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GUIDE TO
THE MIDDLE EAST

Dear Reader,

My introduction to the Middle East began in the Northeast—the Northeastern part of the United States. I grew up in a neighborhood that was populated heavily with Syrian and Lebanese immigrants who added flavor to our multiethnic enclave. My exposure to their culture prompted me to learn more about their homelands and the rest of the Middle East.

Later, I visited Turkey and Morocco, where I learned more about the region. My experiences as an International Business and Management professor and writer broadened my knowledge of the Middle East through contacts with business professionals and students from various countries. Those experiences were a continuation of my vow to learn as much as I could about the diverse region we label the Middle East—and led to this opportunity to share my knowledge with you.

Hopefully, through these pages you will find the region as fascinating as I do.
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Understand the people, the politics, and the culture of this conflicted region
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The Top 10 Facts about the Middle East


	There is more trade internationally in oil than in any other good. Despite the strong recent growth in oil production in other areas, the Middle East still exports significantly more oil than any other region in the world—the region holds about two-thirds of the 1 trillion barrels of global proved oil reserves.


	Although many people associate the Middle East with oil, its countries export numerous other products, including dates, beans, and grapes, ores and other minerals, iron, steel, chemicals, automotive products, textiles, and clothing.


	The value of beef exports from the United States to the Middle East in 2010 grew by more than 75 percent over 2009, reaching $261 million. Egypt is the largest importer of U.S. beef in the region.


	One of the problems contributing to unrest in the Middle East is the imbalance between education and jobs. Many countries in the region created and made available a basic education system, but there was no concomitant growth in jobs for the people who completed their university studies.


	The majority of Egyptian physicians speak fluent English. Many have studied in the United States or Europe.


	Turkey and Israel dominate the list of Forbes’ Top 40 largest publicly traded companies in the Middle East. The breakdown is Turkey (15), Israel (9), Saudi Arabia (5), Egypt (4), Morocco (3), Pakistan (3), and Jordan (1).


	The Middle East is becoming a significant primary aluminum producer. Developments in Qatar and Saudi Arabia provide two examples of aluminum’s importance in the region.


	Saudi Arabia awarded its 2009 King Faisal International Prize in Medicine, known as the “Arab Nobel Prize,” to an American Jewish cancer researcher, Ronald Levy. Levy, who is married to an Israeli, is the first Jew to receive the award in the first thirty years of its existence.


	Arabesque music (Arabesk in Turkish) is a term coined by Turkish musicologists to describe Arabic-style music created in Turkey.


	Although Arabic, Turkish, and Persian are the three most common languages in the Middle East, English is a close runner-up. It is spoken by large numbers of people in Egypt, Jordan, Israel, Iran, Iraq, Qatar, Bahrain, United Arab Emirates, and Kuwait.






Introduction

The nebulously defined Middle East is one of the most mysterious regions on Earth. Its history and culture have created a mystique that many people do not understand. If they did, they would find a region that is really not much different from any other place on the planet. Middle Easterners want the same things everybody else in the world wants: peace, prosperity, and the freedom to pursue both. None of the three is easy to earn and preserve, as recent events in the region have demonstrated.

The incredibly diverse Middle East has been particularly volatile in the early years of the twenty-first century as people in its various countries strive to free themselves from overbearing governments. They have marched in the streets, sometimes at the risk of death, to convince their leaders that the time has come for democracy in their countries.

At times, their own government officials have suppressed their demonstrations brutally, and foreign entities have interceded in their domestic affairs. For some Middle Easterners, both occurrences fall under the heading of business as usual based on imperialism and their own long-term authoritarian governments. Regardless of what the outcomes of the unrest in the region may be, they cannot mask one simple fact: Middle Easterners have a lot to be proud of as they face an uncertain—but potentially bright—future.

One of the focuses of Middle Eastern political leaders in the twenty-first century is to improve living conditions for their constituents, ranging from upgrading health care systems to creating new industries that will provide the jobs so crucial to the region. Some countries, such as the Gulf States i.e., Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain, United Arab Emirates, and Qatar—are doing both successfully. Others, such as Egypt, Libya, and Syria, lag in both respects. But one thing is certain: the fate of the entire region hinges on several factors.

There will be no peace or prosperity in the region until long-standing problems—such as finding solutions to the Palestine-Israel enmity, or the political and religious differences and struggle for influence between Saudi Arabia and Iran—are resolved. As that happens, the geopolitical climate in the Middle East will improve, and the various states can work together to create a more stable economic environment that will allow them to rely less on Western countries for goods and services and more on one another. That is their hope—and their goal.

