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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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Smoke rises from one of Saddam Hussein’s presidential palaces in Baghdad following a U.S. air strike, March 31, 2003.American and British military action finally dislodged the Iraqi dictator after nearly a quarter century in power.







Place in the World


In the early-morning hours of March 20, 2003, U.S. bombs and cruise missiles slammed into a concrete bunker in the southern part of Baghdad, the capital city of Iraq. The target of the attack was Iraq’s dictator, Saddam Hussein, who had defied the United Nations and the West for more than a decade, refusing to comply with a series of requirements the international community had imposed on his defeated country after the 1991 Gulf War. In particular, Saddam had skirted Iraq’s obligation to account for, and give up, certain classes of offensive weapons. The March attack came after months of escalating tensions between the United States and Iraq.


During the 1980s, successive U.S. administrations provided limited aid to Iraq when it was engaged in war with the Islamic Republic of Iran, which U.S. leaders saw as a greater danger to the region. After that war ended in 1988, and especially after Iraq invaded and occupied Kuwait in August 1990, relations between the two countries became hostile. To oppose Iraq’s aggression, the United States took the lead in building an international military coalition of more than 30 countries, and the United Nations demanded that Iraq withdraw its forces from Kuwait by January 15, 1991. The day after this deadline had passed with Iraqi troops still in Kuwait, Operation Desert Storm began with a campaign of aerial bombardment. After coalition warplanes bombed strategic targets in Iraq and Kuwait for several weeks, a multinational ground force, composed mainly of U.S. and British troops, moved in and quickly routed the Iraqi army. By the end of February, Iraqi soldiers were fleeing Kuwait, although hundreds were killed along a stretch of road between the two countries that became known as the “highway of death.” On February 28, 1991, with the goal of liberating Kuwait achieved, the United States unilaterally declared a cease-fire.
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A television image shows two victims of Iraq’s chemical-weapons attack on the Kurdish village of Halabja.The March 1988 atrocity, which claimed the lives of about 5,000 Kurds, came near the end of Iraq’s eight-year-long war with Iran.





As wars go, the 1991 Gulf War was relatively short. However, in many respects the peace that followed was more problematic. Throughout his rule Saddam Hussein had actively promoted the development of weapons of mass destruction—a term that refers to chemical, biological, and especially nuclear weapons. During the 1980–1988 war with Iran, Iraq’s non-Arab neighbor to the east, Saddam’s forces had used chemical weapons such as mustard gas (a vesicant that burns and blisters the skin, eyes, and respiratory tract) and sarin (a nerve agent that causes convulsions and death by paralysis of the respiratory tract). Saddam also ordered the use of chemical weapons against Iraq’s Kurdish minority. The most infamous attack, in March 1988, left some 5,000 people dead in the Kurdish village of Halabja. Iraqi military scientists had been developing biological agents such as anthrax, which when inhaled causes severe, often fatal, respiratory problems. In addition, Saddam had been working since the mid-1970s to acquire nuclear weapons. Experts believe that by 1991 Iraq was just a few years away from becoming a nuclear power.


RESOLUTIONS, INSPECTIONS, AND SANCTIONS


After the end of the 1991 Gulf War, the United Nations Security Council passed a number of resolutions, which set out the conditions for peace. Resolution 686 (adopted March 2, 1991) declared a cease-fire in the Gulf War. In return, Iraq was ordered to recognize Kuwait’s sovereignty, return Kuwaiti property and account for Kuwaiti prisoners, end support of terrorism, and pay damages for its invasion of Kuwait. Resolution 687 (April 3, 1991) ordered Iraq to stop building weapons of mass destruction and to destroy those it already possessed. The disarmament was to be done within 105 days. The United Nations established a special commission, UNSCOM, to oversee the disarming of Iraq. Inspection teams sent by UNSCOM were supposed to be given “immediate, unconditional, and unrestricted” access to any buildings, vehicles, equipment, or records the teams wished to examine.


U.N. Security Council Resolution 688 (April 5, 1991) condemned Saddam’s efforts to put down a revolt by Iraq’s Kurdish civilians. U.S. and British fighter jets started to patrol a “no-fly zone” in the northern part of the country, through which Iraqi warplanes were not permitted to fly. This was intended to protect the Kurds from attack. The next year a second no-fly zone was set up in the southern part of the country, where Iraq’s Shiite Muslim population was concentrated, after Saddam had tried to repress Shiite dissidents who opposed his rule.


Over the next decade, however, Saddam and his government frustrated the efforts of UNSCOM inspection teams. In August 1991 the U.N. Security Council passed Resolution 707, which condemned Iraq’s “serious violation” of Resolution 687 and its noncompliance with the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. Ten more U.N. resolutions would have similar wording, culminating with Resolution 1205 (November 5, 1998), which condemned “the decision by Iraq of 31 August 1998 to cease cooperation with” UNSCOM inspectors.


