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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.
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General Tommy Franks conducts a briefing on military operations in Afghanistan, November 2001. The United States led a coalition of allies into war against Afghanistan’s Taliban government in the fall of 2001 because the Taliban was sheltering the al-Qaeda terrorist organization, responsible for the September 11 terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center and Pentagon.





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 these have been very slow, and most people have yet to benefit from “globalization,” although there are pockets of prosperity, high technology (notably 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, Shariah, permits people to practice Judaism and Christianity in Muslim states but only as dhimmi, protected but very 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 (Wahabi) and Sufi movements. Over the last 20 years especially, South and Central Asia have become battlegrounds for competing Shiite (Iranian) and Wahabi (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.
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U.S. vice president Richard B. Cheney (left) shakes hands with Afghan leader Hamid Karzai at a press conference, December 7, 2004. Earlier that day, Karzai had been sworn in as Afghanistan’s first president under a new constitution.





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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Rubble is all that remains of an enormous stone Buddha that had been carved into the mountainside near Bamiyan, Afghanistan, some 1,500 years ago. The ancient shrine was destroyed in 2001 by Afghanistan’s Islamist Taliban government. Afghanistan’s cultural sites, villages, and cities have been devastated by more than 30 years of war, but since the 2001 invasion the United States and other countries have provided funds to help rebuild the country.
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Place in the world
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The land that today is known as Afghanistan is at the center of ancient overland trade and invasion routes between West and East, North and South, Europe and Asia, Central Asia and Southern Asia. This territory was for centuries occupied by migrating peoples and fought over by competing empires, creating a patchwork of ethnic groups, languages, and cultural influences. Local resistance to outside forces was always strong, and it was not until 1747 that Afghanistan emerged as an independent country, when Ahmad Shah established a tenuous affiliation between the nation’s diverse tribes.


In the modern era, foreign interest in Afghanistan’s strategic location has continued, testing its ability to remain unified and sovereign. During the 19th century, the country’s current borders were drawn amid struggles over the region between Great Britain and Russia; and in the 20th century it was influenced by both the United States and the Soviet Union (and ultimately occupied by the latter). More recently Afghanistan became the focus of international attention as the country’s strict Islamic Taliban government provided safe haven for the terrorist network al-Qaeda, the chief suspect in the September 2001 attacks on New York and Washington, D.C. Since a U.S.-led coalition ousted the Taliban in late 2001, pictures and news stories from Afghanistan have focused on the country’s devastation by long years of warfare and its ethnic conflicts, but an in-depth look at Afghanistan’s rich history and cultural practices reveals a much more complex and fascinating place.


National Character


Afghanistan’s diverse ethnic groups have shown unity particularly when threatened by foreign invaders. In addition to being farmers, artisans, and nomads, Afghans are expert warriors. Afghan resistance to the Soviet occupation of their land (1979-1989) ended with the retreat of one of the world’s superpowers.


Another key factor in Afghans’ shared national identity is their devotion to Islam, the monotheistic religion established by the prophet Muhammad on the Arabian Peninsula in the seventh century. Islam was the dominant religion of Central Asia by the ninth century, and for more than a thousand years Islamic beliefs and celebrations, as well as adherence to Islamic laws, have served as unifying factors among Afghan ethnic groups. Islam has also informed Afghans’ affinity for beauty; their mosques are topped with elaborate domes, minarets, and intricate tile work.


Along with the influence of Islam, other common factors among Afghans include strong extended families, a largely agricultural way of life, a deep love of poetry and folktales, and generous hospitality to strangers.


The Promise of the Future


Afghanistan was ruled by a monarchy from 1747 to 1973, by Afghan Communists and Soviet occupiers in the 1970s and 1980s, and by an alliance of resistance fighters (mujahedin) and then the Taliban in the 1990s. From 1979 to 2001, extensive fighting occurred throughout the country, first between Soviet forces and the Afghan resistance and then between rival internal factions struggling for control. Since the Taliban was defeated in 2001, the country has been working with the United Nations (U.N.) to establish a new and democratic government.


Now Afghanistan stands at a crossroads, poised between the devastation caused by warfare and the possibility of a brighter political and economic future. More than 20 years of conflict have resulted in crushing poverty, a landscape riddled with land mines (up to 10 million, according to U.N. statistics), and vast destruction of the country’s roads, housing, public buildings, education and health care systems, and historical and artistic treasures. The nation also faces numerous other challenges: rival warlords retain power in different regions of the country, terrorist groups continue to operate in remote mountain regions, and the level of international aid lags significantly behind the needs of the population.


But Afghan refugees are returning home after years of exile and tenaciously reviving their farms, businesses, and modes of cultural and artistic expression. And as Afghans undertake yet another transformation of their national institutions, they are attempting to embrace a democratic model of government without sacrificing their dedication to Islamic principles.