The history of the Middle East suggests that the people can put aside their differences to create a united front and solve their problems. They have done so in the past, although the results have not always lasted. But a region that is as rich in history and cultural advances as the Middle East has been can only look forward to greater accomplishments. The integration of technology, history, and culture is the way of the future for the Middle East, and the focus of this book.



CHAPTER 1

What Do You Mean by “Middle East”?

The term “Middle East” may seem self-explanatory, but nothing could be further from the truth. The origins of this term and its contemporary boundaries are almost as misunderstood as the region itself. By identifying and correcting these inaccuracies, you will develop a clear understanding of the Middle East and create a foundation of knowledge to build upon.

Defining the Middle East

In the early 1900s, American naval officer Alfred Thayer Mahan began using the term “Middle East.” By the beginning of World War II, Westerners knew the Middle East as the area bounded by the Black Sea to the north, the Arabian Sea to the south, the Indus River (in modern-day Pakistan) to the east, and the Mediterranean and Red Seas to the west.

Today, many people have a subconscious definition of the Middle East that has been formed by the media’s coverage of events in the region. Journalists’ streaming images, commentary, and real-time reports provide people outside the region with up-to-the-minute news and help shape their opinions of the Middle East. This media coverage does not really define the term “Middle East,” which gives outsiders some latitude in describing the region.
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Approximately 3.7 billion of the world’s 6.9 billion people are Christian, Muslim, or Jewish. That means slightly more than half of the people on Earth find their spiritual heritage in the Middle East, where all three major religions got their start.



The problem is not with the quality or validity of the information given, but with the lack of context. Unless viewers have a good understanding of Middle Eastern history and culture, the apparent chaos and volatility of the region is frustrating. People think something like this: “Different religious groups are in conflict, and there is some type of unrest, so it must be happening in the Middle East.”

Regardless of whether this is your perspective, the media has probably played a large role in shaping your understanding of the area. In fact, most Westerners have been influenced by something even more powerful than the media, known as “Orientalism.”

In 1978, Professor Edward Said, a Palestinian-American born in Jerusalem, published a book called Orientalism, in which he questioned the validity and motivation behind many Western perceptions of the Middle East. Through Mark Twain’s caricatured Middle Eastern travelogue and countless other imaginative depictions of the Orient in popular culture, Westerners have been exposed to a voluptuous and mysterious Middle East that, for the most part, does not exist.
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Middle East writers portray an accurate picture of the region. The ancient nation of Egypt is still a vibrant cultural and intellectual center, with masterful art, music, dance, and literature. Naguib Mahfouz, one of Egypt’s greatest writers, received international acclaim for his many novels and screenplays, including The Cairo Trilogy and Children of the Alley. In 1988, at the age of seventy-seven, Mahfouz was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature.



Historically, the media and popular culture together have created a certain perception—or rather, misperception—of the Middle East. While this perception may contain seeds of truth, it is not totally accurate. In the following pages, you will find the facts you need to develop an educated understanding of the diverse regions often lumped together under the generic name of Middle East.

Geographic Boundaries

One way you can define the region’s location is by finding its geographic heart. Experts and news junkies alike agree: the Middle East lies somewhere on the eastern shores of the Mediterranean. As you will quickly discover, the boundaries beyond this central point are harder to determine.

Political Boundaries

Should you draw the northern border of the Middle East in southeastern Europe, at the border between Turkey and Bulgaria, or should it stop short of Turkey at the Syrian border? Should the eastern perimeter extend through Central Asia all the way to the Pakistan/India border, or go only as far as Iraq? Should the southern line be drawn to include the African nations of Sudan and Somalia, or should it stop at Jordan and Saudi Arabia? Finally, should the western boundaries stop at the edge of the Asian continent, on the Israeli/Egyptian border, or do they stretch across North Africa to the Atlantic shores of Mauritania and Morocco? To answer these questions, start by looking at the landscape.
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“Sahara” is an Arabic word meaning “desert.” Early Arab merchants traveling across this massive hot spot called it as they saw it—the desert. The Sahara, which covers most of Northern Africa, comprises 3.63 million square miles. It is almost as large as Europe or the United States.



Certain realities on the ground provide obvious boundaries for the region. For instance, the Black Sea, Caucasus Mountains, and Caspian Sea combine to form a point where the area naturally breaks from the West to become the East. Similarly, the Mediterranean Sea is a significant border in any definition of the Middle East. The Sahara is another important, natural dividing line between the “Arabized” lands of North Africa and the more indigenous African regions to the south. Finally, the Indus River winds its way through modern Pakistan as a definitive boundary. Historically, this river was the easternmost edge of the early Islamic empires. The Indus remains an important line of cultural and ethnic division, separating the more “Persianized” Pashtun and Baluchi peoples from the more stereotypically “Indian” Punjabi and Sindhi groups.

