Central Asia during the 19th and early 20th centuries.
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    This detail from a map of Asia, circa 1875, shows the extent of Ottoman and Persian lands at the time. Both empires had lost significant territories during the 1800s because of encroachment by Russia, France, and Great Britain.
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    The French ruler Napoleon greets a Persian ambassador, 1807. Under Napoleon the French had conquered the Ottoman province of Egypt a decade earlier.
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    Britain was interested in the Middle East in order to protect its valuable colony in India. The famous Taj Mahal is pictured.
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  Empires Under Pressure




  As the Ottomans presided over a crumbling empire and the Qajars labored to modernize their kingdom, three world powers set their sights on their territory. Throughout the 19th century Great Britain, France, and the Russian Empire attempted to exert economic, military, and political influence over the Middle East, Africa, and Europe by acquiring new lands containing valuable raw materials, and developing profitable markets and trade routes.




  But although each of these European powers managed to gain territory from the Ottoman and Qajar empires, at other times they sided with the Turks and Persians to thwart the efforts of their rivals. The European powers were suspicious of one another’s motives, and often willing to step in and act as a check against another power’s ambitions.




  Great Britain’s Industrial Machine




  By the early years of the 19th century, Great Britain had established itself as a military and industrial leader in the world. Britain maintained the largest and most powerful navy on Earth, and it also possessed the world’s most modern weaponry and technology. Dramatic and rapid change had also taken root in Great Britain’s economy, as the society changed from an agricultural fiefdom to an industrialized nation. England’s rural citizens flocked to the cities to find factory jobs. Practically overnight, small villages such as Manchester, Birmingham, Sheffield, and Leeds became major industrial cities. Major improvements to the country’s infrastructure, and a highly efficient system of government further contributed to Great Britain’s rapid growth.




  Britain’s economic advancement depended largely on foreign trade. England’s vast merchant fleet carried goods and raw materials throughout the British Empire, which by the 19th century stretched from Canada to Australia and included colonies in Africa, the Caribbean, South America, and Asia. The jewel of the crown was India, from which the British exported silk, cotton, tea, dyes, spices, and hundreds of other products. The British kept thousands of troops stationed in India, in part to oversee the empire’s valuable resources but also to serve as a base for further expansion into Asia.
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    To protect its farflung network of overseas colonies, and to facilitate the international trade on which the empire was based, Great Britain developed a powerful navy.
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