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ituated as it is between Africa, Europe, and the Far East, the

Middle East has played a unique role in world history. Often

described as the birthplace of religions (notably Judaism,

Christianity, and Islam) and the cradle of civilizations (Egypt,

Mesopotamia, Persia), this region and its peoples have given

humanity some of its most precious possessions. At the same time,

the Middle East has had more than its share of conflicts. The area

is strewn with the ruins of fortifications and the cemeteries of 

combatants, not to speak of modern arsenals for war.

Today, more than ever, Americans are aware that events in the

Middle East can affect our security and prosperity. The United

States has a considerable military, political, and economic presence

throughout much of the region. Developments there regularly find

their way onto the front pages of our newspapers and the screens

of our television sets.
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Still, it is fair to say that most Middle Eastern countries remain

a mystery, their cultures and religions barely known, their peoples

and politics confusing and strange. The purpose of this book series

is to change that, to educate the reader in the basic facts about the

23 states and many peoples that make up the region. (For our 

purpose, the Middle East also includes the North African states

linked by ethnicity, language, and religion to the Arabs, as well as

Somalia and Mauritania, which are African but share the Muslim

religion and are members of the Arab League.) A notable feature 

of the series is the integration of geography, demography, and 

history; economics and politics; culture and religion. The careful

student will learn much that he or she needs to know about ever so

important lands.

A few general observations are in order as an introduction to the

subject matter.

The first has to do with history and politics. The modern Middle

East is full of ancient sites and peoples who trace their lineage and

literature to antiquity. Many commentators also attribute the

Middle East’s political conflicts to grievances and rivalries from the

distant past. While history is often invoked, the truth is that the

modern Middle East political system dates only from the 1920s and

was largely created by the British and the French, the victors of

World War I. Such states 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 outside

powers until well after World War II. Before 1914, most of the

region’s states were either controlled by the Turkish-run Ottoman

Empire or owed allegiance to the Ottoman sultan. (The sultan was

also the caliph or highest religious authority in Islam, in the line of
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the prophet Muhammad’s successors, according to the beliefs of

the majority of Muslims known as the Sunni.) It was this imperial

Muslim system that was ended by the largely British military 

victory over the Ottomans in World War I. Few of the leaders who

emerged in the wake of this event 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.

The second observation has to do with economics, demography,

and natural resources. The Middle Eastern peoples live in a region

of often 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. In

ancient times, a very skilled agriculture made the Middle East the

breadbasket of the Roman Empire, and its trade carried luxury 

fabrics, foods, and spices both East and West.

Most recently, however, the Middle East has become more

known for a single commodity—oil, which is unevenly distributed

and largely concentrated in the Persian Gulf and Arabian Peninsula

(although large pockets are also to be found in Algeria, Libya, and

other sites). There are also 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, Middle

East populations under the age of 20 have grown enormously. How

will these young people be educated? Where will they work? The
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failure of most governments in the region to give their people skills

and jobs (with notable exceptions such as Israel) has also 

contributed to large out-migrations. Many have gone to Europe;

many others work in other Middle Eastern countries, supporting

their families from afar.

Another unsettling situation is the heavy pressure both people

and industry have put on vital resources. Chronic water shortages

plague the region. Air quality, public sanitation, and health 

services in the big cities are also seriously overburdened. There are

solutions to these problems, but they require a cooperative

approach that is sorely lacking.

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. 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. While both strongly emphasize secular politics, religion plays

an enormous role in culture, daily life, and legislation. It is also

important to recall that Islamic law (Sharia) permits people to  prac-

tice Judaism and Christianity in Muslim states but only as Dhimmi,

protected but very second-class citizens.

Fourth, the American student of the modern Middle East will be

impressed by the varieties of one-man, centralized rule, very unlike

the workings of Western democracies. There are monarchies, some

with traditional methods of consultation for tribal elders and even

ordinary citizens, in Saudi Arabia and many Gulf States; kings with

limited but still important parliaments (such as in Jordan and

INTRODUCTION

1100

Bahrain.qxd  1/7/05  11:10 AM  Page 10



Morocco); and military and civilian dictatorships, some (such as

Syria) even operating on the hereditary principle (Hafez al Assad’s

son Bashar succeeded him). Turkey is a practicing democracy,

although a special role is given to the military that limits what any

government can do. Israel operates the freest democracy, albeit

constricted by emergency regulations (such as military censorship)

due to the Arab-Israeli conflict.

In conclusion, the MODERN MIDDLE EAST NATIONS series will

engage imagination and interest simply because it covers an area of

such great importance to the United States. Americans may be 

relative latecomers to the affairs of this region, but our involvement

there will endure. We at the Foreign Policy Research Institute hope

that these books will kindle a lifelong interest in the fascinating and

significant Middle East.
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