Isn’t It All Desert?

Although most people think “desert” when they think Middle East, the region’s geography and climate is as diverse as that of the United States. Much of the Arabian Peninsula is made up of hot, sandy desert lands, but Arabia cannot be characterized as uniform. Along its western borders, mountains as high as 12,000 feet tower above the temperate Red Sea coast, while in the southeastern nation of Oman, mountains of similar stature line the entrance to the Persian Gulf’s crystal blue waters.

Massive evergreens pepper the snow-covered slopes of Lebanon’s ski resorts, while sunbathers enjoy its sandy beaches. The lush forests of Turkey’s Black Sea coast give way to mountain peaks higher than any Rocky Mountain high, while its Mediterranean resorts rival the famed Greek Isles. The Fertile Crescent is a well-watered region that stretches from Israel’s coastal plain through northern Syria and down the banks of Iraq’s Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. These lands are rich with plant life, waterfalls, and wildlife. Along with the marshy banks of the Nile River in Egypt, the Fertile Crescent has been the breadbasket of the Middle East for nearly 10,000 years. With so much diversity in landscape and climate, it is a wonder that anyone would ask, “Isn’t it all desert?”

Ethnic and Linguistic Groups

Ethnicities and languages also help define the region. For example, you can easily tell if one person is from an Arabic background and another is Swedish. Even if both are speaking English, characteristics such as skin tone, hair color, and facial structure indicate that each is from a different region. Similarly, it doesn’t take a linguist to hear the difference between languages such as Russian and Swahili.

Ethnic and linguistic similarities and differences help determine whether someone is European or Southeast Asian. Despite the many ethnic and linguistic differences within Europe, some groups share certain connections that make them all European. As you begin to explore the Middle East, you will find three major groups:


	Arabs—Numbering somewhere around 300 million, they are in the majority in the area from Syria (north) to Yemen (south) and Oman (east) to Morocco (west).


	Turks—Also known as Turkic peoples, this group numbers over 100 million. They are in the majority in the area from Turkey and Azerbaijan to the former Soviet republics of Central Asia.


	Persians—Over 30 million Farsi-speaking people are in the majority in the area from Iran to parts of Afghanistan and Pakistan.




Many use the term “Arab world” interchangeably with “Middle East,” but the region cannot be so easily defined. A portion of the Middle East can be called the Arab world, but with significant Turkish and Persian populations in predominantly Arabic lands and vice versa, in the end the lines cannot be so neatly drawn according to ethnic and linguistic groups. In addition, minority groups such as the Kurds, Jews, Armenians, Circassians, and Berbers complicate the issue even more.
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The phrases Ash-sharq al-awsat (Arabic), Ortadog˘u (Turkish), and khAvareh MeeyAneh (Farsi) all translate as “Middle East.”



However, boundaries must be drawn at some point, even if they are not perfect. Should the Middle East include Pakistan, even though most of its inhabitants are of neither Arabic, Turkish, nor Persian background? If not, should the Kurdish regions of northern Iraq, eastern Turkey, and western Iran be excluded from the Middle East? To answer these questions, examine the religious aspects of these lands.

Common Religion

Religious allegiance can be a powerful adhesive or a dangerous explosive. The Middle East has seen its share of both.

Today, Islam is the predominant religion from North Africa to Southeast Asia. This region is known as the Muslim world. You have read about the overlap between the Arab world and Middle East; the Muslim world is yet another overlay in this complex part of the globe.
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More than 90 percent of the Middle East’s people are Muslims. However, not all Arabs are Muslims, not all Middle Easterners are Arabs, not all Muslims are Arabs, and not all Middle Easterners are Muslims.



The Arab and Muslim worlds are distinct from one another and from the Middle East. Although all three are related, each is a separate entity. Nevertheless, the common beliefs and practices of Muslims in this region do help differentiate it from neighboring areas, where Islam is not the popular religion.

Islam is often the common denominator for the region’s diverse tribal, ethnic, and linguistic groups. As you will discover, Islam is more than a religion. It is a complete system that determines a culture’s law (commonly called shari’a law), economics, military strategy, politics, and even personal hygiene. Given this information, you can see why Islam is such an important factor. Still, it is not the only issue defining the Middle East.

