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    The state of Israel declared its independence in May 1948.
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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 decision-makers with a solid foundation for understanding an area of critical importance to the United States and the world.
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    This map of the Ottoman Empire, circa 1870, shows some of the areas ruled by the empire including the Eastern Mediterranean.
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    A Jewish man prays at the Western Wall, part of the retaining wall of the ancient Jewish Temple in Jerusalem, which was destroyed by the Romans in 70 C.E.
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  A Jewish State for the Jewish Nation




  People often use the terms “state” and “nation” interchangeably. However, these two words can have distinctly different meanings, and it is important to understand the difference between them when studying the history of the Middle East, and particularly of Israel. To put it simply, a state is the political apparatus that governs a country, while a nation is a group of people who share a cultural heritage and a set of beliefs. Nationalism is the idea that a nation should have its own state.




  The state of Israel was established in 1948, yet the story of the Jewish nation is 4,000 years old. It is the tale of a people who, despite being expelled from their homeland nearly 2,000 years ago and being persecuted throughout the world ever since, managed not only to survive as a people but to return to their ancient homeland to establish a modern, democratic state.




  “In the Beginning…”




  In the Bible, the story of the Jewish people begins with Abraham (circa 1800 B.C.E.), who left his home in Ur in Mesopotamia (modern-day Iraq) to settle in the land of Canaan (modern-day Israel). In Jewish tradition, it was Abraham who first received God’s promise to give the land of Canaan to his descendants, the “Children of Israel”; that promise was repeated to other prophets named in the Bible.
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    The story of the Jewish people is told in the Five Books of Moses, which the Jews call their Torah. Christians recognize the same scriptures as the Old Testament of the Bible. Muslims recognize Moses, whom they call Musa, as one prophet in a line of prophets that includes Jesus and Muhammad. Throughout the Torah, God promises the land of Canaan (roughly corresponding to Israel) to the Jewish people.


  




  Around the year 1000 B.C.E. King David is said to have united the Israelites into a powerful kingdom. For most of the next millennium, Jews either ruled over the land themselves or enjoyed some measure of autonomy under foreign rule.




  In 63 B.C.E. the Jewish kingdom of Judea (which is what the land was then called, and from which name the word “Jew” is derived) became a province of the Roman Empire. Although Judea had some degree of autonomy, revolts by the Jews against Roman rule were common. After putting down a revolt led by Simon Bar Kokbha in 135 C.E., Roman authorities outlawed the Jewish religion and expelled nearly all of the Jews from Judea. They renamed the land Palestina (in English, Palestine). As a result of Roman rule, the Jews were scattered to other parts of the world, though the Jews retained a small presence in Palestine throughout the subsequent centuries.




  The Interest of Other Faiths




  In 325 C.E. the Roman Emperor Constantine made Christianity, a religion that had originated in Judea, a legal religion in the empire. By the end of the fourth century, Christianity was the official religion of the Roman Empire, which stretched from the British Isles to Asia Minor and included North Africa and the Middle East. Because Palestine had been the home of Jesus, it held a special place to Christians.




  In 395 the Roman Empire was divided into two parts. Rome was the principal city of the western empire, while Constantinople (now Istanbul, Turkey) was the capital of the eastern empire. The western empire was the weaker of the two, and it collapsed in the late fifth century. The eastern empire, which included wealthy provinces like Egypt, Syria, Palestine, and the cities of Asia Minor, lasted for almost 1,000 years as the Byzantine Empire.
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    This Roman-era mosaic showing early Christian symbols—fish and bread with crosses—was found in a home in Jerusalem. Because Jesus Christ was crucified in Jerusalem, Christians have a special reverence for the ancient city.


  




  During the early years of the seventh century a man named Muhammad began preaching a new religion, Islam, on the Arabian Peninsula. Once the Prophet Muhammad united the Arabs under his new religion, Muslim armies emerged from the peninsula to conquer much of the Middle East, southern Europe, and South Asia. By 634 the Arabs had seized Palestine from the Byzantine Empire.
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    In the late seventh century the Dome of the Rock was built over the spot where, according to Islamic tradition, the Prophet Muhammad ascended into heaven. The shrine is built on the foundation of the ancient Jewish Temple of Jerusalem.


  




  Between 634 and 1917 Palestine was part of 10 different Muslim empires, interrupted by 200 years of rule by Christian European crusaders. During the entire period of Muslim rule, Palestine never existed as an independent political entity or even as a unified administrative unit. It was an area ruled by empires based in Baghdad or Damascus or Cairo or Constantinople.




  Jerusalem held importance not only for the Jews but also for Muslims and Christians. Jesus had preached in Jerusalem, and it was just outside the city that Roman authorities crucified him, nailing him to a wooden cross. The Muslims built the Dome of the Rock and the Al Aqsa Mosque on the spot where the Jewish temple had once stood; according to Muslim tradition, the Prophet Muhammad had ascended to heaven from this spot to speak with Moses, Jesus, and others whom Muslims consider messengers. Thus did Jerusalem become a city revered by people of three faiths.
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