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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 prac-tice 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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    The Jordan River, which separates the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan from Israel, has symbolic significance to both Christians and Jews. Even though Jordan is a small country with few natural resources, its location near the birthplaces of three major religions has throughout history made the region the focus of important events.


  




  Place in the World




  Although its boundaries were drawn only in the 20th century, Jordan—officially called the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan—is an ancient land. Despite the fact that it is mostly desert, archaeologists have discovered within its borders evidence of some of the earliest farming communities in the world. Throughout history, the land that is now the nation of Jordan existed on the fringes of various empires. Its value largely lay in its location. A number of caravan trails, originating in the Arabian Peninsula, crossed the land to reach destinations in Syria. During the era of the Ottoman Empire, pilgrims made their way through Jordan from Damascus, a major starting point for the hajj, the pilgrimage to Mecca. Amman, now the capital of Jordan, was important as a meeting point for caravan trails from ancient times. But as trade routes shifted and empires came and left, towns became villages and villages disappeared under the sands of the desert.




  Jordan’s current cities have no old quarters, no ancient marketplaces; unlike surrounding lands, Jordan never hosted an urban area that flourished continuously for a long period. The Islamic culture that dominated this region for more than 1,000 years was linked by cities, but Jordan had none of particular importance. When the European countries turned their imperial gaze to the Middle East in the 19th century, they overlooked the Jordan region. There seemed to be no reason for colonial powers to establish themselves in this territory.




  DIVIDED PEOPLE




  The people of Jordan were not, historically, a united population. Before the 20th century, the scattered villagers and tribesmen of northern Jordan considered themselves part of Greater Syria; the tribal people of southern Jordan considered themselves part of the Hejaz (spelled “Al-Hijaz” in Arabic), now part of western Saudi Arabia; and people in the villages and towns of western Jordan considered themselves part of Palestine (roughly the area of modernday Israel and the West Bank). From the seventh century on, these groups were all largely Muslim, but each group was distinct.




  The differences among the people of Jordan were not only geographical but also had to do with the ancient distinction between nomadic and settled peoples. Before the 20th century, the land of Jordan was inhabited by different groups of non-urban people who used the land and its resources in a variety of ways. There were nomadic herders, semi-nomadic groups, and settled cultivators. The settled cultivators and nomadic herdsmen needed each other. Nomads tended to be stronger in this relationship. Nomads believed their culture was more noble, free, and honorable than that of settled peoples.




  These people, both settled and nomadic, lived in tribes, kinship groups who believed they were descended from a common ancestor. Although the tribes had leaders, called sheikhs, these people were fiercely independent and developed a culture that had little use for formal government. While empires came and went, little changed in the day-to-day life of the people of this region for more than 1,000 years, until the 20th century. However, the modern history of Jordan is all about change—which came quickly and uninvited by the people of the region.




  THE CREATION OF MODERN JORDAN




  The forces that created modern Jordan had their origins outside its borders, with World War I and the idea of nationalism. In the Middle East, this modern idea motivated Sharif Hussein of Mecca— encouraged by the British—to start the Arab Revolt against the Ottoman Empire in 1916. His goal was to become the leader of a united Arab nation. His son Abdullah became the first ruler of modern Jordan. Like his father, Abdullah envisioned himself as the leader of a united Arab nation. During his reign he sought to unify Jordan, Syria, and Iraq. While Abdullah founded the country, credit for the modern culture of Jordan must go to his grandson, Hussein, who ruled Jordan for 46 years, until his death in 1999.




  According to his family, King Hussein was part of the 42nd generation of descent from the founder of Islam, the prophet Muhammad. His tribe, the Querysh, was the most powerful tribe in the Hejaz region, whose spiritual center was Mecca. Within the tribe, Muhammad’s clan was the Hashemites, who took over Mecca in the 11th century and became responsible for its religious shrines. The Hashemites lost power in 1924, when the Saud family claimed the Hejaz region for Saudi Arabia, but the Hashemite dynasty took root in Jordan and Iraq.




  Hussein had a pivotal role in shaping modern Jordan. His diplomatic skills, developed throughout his long reign, were important in navigating conflicts both domestic and regional. It took many years for Hussein to establish Jordan’s role amid the chaotic politics of the countries in this region. Reliance on the West gave Jordan a weak position in Middle Eastern politics. But with few natural resources to support its economy, Jordan depended on foreign aid. This aid has come largely from Western nations that see Jordan as a key player in resolving the Arab-Israeli conflict. However, by the 1980s, King Hussein’s moderate voice began to be widely respected in developing foreign policy in the region.
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    A portrait of the Royal Family: King Abdullah and Queen Rania are pictured here with their children, from left to right: Princess Eman, Prince Hashem, Princess Salma, and Prince Hussein.This picture, taken in Amman, was the family’s New Year card of 2007.


  




  Domestically, Hussein’s greatest challenge was balancing the interests of the more cosmopolitan Palestinians among Jordan’s citizens and the interests of the more traditional Transjordanians, especially those from Bedouin tribes. The Bedouin formed the heart of Hashemite support in the early years of Jordan’s statehood, and before 1948, tribal culture dominated the region. But in the wake of the Arab-Israeli conflict, Jordan absorbed a large Palestinian population, refugees from the formation of the country of Israel.




  For many years, the violence and insecurity of the Arab-Israeli conflict spilled over into Jordan. This meant that Jordanians lived with fewer democratic privileges for the sake of national security. But in 1989 King Hussein’s government allowed elections, and the country moved closer toward Hussein’s goal of a modern democratic state governed by a constitutional monarchy.




  Upon Hussein’s death in 1999, his son Abdullah took power. Economic issues have been a major concern for King Abdullah, as the unemployment rate and the amount of foreign debt were very high. The focus of the early years of Abdullah’s reign has been to aggressively address these economic issues and to continue his father’s domestic and international policies. Under his leadership, Jordan has taken certain steps toward democracy, balancing the need for the support of the Arab world with ties to the West.
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  Although the Dead Sea looks beautiful in this photograph of its western shore, the large body of water is inhospitable because of its high salt content. Much of Jordan’s land area is sandy desert.
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