Culture and History

The Middle East can be defined in a cultural sense as an area of the world where Islamic traditions are the norm. Even though close to 50 million Middle Eastern people (roughly 10 percent) are not Muslims, Islam has influenced the cultural norms and history of the region. Not only that, but Arabian culture is a great influence on the nearly 40 percent of Middle Easterners who do not consider themselves Arabs.

Arabic phrases such as as-salaam aleikum, literally meaning “peace be upon you,” are spoken by non-Arab Muslims across the globe. Pre-Islamic traditions, mannerisms, rituals, and clothing styles originating from Arabia have been influential across Africa and Asia. Even the Arabic alphabet has been adopted by non-Arab cultures, such as the Turkic- and Farsi-speaking peoples of Central Asia.
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One Thousand and One Arabian Nights is early classic literature from the Middle East. Originally called alf layla wa layla (1,001 nights and a night), these stories were recited orally by professional storytellers and written down in Arabic. Thanks to England’s Captain Sir Richard Francis Burton, these stories were translated into English and brought to the West.



From the world’s first civilization in southern Mesopotamia (now modern Iraq), to the Ottoman Empire’s 500-year reign over the Middle East, the peoples of this land have a shared history. The many differences between them have caused conflict among the diverse peoples of this region. Nevertheless, they share a deep sense of heritage and connection to the land that is hard for Westerners to comprehend. Five thousand years of conflicts and alliances have forged a people with a common memory of the past that is affecting their future.

An unmistakable pride permeates the peoples of the Middle East, as they are well aware of their ancient roots and great civilizations. Because of these common memories, many people find themselves shamed and frustrated by the region’s current state of affairs. In an attempt to regain lost honor, many refer to the years of European colonialism as the cause of their present impotency. In addition, many look to the United States and its current influence and see the footprints of yet another exploitive empire.

Social Identity

The last piece of this puzzle is a conglomerate of all the previous pieces. Social identity is difficult to define. At the same time, it is one of the most recognizable aspects of the Middle East. Considering geographic location, ethnolinguistic background, religious affiliation, cultural norms, and regional history, is there a common identity? Despite obvious differences, is there one factor or combination of factors that connects diverse groups? Islam could be said to be this cultural glue, but many non-Muslims consider themselves Middle Eastern. The Arabic language could arguably be the common thread, but what about all the groups that don’t speak Arabic? You must consider factors such as language, religion, and history to define effectively social identity in the Middle East.

Conservative and Liberal Definitions

After exploring these issues, experts have defined the Middle East in several ways. By looking at the most limited definition on one hand and the most generous on the other, you will see the wide spectrum of ideas related to this question.

Finding the middle of the Middle East—along the eastern shores of the Mediterranean Sea—is a point on which most people can agree. This central location is in fact the most conservative definition. Based largely on geographic location, at the expense of other important factors, this definition includes only the countries of Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Jordan, and the State of Palestine.

What about Saudi Arabia, the birthplace of Islam? How about Turkey, the center of regional power from the fifteenth to the twentieth century? What about Iraq, home to the imperial Islamic city of Baghdad? Among other places, what about Egypt, the largest Arab country on the planet? This definition is much too limited.

At the other extreme, the most liberal definition uses Islam as the common bond and is almost the same as the Muslim world, minus India and Southeast Asia. This perspective would add to the conservative definition the North African countries of Mauritania, Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, Sudan, Eritrea, Djibouti, and Somalia; the island nation of Cyprus; the West Asian countries of Turkey, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Iran, Iraq, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Qatar, United Arab Emirates, Oman, and Yemen; and the Central Asia “stans,” which include Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Afghanistan, and Pakistan.
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When “stan” or “istan” appears at the end of a country’s name, it means “the land of” whatever group is named. For example, Afghanistan means “the land of the Afghans.”



The problem with these parameters is that they might as well include parts of sub-Saharan Africa, Western China and Russia, India, and Bangladesh, as Muslims are the predominant inhabitants of these regions as well. For that matter, they should also extend their borders into the Balkans to include the largely Muslim areas in this part of the world. Again, defining the Middle East is a daunting task, but Islam cannot be the lone factor.

Boundaries for This Book

Now that you have been thoroughly exposed to the issues surrounding the question “What do you mean by ‘Middle East’?” it is time for a definition. For this book, the Middle East will be defined along the following lines. It will include all of North Africa (that is, above the Sahara), West Asia (minus Cyprus), and the Central Asian countries of Afghanistan and Pakistan. This will by no means silence the ongoing academic debate. But, like life in the Middle East, this definition should be fluid and adaptable.