Their work to renew their country is an extension of that of Ahmad Shah, the man who first united Afghanistan’s tribes and wrote of the land he loved in the poem “Love of a Nation”:




If I must choose between the world and you,


I shall not hesitate to claim your barren deserts as my own.
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A road winds through the Bamiyan Valley, considered one of the most beautiful places in Afghanistan. It is located in the Hazarajat region of the Hindu Kush.
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The Land
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One key to Afghans’ fierce resistance to invaders has been their deep familiarity with the harsh landscape of their country. Mountains run like a spine through Afghanistan from the northeast to the southwest, dominating the landscape. Rolling plains and grasslands stretch across northern Afghanistan, while fertile mountain valleys dot the east, and deserts extend through the west and southwest. Much of the terrain is rugged, and the climate is marked by seasonal extremes.


Afghanistan is a landlocked nation shaped roughly like a leaf. It is approximately the size of Texas, with a total area of 250,000 square miles (647,500 square kilometers). Afghanistan is bordered by six countries. To the north lie its Central Asian neighbors Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan, and high in the Pamir Mountains to the northeast runs a short border with China. Afghanistan’s longest borders are with Pakistan on the east and south and Iran to the west.


Only 12 percent of Afghanistan is arable, and less than 10 percent of the country is actually used for growing crops. Farming is limited to small areas of land that can be irrigated and to some northern areas that receive above-average rainfall. The rest is mountains, many covered permanently with snow, and desert. Grasslands can be found throughout the country however, and up to 70 percent of Afghanistan’s land can be used for grazing livestock.


Afghanistan contains three regions: the central highlands, with their towering mountain peaks; the northern plains, which are heavily farmed and densely populated; and the southwestern plateau, which includes mostly desert.


The Central Highlands


The central highlands are dominated by tall mountains and deep, narrow valleys. The highest of the mountain ranges in this region is the Hindu Kush, which has historically played a key role in the defense of the country. The Hindu Kush is considered by most geographers to be the westernmost section of the Pamir, Karakorum, and Himalaya mountain ranges. It extends a total of 500 miles (805 kilometers) through parts of Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Tajikistan. Though the origins of the name remain a mystery, Hindu Kush translates as “Hindu killer.”


The Hindu Kush forms a natural barrier between the fertile northern plains and the rest of the country. The mountains in eastern Afghanistan act as obstacles to the winds that carry moisture from the Indian Ocean, and this causes the dry climate of most of the country.


The Hindu Kush includes two dozen peaks that rise more than 23,000 feet (7,010 meters). The highest is Nowshak, at 24,557 feet (7,485 meters). The mountains of the Hindu Kush range decrease in height as they stretch westward: near the middle, close to the country’s capital, Kabul, they reach 20,000 feet (6,000 meters), while farther to the west the peaks reach 11,500 feet (3,500 meters). The average altitude of the range is 14,700 feet (4,481 meters).




The Geography of Afghanistan


Location: Southern Asia, north and west of Pakistan, east of Iran


Area: slightly smaller than Texas


total: 250,000 square miles (647,500 sq km)


land: 250,000 square miles (647,500 sq km)


water: 0 square miles


Borders: Pakistan, 1,510 miles (2,430 km); Tajikistan, 749 miles (1,206 km); Iran, 582 miles (936 km); Turkmenistan, 462 miles (744 km); Uzbekistan, 85 miles (137 km); China, 47 miles (76 km)


Climate: arid to semiarid, with cold winters and hot summers


Terrain: mostly rugged mountains, with plains in north and southwest


Elevation extremes:


lowest point: Amu Darya—846 feet (258 meters)


highest point: Nowshak—24,557 feet (7,485 meters)


Natural hazards: damaging earthquakes in the Hindu Kush mountains; flooding; droughts


Source: Adapted from CIA World Factbook, 2008.





Snowfall is heavy in the Hindu Kush, and meltwater feeds the Amu Darya and Indus Rivers. Little vegetation grows at the higher elevations in the mountains, but the valleys are irrigated and densely populated. The lower mountain slopes contain a diversity of trees and wildlife, but extensive logging and warfare have significantly damaged the mountain forests.


Several high-altitude mountain passes provide a way over the Hindu Kush and have long been important for passage by caravans. These were used by Alexander the Great, the Mughal emperor Babur, and others as passageways to India, but are now trade routes. Most of the passes rise between 12,000 and 15,000 feet (3,658 and 4,572 meters), and all are closed by snow six months out of the year. The most important have been the Shebar Pass, located northwest of Kabul, and the Khyber Pass, which leads to the Indian subcontinent. The Hindu Kush mountains divide the northern provinces from the rest of the country, and in 1964 the Soviets constructed a tunnel below the Salang Pass, greatly reducing travel time between Kabul and northern Afghanistan.
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Editorial Consultant: The Foreign Policy Research Institute
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