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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.
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  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.
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  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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    Palm trees rise above the domes and minaret of a mosque in Kuala Lumpur, the largest city in Malaysia. Most of the 24 million residents of this country in Southeast Asia are Muslims.
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  Place in the World




  Malaysia is one of the most racially and religiously diverse nations in the Islamic world. This warm tropical land, blessed with a treasure trove of natural resources, is a dynamic blend of tradition and technology. The country was founded at the crossroads of one of the world’s most vital sea routes between the Indian and Pacific oceans. For centuries, trade in the East was centered around the Malacca Strait. Today this vital sea lane, which is bordered by Malaysia, Singapore, and the Indonesian island of Sumatra, remains strategically significant. Each day one-third of the world’s sea traffic passes through the narrow strait, carrying oil, timber, and other vital goods to global markets.




  Trade played a large part in shaping the history of Malaysia. As early as the first century A.D., seaborne traders from China and India stopped at communities throughout the Malay Archipelago. Along with gold and other goods, these early traders brought highly influential traditions, religions, arts, and political philosophies. The centuries of trade also affected Malaysia’s ethnic composition, and today the nation’s population is primarily composed of ethnic Malays, Chinese, and Indians.




  Islam became the dominant religion of Malaysia because of the importance of Melaka, a trading port located in a strategic spot along the Malacca Strait. An exiled Sumatran prince named Parameswara founded Melaka in 1400, and within a few decades it emerged as the richest and most powerful trading port in the East. In 1414, Parameswara married a Muslim princess from Indonesia; he accepted her religion, which had supplanted Hinduism and Buddhism as the dominant faith of the Indonesian archipelago. Most of the people of Melaka adopted the religion of their ruler, and this would have a significant impact on Malaysia’s future. As Islam spread throughout the region, traders from other parts of the Muslim world flocked to Melaka, bringing the city international prestige.




  As Melaka prospered, it attracted the attention of powerful European nations such as Portugal, the Netherlands, and England. During the early 16th century, the Portuguese captured Melaka and other ports in the Indian Ocean, launching an era of European domination that would last until the mid-20th century. Melaka changed hands many times as European nations struggled to dominate the strategic Malacca Strait. The British eventually emerged victorious. While they ruled their colony, known as Malaya, the British established the foundation of modern Malaysia’s government and economy.




  The Federation of Malaya gained its independence from Great Britain on August 31, 1957 (it was renamed the Federation of Malaysia in 1963). Since then the country has emerged as a powerful player in global economics and politics. During its early years of independence, Malaysia’s economy was primarily based upon two commodities: rubber and tin. But during the first two decades after independence, Malaysia began a dramatic transformation from a producer of raw commodities to an industrialized country. By developing industries to process its natural resources, Malaysia diversified its economy, created numerous new jobs, and helped decrease poverty levels. This economic boom resulted in a high rural-to-urban migration as people left their farms and fishing villages to work in the cities.
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    A rickshaw is parked on a street in Penang. Life in Malaysia has been greatly influenced by centuries of trade with other cultures.


  




  Trade continues to play a vital role in the economy. Today the United States is Malaysia’s largest trading partner and foreign investor; other traditional trading partners include Japan, the European Union, Australia, Singapore, and South Korea. Malaysia is also busily developing trade with other nations in Asia, Africa, Latin America, and the Middle East. The country’s economy is highly dependent upon exports to global markets, and the government is continuously diversifying exports to suit global demand. Today, Malaysia is the 10th-largest trading nation in the world. During the past 30 years Malaysia’s economy has sustained an average annual growth rate of 7 percent, and since 1963 the country’s exports have grown from $1 billion to $100 billion. It currently counts over 134 states as its trading partners.
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    Malaysia’s former prime minister Mahathir bin Mohamad (second from right) smiles during a 2003 meeting with other government leaders in Cyberjaya to discuss the future of Malaysia’s Multimedia Super Corridor. To strengthen the country’s already-solid economy, in recent years Malaysia has focused on developing the information technology sector.