Most likely you are a Westerner. As a result, you have in mind a tidy Western definition of the Middle East. But remember, you are exploring a region that often operates under the attitude of I.B.M.—an acronym for these Arabic phrases:


	Inshaa Allah—Literally translated as “God willing,” but meant more like “hopefully.”


	Bukra—Literally meaning “tomorrow,” as in “We’ll get to it later.”


	Ma leysh—Don’t worry about it!




Bear in mind that the Middle East can be as hazy as its legendary sandstorms. Now that you are aware of the ways you have been influenced by the media and your culture, you can begin to expand your knowledge of a land that is both rich in history and relevant to the world’s future.



CHAPTER 2

The Cradle of Civilization

The modern Middle East cannot be separated from its ancient foundations. By examining its rich historical soil, you will uncover the roots of the region’s many contemporary issues. Starting from the dawn of civilization, along the Tigris, Euphrates, and Nile Rivers, you will discover the origins of such things as centralized government, organized religion, and written language. You are also likely to find a part of your own history.

Components of a Civilization

Imagine that you have been stranded for years on a remote island. You rig together a small boat and set out for home. What would be your first word upon seeing the mainland? “Civilization!” That’s right. No matter how much they may enjoy periods of solitude, at some level, most people desire the comforts and security of the civilized world.

So, as you explore humanity’s first civilizations, look for these simple components:


	Well-planned cities


	Large, centralized governments


	Written languages


	Organized religions


	Development of new technologies and skills


	Established trade networks


	Social class structures


	Appreciation of art and entertainment


	Professional military forces




The Sumerians

In Mesopotamia (now Iraq), more than 5,000 years before Abraham was born, the Ubaidian settlers arrived. Little is known of these ancient peoples, but most experts believe they came from the mountainous regions of contemporary eastern Turkey and northern Iran. By the fifth millennium B.C., they had developed small farming communities in the large fertile plain of the Tigris and Euphrates river valley. The rivers’ constant supply of water ensured that livestock and crops flourished. As word spread of the region’s bountiful lands, people from surrounding areas came to share in the wealth. Before long, small Ubaidian farming communities grew into large multiethnic cities made up of people from around the Middle East.

After centuries of intermarriage, the native tongue of an immigrant group known as the Sumerians emerged as the common regional language. Soon, this prosperous part of Mesopotamia was called Sumer, after the Sumerian newcomers. By 3500 B.C., the Sumerian civilization was in place, with the world’s first large, well-planned cities, massive ziggurats (stepped pyramid-temples), and complex water-diversion and irrigation systems.
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Mesopotamia is a Greek word meaning “between the rivers.” It refers to the lands that lie between the Euphrates and Tigris Rivers (in modern Iraq).



The city of Kish was the center of political power for the surrounding cities, with its well-organized government and impressive public works. From this metropolis, a priest-king ruled the region with power and authority given by the gods. Nearly all of Sumer’s citizens were polytheistic, meaning they believed in many gods. As prudent bureaucrats, government-installed priests welcomed the various gods of the diverse peoples, admitting them into a structured national religion.

Gods and Stars

Sumerians satisfied their fascination with the skies by using tall ziggurat towers as both observatories and temples. Elements of astronomy and astrology guided worshippers to view the heavenly lights as signs from the gods. After years of intense study, priests developed maps of the skies that included many of the constellations (which today’s stargazers still use). Those priests were some of the first astronomers, with such an advanced knowledge of the stars that they could predict lunar and solar eclipses.

Priests told complex stories explaining the powers of the gods and the ways they needed to be appeased. Animal sacrifices were the primary source of tribute, but gifts of fruits, vegetables, gold, and other valuables were also made. In addition, priests recited stories of the gods battling in the heavens and creating the universe. Other popular Sumerian epics remembered the details of past wars and the characteristics of heroic leaders.

One of the tales best known today is the Epic of Gilgamesh. Its theme—a man escaping a great flood in a boat full of animals—may sound familiar from a more recent source, the Old Testament. The Epic of Gilgamesh was recounted verbally until about 2500 B.C., when the Sumerians wrote it down. Today, the only remaining texts come from Assyrian scribes who copied this famous Mesopotamian tale onto clay tablets around 700 B.C.

Amazing Inventors

The Sumerians’ inventiveness led them to many firsts. Sumerians invented the wheel around 3500 B.C. By the year 3200 B.C., they had created the world’s first written language. This new script consisted of lines and triangular shapes organized into small crude pictures. These symbols were made by pressing the tip of a hard reed into a soft clay tablet, resulting in wedge shapes. When archeologists discovered this ancient style of writing, they called it cuneiform, from the Latin word meaning “wedge.”
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Many ancient peoples borrowed the Sumerian cuneiform script to represent their native languages. In the Middle East today, many non-Arabic speakers use Arabic script. Similarly, Americans use Latin script even though they speak English.