Despite the lack of cooperation from Iraqi leaders, the UNSCOM inspectors oversaw the destruction of much of Saddam Hussein’s stocks of chemical and biological agents. However, some of the inspectors believed there were banned weapons in areas of the country that they had not been permitted to inspect.


On December 16, 1998, after the U.N. weapons inspectors withdrew from Baghdad, the United States launched air strikes against Iraq. In an address from the White House, President Bill Clinton explained that the strikes were intended to send a message to Saddam Hussein: “If you act recklessly, you will pay a heavy price.” The air strikes soon ended, but the U.N. weapons inspectors were not permitted to return to Iraq for four years.


Throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, the international community also tried to pressure Iraq to disarm through economic sanctions, which had been put in place before the 1991 Gulf War. But as dictator of Iraq, Saddam Hussein exercised great control over the country’s economy. Not only did he enrich himself—building a personal fortune valued at more than $7 billion—but he allocated a great proportion of his nation’s resources to military projects, while many Iraqis faced starvation, medical problems, and shortages of essential items. To alleviate the suffering of Iraq’s people, the United Nations in the mid-1990s started a program that permitted Iraq to sell its oil in exchange for food, medicine, and other goods necessary for its citizens.


Some people criticized the “oil-for-food” program, saying the money brought in by Iraq’s sale of oil helped Saddam’s regime remain in power, rather than helping ordinary Iraqis. Others criticized the U.N. sanctions, seeing them as the cause of much suffering among the Iraqi people. However, defenders of the program noted that the economic sanctions did not prohibit food, medicine, or humanitarian aid. They also pointed out that Saddam had not even agreed to participate in the “oil-for-food” program for more than 18 months after it was initially proposed by the United Nations, and that he did not use the money from the oil sales to alleviate his people’s suffering.


The United States and other nations did not want to go to war with Iraq again. During the 1990s the nations of the West followed a policy of “containment”—the idea being that patrolling the no-fly zones over northern and southern Iraq, enforcing the sanctions, and supporting the efforts of UNSCOM inspectors would prevent Saddam Hussein from starting other wars with his neighbors, and would eventually force him to disarm completely.


The U.S. policy toward Iraq changed in the wake of the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks that destroyed the World Trade Center in New York City and damaged the Pentagon near Washington, D.C. The United States soon targeted the Taliban government of Afghanistan, which had supported and harbored al-Qaeda, the terrorist organization that had planned the September 11 attacks. A goal of the war in Afghanistan was to drive the Taliban from power. It became obvious that U.S. leaders wished to drive another Middle Eastern government from power as well—that of Saddam Hussein. Some American leaders cited fears that Iraq might help terrorists attack the United States, possibly with anthrax or other biological weapons, in revenge for its Gulf War defeat.


During his January 2002 State of the Union address, President George W. Bush—son of the president who, more than a decade earlier, had organized the coalition that won the Gulf War—called Iraq part of an “axis of evil.” “Iraq continues to flaunt its hostility toward America and to support terror,” the president noted. “The Iraqi regime has plotted to develop anthrax, and nerve gas, and nuclear weapons for over a decade. This is a regime that has already used poison gas to murder thousands of its own citizens—leaving the bodies of mothers huddled over their dead children. This is a regime that agreed to international inspections—then kicked out the inspectors. This is a regime that has something to hide from the civilized world.”


Pressure from the United States led the United Nations to pass Resolution 1441 in November 2002. This resolution again demanded that Iraq destroy its chemical and biological weapons and provide unrestricted access for U.N. weapons inspectors. The resolution also said that Iraq would “face serious consequences” if it did not comply. The next month, U.N. inspectors returned to Iraq. Battling continued noncompliance from Iraqi leaders, the inspectors remained in the country until March 2003, when they were pulled out by the United Nations just before the start of the U.S.-led war to topple Saddam Hussein’s regime.


To many people in the West, the brutal dictatorship of Saddam Hussein and the years of internecine violence that followed his overthrow are the only reference points for Iraq. Yet the region has a history that is long and glorious. Mesopotamia, the land between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers in modern-day Iraq, is known as the “cradle of civilization” because the earliest known human civi-lization was established here more than 5,500 years ago. During the high point of the Arab Islamic civilization, from the 8th to the 13th centuries A.D., Baghdad was the seat of the Muslim caliphs, and thus the center of the Islamic world. Iraq was one of the first Arab nations to gain independence in the 20th century, and until the 1991 Gulf War it was considered an important Arab cultural center. The country is also important to the industrialized countries of the West because of its large reserves of oil. Iraq’s oil reserves are second only to Saudi Arabia’s, and before the outbreak of the 2003 war the United States imported some 700,000 barrels of Iraqi oil each day.
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