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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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The morning light shines over the ruins of the temple of Baal in Palmyra, Syria. To people living in the region, Syria is known as the “land where the sun rises.”
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Place in the World


The Syrian Arab Republic lies in the heart of one of the most troubled regions in the world today. This discord stems primarily from the ongoing opposition between Israelis and the region’s Arab nations. Since the creation of Israel more than 50 years ago, Syria has had its own troubled relationship with its neighbor to the southwest. One source of conflict is the Golan Heights, a region located on the border between Israel and Syria. Israel captured the Golan Heights in the Six-Day War of 1967, and today Syrians still claim it is rightfully theirs. Over the course of many skirmishes and wars, Israel and its Arab neighbors have made various stabs at peace, but Syria’s bitterness toward its neighbor still festers. The nations of this part of the world are struggling to end the decades of bloodshed and find a way to live together in peace. Syria’s government remains deter mined to make peace only on its own terms.


The Middle East is a region situated between Europe to the west, China and India to the east, and Africa to the south. As the cradle of ancient civilization, the Middle East commanded the world’s attention long before the modern Arab-Israeli crisis began. Syria, one of the oldest entities of the region, rests on the far eastern shore of the Mediterranean Sea in an area sometimes called the Levant, a French word meaning “sunrise.”


To people in the Mediterranean region, the day dawns over Syria. And in many ways, the world we know today also dawned in the ancient geographical Syria, or Greater Syria, as historians call it. Before the European victors of World War I divided up much of the Middle East, Syria encompassed an area covering the present-day states of Syria and Lebanon, as well as the northern parts of Saudi Arabia and Jordan and much of Israel. The modern state of Syria is less than two-thirds the size of Greater Syria.


This region was the site of much of the ancient world’s traffic, as travelers frequently passed through going from one place to another. This position at the world’s crossroads deeply influenced Syria’s history and culture. Today, the remains of Syria’s rich and glorious past can be seen in the ruins and archaeological sites throughout the country, which reveal layer after layer of civilization. Some Muslim mosques used in Syria today were built on the foundations of Christian churches. A number of these churches were built on top of Roman temples, some of which were built on the sacred sites of ancient pagan religions.


The seventh century brought a group of Arabians advancing north to Syria. They conquered the Middle East in their passionate zeal to spread their new religion, Islam. A few Syrians are descended from these Arabian tribes; a much larger group descends from the Hittites and various Semitic peoples living in the area before the Arab conquest. Today, Arabs live in many countries in the Middle East and across North Africa. They generally identify themselves not as descendants of Arabian people, but as people who speak the Arabic language and have adopted Arab ways and customs. The cornerstone of Arab culture is the Islamic faith; however, not all Arabs are Muslims, a fact demonstrated by the number of Syrian Christians who continue to practice their faith in the contemporary country.


The Syrian Arab Republic is known today as a country that fiercely guards its independence and its borders, yet the modern Syrian state did not exist until 1946. Up to that point, it had been a part of one empire or another for thousands of years. The term Syria then referred to a geographical area with its northern border at the foot of the Taurus Mountains in modern-day Turkey, its southern borders along the Egyptian and Arabian deserts, and its eastern border along Mesopotamia, or modern Iraq. This area enjoyed a long coastline on the eastern shore of the Mediterranean Sea. Arabs called this area Bilad ash-Sham, “land of the sun.”
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Syrian president Bashar al-Assad (second from left) addresses Lebanese leaders at a March 2002 meeting in Beirut, Lebanon. Syria has dominated the affairs of its smaller neighbor for decades.The Syrian military intervened in Lebanon’s civil war, which lasted 15 years; at one time there were 35,000 troops stationed there.





Syria did not have defined borders until 1923, when they were created by the French and the British. These foreign nations took Greater Syria and divided it into four parts. The people who lived in the area played no part in deciding who would be Syrian, who would be Lebanese, who would be Palestinian, and who would be Jordanian. They had never thought about being citizens of a country before. They were Muslims or Christians or Jews, and were members of a family and a tribe. After 1923, they had to learn how to be members of nations. Many of them have struggled with this task, but more than 80 years later, these national identities do exist, and their people now identify themselves at least to some extent as Syrian, Lebanese, Jordanian, or Palestinian.


Fifty years ago, the leaders of these nations were united in fiercely opposing the Jewish state now in their midst. Today, each state has its own separate interests to protect, its own stance to take on handling the issue of Israel. Like all Arab peoples, national independence is a goal of Syria’s, but with respect to the Arab-Israeli conflicts, Syria has always aimed for a wholly unified opposition against its enemy. This insistence on unity has often placed Syria at odds with its neighbors instead of creating alliances. In the Middle East, many people have resorted to violence and terror in an attempt to resolve their conflicts. The Syrian government has used this form of terror against its own people and supported terrorist groups attacking Turkey and Israel to achieve its political aims.


The three most prominent terrorist groups with ties to Syria are Hezbollah, Hamas, and the Abu Nidal organization. Since the mid-1980s, these groups have looked to the Syrian government for refuge and financial assistance. Israel and its Western allies have little doubt that Syria has supported these organizations, although establishing proof of ties has often been a difficult task. What complicates the matter further is that some terrorist organizations with Syrian ties operate from different countries; Hezbollah, for example, is based in Lebanon. A lasting peace between Israel and its adversaries will depend in part on whether Syria will take responsibility for these organizations and force them to stop their violent attacks.


The Middle East still commands the attention of the entire world, and Syria will have a pivotal role if a lasting peace is to be established. In the past, Syria was prepared to live at war; today, the country is forced to pay more attention to its domestic crises, the most pressing of which is a growing population with shrinking natural resources. It is clear that Syria can’t afford continuous warfare for much longer. While the government may remain determined to make peace on its own terms, it cannot help but to see how much that kind of determination costs.
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A flock of sheep graze beneath cliffs near Mari, Syria. Much of the country is arid steppe or dry desert, and in many areas the land is more suited for grazing animals than for farming.
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The Land


In ancient times, Syria’s land nurtured the growth of civilization and the birth of farming. Today, managing the land is one of the country’s most serious challenges. Loss of forestland, soil erosion, low water levels, and a growing desert threaten to make Syria’s land unaccommodating for its growing population.


A good portion of Syria’s terrain is steppe and expanding desert. The steppe spreads across the country’s northern region, which shares a border with Turkey; the Syrian Desert lies in the southeastern region, stretching into Jordan and Iraq. Other forms of terrain in Syria include a long coastal plain running along the Mediterranean Sea, and two mountain ranges, both of which run north to south in the western part of the country.


With desert and steppe so prominent in Syria, a dry climate challenges most areas of the country. Only 28 percent of its land area is suitable for farming. Irrigation from Syria’s two primary rivers makes agriculture possible on 3,500 square miles (9,061 square kilometers), a small portion of the country’s total area of 71,508 square miles (185,180 sq km). These rivers are the Orontes in the west, which flows north into the Mediterranean, and the Euphrates in the east, which flows northwest to southeast through Turkey, Syria, and Iraq.
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