Sumer was also the birthplace of the school. Although its primary function was to teach new scribes the art of reading and writing cuneiform, schools also taught some arithmetic. Students who showed exceptional promise and motivation could also take classes in religion, literature, and science in order to gain the more privileged social positions, such as priests or government officials.

The Sumerians also conceived of such common ideas as the sixty-minute hour, the 360 degrees of a circle, wheeled vehicles, and the first synthetic material, known as faience. This man-made substance was meant to replicate the rare blue-colored gemstone, lapis lazuli. By mixing glass and copper ore under extreme heat, Sumerians were able to produce a blue-colored substance resembling the coveted precious stone.

Now it is time to journey south and west, to the banks of the Nile River. Another civilization was born here, one that today boasts the world’s largest ancient monuments and the most well-preserved artifacts.

The Egyptians

No one knows exactly when the waters of the Nile River were first employed to support farming, but by the year 3500 B.C., the Egyptian civilization was already well established. The country was divided into northern and southern kingdoms. The northern area, defined by its low-lying marshlands, was known as Lower Egypt. The southern portion started above the marshlands, about 100 miles from the Mediterranean coast, and rose in elevation to the Nile’s first waterfall (or cataract). Because of its higher elevation, this region was known as Upper Egypt.
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The Nile River flows south to north, from the Ethiopian Highlands to the Mediterranean Sea. This means that southern Egypt is higher in elevation than northern Egypt. Northern Egypt appears to be “upper” Egypt on a map, but it is really “lower” Egypt, because of its lower elevation.



In about 3100 B.C., a man known today as King Menes joined these two regions together and set up his capital city, Memphis. This united kingdom grew to become a world power that remained at the forefront of science and technology for thousands of years.

The Information Superhighway

The Egyptians used mathematics, physics, and astronomy to construct massive pyramids. Although the Great Pyramids of Giza have flat sides that form perfect triangles, the early Egyptian pyramids were almost identical to the terraced ziggurat pyramids of Sumer. This leads many to believe that the Egyptians borrowed more ancient Sumerian technology.

Not only is there an apparent technological connection between these two ancient cultures, but there is also reason to believe that there was a free exchange of astronomical and religious learning. The ancient Egyptians shared the Sumerians’ fascination with the stars. In fact, the Egyptians had detailed maps of the stars that included many of the constellations identified first by Mesopotamian stargazers. From methods of water diversion and irrigation to production of faience, numerous parallels suggest a flow of information from the Euphrates and Tigris civilization to the peoples of the Nile Valley.

Egyptians were by no means just copycats. They were quite the opposite; they expanded on Sumerian technology with bigger and better creations. They also developed their own inventions and unique cultural and religious constructs.

Genius on the Nile

Egyptians used the Nile for irrigation, but it was also their maritime highway. Simple boats, fashioned from bundles of reeds, enabled citizens to travel the length of the kingdom comfortably and quickly. Eventually, large galley ships were built that allowed goods and people access to the Nile and the unknown expanses of the Mediterranean Sea.
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How about a beer? Europeans weren’t the first beer lovers. Artwork from both Mesopotamia and Egypt show the production and consumption of beer and wine as early as 2500 B.C.



A system of simple pictures, known today as hieroglyphics, was used by the people of the Nile to record everything from business transactions to military victories. Egyptians also developed a symbol for the number ten. This may not seem like a great achievement, but the new mark let them record 100 items with only ten symbols instead of 100 straight lines. Around 2800 B.C., Egyptians started making sheets from papyrus plants, the ancient precursor to paper. Papyrus quickly became the writing material of choice, as it was lighter than stone or clay tablets and could be rolled into a portable scroll. In fact, papyrus was adopted by many ancient peoples and was used by the Romans until about A.D. 300.

Paintings and carvings were often used to show the gods interacting with the pharaoh, reinforcing the common belief that the ruler was in fact a god-man. With the aid of the sun god, Re, the pharaoh would govern the land and ensure favor from the gods. Egyptians had a strong view of the afterlife, in which they believed their earthly bodies and possessions would be carried on into eternity. As a result, priests invented the first methods of embalming, known as mummification. To this day, modern morticians are unable to replicate the exact methods of preservation that have kept the bodies of pharaohs and farmers intact for thousands of years.
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Did you know that Jacob, father of the twelve tribes of Israel, was mummified in Egypt? According to Genesis 50:1–3, “Joseph directed the physicians in his service to embalm his father Jacob. So the physicians embalmed him, taking a full forty days, for that was the time required for embalming. And the Egyptians mourned for him seventy days.”