  




  In its quest to become a fully industrialized nation by the year 2020, Malaysia in recent years has shifted its primary economic focus to the information technology (IT) sector. During the 1990s the government established the Multimedia Super Corridor (MSC), a commercial zone around Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia’s capital. The primary architect of this vision was Dr. Mahathir bin Mohamad, who served as Malaysia’s prime minister from 1981 to 2003. The MSC was created for a variety of objectives, including attracting important international investors, providing IT training in a variety of fields, and researching and developing future IT projects. At the core of the MSC is an ambitious plan to transform Malaysia into a world-class leader in global technology.




  Today, Malaysians enjoy sustained economic growth, thanks to the country’s large industrial base. The country’s political system is much more democratic and open than the governments of many other Muslim countries. Malaysia also boasts one of the highest literacy rates in the Islamic world. Prosperity through unity lies at the core of Malaysia’s harmonious progress, and the government fosters this concept through educational and political meetings that promote moderate religious beliefs. As a leading member of the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC), Malaysia has accepted a prominent role among Muslim countries. By almost any standard, Malaysia has become one of the most prosperous and successful nations in the Islamic world.
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    Stalactites hang from the roof of a large bat cave on the Malay Peninsula. Large limestone caves like this one can be found throughout the country.
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  The Land




  Nestled between China and India, the nation of Malaysia occupies a strategic position in the heart of Southeast Asia. The country is composed of two geographical regions: Peninsular Malaysia, which occupies the southern portion of the Malay Peninsula, and East Malaysia, located on the island of Borneo about 400 miles (644 kilometers) across the South China Sea. The two regions, which make up an area slightly smaller than the U.S. state of New Mexico, are in turn divided into 13 states and 3 federal territories.




  Both regions share certain geographical characteristics, such as sandy coastal plains that give way to mountainous interiors. Between the mountains and the plains lies the agricultural zone, where important crops like rice, rubber, and oil palm are grown. Malaysia is richly endowed with natural resources and possesses some of the world’s largest tin deposits as well as large reserves of oil and natural gas. All of Malaysia’s states have direct access to the sea, which remains a vital component in the nation’s economy. Famed for its tropical beauty, Malaysia draws visitors from all over the world with its vast expanses of unspoiled rainforests, ancient cave systems, and scenic beaches.




  Peninsular Malaysia




  Eleven of the nation’s thirteen states and two of its three federal territories are located in Peninsular Malaysia. This region, which comprises about 40 percent of the nation’s total land area, is home to about 85 percent of the population. It also contains the federal territories of Kuala Lumpur (the official capital) and Putrajaya (the new administrative capital that has been undergoing construction since the mid-1990s).




  

    The Geography of Malaysia




    Location: Southeastern Asia, peninsula and northern one-third of the island of Borneo, bordering Indonesia and the South China Sea, south of Vietnam




    Area: (slightly larger than New Mexico)




    total: 127,316 square miles (329,750 sq km)




    land: 126,853 square miles (328,550 sq km)




    water: 463 square miles (1,200 sq km)




    Borders: Brunei, 237 miles (381 km); Indonesia, 1,107 miles (1,782 km); Thailand, 314 miles (506 km)




    Climate: tropical; annual southwest (April to October) and northeast (October to February) monsoons




    Terrain: coastal plains rising to hills and mountains




    Elevation extremes:




    lowest point: Indian Ocean, 0 feet




    highest point: Gunong Kinabalu, 13,451 feet (4,100 meters)




    Natural hazards: flooding, landslides, forest fires




    Source: Adapted from CIA World Factbook, 2009.


  




  Thailand borders Peninsular Malaysia to the north while the narrow Johor Strait separates the peninsula from the island nation of Singapore to the south. The South China Sea borders the peninsula to the east and the Malacca Strait, one of the busiest shipping lanes in the world, forms the nation’s western boundary. This narrow strait is the main sea route between the Pacific and Indian Oceans and has played a vital role in Malaysia’s history since ancient times.
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