Ancient Egypt remains one of the most studied civilizations of all time. At the same time it is one of the most mysterious. From sci-fi movies to adventure thrillers, this land has provided the Western imagination with endless fuel for dreaming. Despite all of the fiction, one thing is certain: the modern inhabitants of Egypt are proud of their heritage. Even the largely Muslim city of Cairo acknowledges its polytheistic heritage, as statues of ancient gods and pharaonic trinkets are displayed in roundabouts and sold in bazaars. Whether or not today’s Egyptian Arabs are direct descendants of the pharaohs, monuments of former greatness stand beside modern high-rises, blurring the millennia into one civilization—Egypt.

The Phoenicians

Around 2500 B.C., a Canaanite group, known today as the Phoenicians, established small settlements along the northeastern Mediterranean coast, in the area currently known as Lebanon. While the settlers borrowed many aspects of Sumerian culture, they enjoyed relative independence from the Mesopotamian and Egyptian power centers.

Many Phoenicians were craftsmen and farmers, yet the region’s real strength was found in its relationship with the seas. From the coastal cities of Tyre, Sidon, and Byblos, the biggest and best ships of the time were built. Utilizing their own superior shipbuilding technology, Phoenician inventors used sails to propel their ships, rather than the bulky oars and rowing crews used by other seafarers.

As masters of the Mediterranean, Phoenicians were successful traders and explorers. They entered the Atlantic Ocean to trade with Britain and traveled south through the Red Sea to the tip of Africa. With their unique glassware and purple dye, Phoenicians traveled to distant lands and returned with loads of exotic merchandise. In addition to trading their goods with distant peoples, they were also responsible for spreading Middle Eastern civilization to those they met. The wealth and reputation of the Phoenician cities grew as they dominated the marine trade routes and established distant colonies, such as the North African city of Carthage (in modern-day Tunisia) and Tarshish (possibly modern-day Cadiz) in southern Spain.
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The Phoenicians developed the first phonetically based alphabet, which was the inspiration for the Latin script English speakers use today. This form of writing was designed to simplify written language by using a single character to represent each sound.



The need to record information from large business transactions while traveling the seas pushed Phoenicians to abandon the complicated Sumerian cuneiform system and develop their own set of characters. The resulting system included twenty-two simple symbols to represent specific spoken sounds, rather than the complicated shapes and pictures used by other ancient peoples. This was the world’s first alphabet, from which Hebrew, Arabic, Greek, and Latin alphabets would find their inspiration.

Although these wealthy traders dominated the seas, they were not as fortunate on land. For nearly half a century, ancient Phoenicia was occupied by foreign powers. Eventually, the weakening of these powers, combined with the maritime strength of the Phoenicians, brought Phoenician independence. A few hundred years later, they were again subjugated and enveloped into the bloodlines of Greek, Roman, and Arab conquerors. Today, Phoenician pride is kept alive in Lebanon, as some citizens identify with the glory of their ancient predecessors.

The Hittites

About 1,000 years after Menes united Upper and Lower Egypt, light-skinned Indo-Europeans known as Hittites conquered much of Asia Minor (modern-day Turkey). The Hittites subdued the indigenous peoples, imposing on them their language, culture, and laws. This was the first civilization in Asia Minor; in addition, it was the first civilization composed of peoples from the ethnic stock that would later populate Europe. Before long, Hittite aggressiveness led to clashes with Mesopotamian and Egyptian armies.

The Hittites were fierce and inventive warriors. In fact, they were the first to extract iron from ore. From this new metal, they made weapons that were much stronger than the bronze and copper ones used by everyone else. Their warrior ingenuity also produced some of the world’s lightest and fastest chariots. Iron weaponry and superior chariots were a huge advantage on the battlefield, but over time knowledge of iron working spread to Mesopotamia, Egypt, and beyond.

Not Just Warriors

One of the Hittites’ most distinctive attributes was their strong emphasis on justice. Their extensive law codes were not unique, but the way the Hittites implemented them was unheard of elsewhere. Most ancient communities punished lawbreakers with violent retribution. The Hittites, however, approached criminals with a desire to restore both the victim and the criminal. They did this by forcing the criminal either to return the stolen property, plus an additional fee, or, if nothing could be returned, to pay a sufficient amount, as determined by a judge.
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Having studied the ancient inhabitants of places known today as Iraq, Egypt, Lebanon, and Turkey, now consider the modern citizens of these countries. They see this ancient history as their heritage. They view these technological and scientific contributions as their own; they cherish the power and majesty that once delineated their homelands, and from it draw hope for the future.



Hittite Culture

As was the case with most ancient peoples, the Hittites believed there were many gods controlling people’s emotions, the weather, fertility, war, and so on. The Hittite pantheon was made up of over a thousand gods, acquired from their Indo-European homeland, as well as Mesopotamia, Egypt, and other regions. Again, as in Sumer and Egypt, the Hittite king controlled religious and political life. Among the masses, the belief was that the king’s interaction with the gods assured the health, wealth, and protection of his people. Storytelling and written literature were also important parts of Hittite culture. Scribes recorded historical and religious texts from the spoken Hittite language, using Sumerian cuneiform characters.

Cuneiform and gods weren’t the only things the Hittites borrowed from other civilizations—everything from art and architecture to the use of the wheel came from other peoples. Although they introduced the world to iron, this warring people borrowed much more than they invented. Ultimately, the Hittites met the fate of their violent focus, as another invading European group, known only as “the Sea Peoples,” destroyed their civilization in 1200 B.C.

The Babylonians

About the same time the Hittites were conquering Anatolia (modern-day Turkey), a tribe of Canaanites known as the Amorites moved into the central Mesopotamian region of Babylonia. They made the city of Babylon their base (near modern-day Baghdad), from which they conquered the armies of Mesopotamia. The Amorites quickly adopted the rich culture of the Sumerian civilization, which then came to be known as Babylonian civilization.

From the Sumerian story of the world’s creation to their wedge-shaped cuneiform characters, Amorite scribes borrowed the history and culture of Sumer and made them their own. At the hands of the mighty warrior king Hammurabi, the new Babylonian kingdom spread its influence across the Fertile Crescent, from what is now the Persian Gulf all the way to the northeastern shores of the Mediterranean.

Hammurabi was not only a skilled fighter, but a great legislator as well. His detailed law code is the most comprehensive of any ancient civilization and is the inspiration of the popular saying “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.”
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“If a surgeon has removed with the bronze lancet a cataract from a nobleman, and has cured his eye, he shall take ten shekels of silver. If it be a commoner, he shall take five shekels of silver.” This edict, given by the Babylonian king Hammurabi in the 1700s B.C., is a snapshot of Babylon’s detailed regulatory system, as well as its scientific, social, and economic conditions.



From the birth of Babylon in 2000 B.C. to its destruction in 1530 B.C., the Babylonians carried the wonders of Sumerian civilization to new heights. Massive bridges, temples, and palaces remain to this day as evidence of Babylon’s greatness. As you will discover in Chapter 3, Babylon’s influence did not disappear. After nearly a thousand years of dormancy, in 605 B.C. it was revived as the militant Chaldean or Neo-Babylonian Empire.

From the impact of biblical Abraham (who was originally from the Babylonian city of Ur) to Saddam Hussein’s twentieth-century delusions of a revived Babylonian Empire, this civilization has not been forgotten. In fact, thanks to the detailed writings of Abraham’s descendants, a vivid picture of the entire region is available to the modern world.

The Hebrews

The Hebrew civilization doesn’t start with a huge ethnic group or a mighty conquest, but with a single man and his family. Genesis 11:31 reads: “Terah took his son Abram (Abraham), his grandson Lot son of Haran, and his daughter-in-law Sarai, the wife of his son Abram, and together they set out from Ur of the Chaldeans to go to Canaan. But when they came to Haran, they settled there.” From Abraham and his descendants the Hebrew civilization begins.

The biblical record explains that Abraham and his family were born and raised in “Ur of the Chaldeans.” Most scholars believe this took place in about 1800 B.C., which would mean that the family lived in Ur when it was the most powerful city in Mesopotamia. The exact reason they departed from the comforts of city life is not known, but some have suggested that they may have been trying to escape the strains of Ur’s swelling urban population.

Promises and Land

The text of Genesis goes on to say that Abraham and his family lived in Haran until after his father Terah’s death. While in the city of Haran (today found in south central Turkey), Abraham heard the voice of his singular deity declaring, “Leave your country, your people, and your father’s household, and go to the land I will show you.” With these words in mind, Abraham traveled south, with most of his extended family, to the region of Canaan (modern Palestine/Israel), where he again heard the voice, this time telling him, “To your offspring I will give this land.”
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