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Lecture 1 

The Middle East:

Turmoil and Transition
1. Defining the “Middle East”

2. The Desert Landscape
3. Oil as Blessing and Curse

4. The Lack of Other Exports

5. Demography

6. Disparities and Tensions

7. The Role of Religion

8. Governments in the Region

9. The International Framework

10. Economic and Political Stagnation

11. Conundrums

12. Priorities in U.S Policy


Key Questions for consideration in the course:



Is Further Democratization a Realistic Possibility in the Middle East?



Is There an Inherent Conflict Between Islamic and “Western” Values?



What Explains the Rise of “Islamism” and Jihadi Terrorism?



What Accounts for the Arab-Israeli Conflict? How Might It Be Resolved?



How Has U.S. Policy With Regard to the Region Evolved and What Is It Now?

1. Defining the Middle East


The area now conventionally called the Middle East (or MENA: Middle East and North Africa) starts at one end in the west with the four mainly Arab states making up the northwest corner of Africa -- Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, and Mauritania -- then moves eastward to Libya, Egypt and below Egypt, Sudan. It continues up the eastern side of the Mediterranean to include Israel and the Palestinian entity, Lebanon, Syria, and up to Turkey and then eastward to Iraq, down through Jordan, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, and the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Bahrein, Oman, and across the Persian Gulf to include Iran. That collection of countries is what is usually meant by the Middle East except that sometimes the African countries of Mali, Djibouti, Somalia, and Senegal are also included. 
Almost everything about the Middle East – including the designation -- is controversial. “Middle East” is not a label chosen by the people of the region to which it refers. It was originally a British usage. The British distinguished between the “Near East” (eastern Mediterranean), “Middle East” (Persian Gulf region), and “Far East” (China, India, Japan, etc.) Notice that North Africa was considered a separate entity. In American usage, the Middle East usually refers to the entire region, though some current academic studies (including the CQ text) refer to it as MENA (the Middle East and North Africa).

This region, broadly identified, is a collection of peoples with ancient ancestries inhabiting relatively new nation-states mostly formed in the 20th century. 
The great majority of these peoples subscribe to Islam, but there are significant Jewish (in Israel) and Christian populations (Copts in Egypt, Maronites in Lebanon, Chaldeans in Iraq, others elsewhere). 
The Muslims are divided by sect and ethnicity. Most are Sunnis (85% or more) but Shiites are a majority in Iran, Iraq, and Bahrein; and Alawites, although a minority (11% of Syrians), are dominant in the Syrian regime under the Assads (Hafez and his son and successor, Bashar). The Kurds are Sunnis but a distinct ethnic minority in Iraq, Turkey, Iran, and Syria. Many in the region are Arabs, defined ethnically and culturally (including language), but the region can’t be thought of as entirely “Arab” because it also includes Turks, Persians, and Israeli Jews.  There are also significant differences in wealth and income, both within the countries of the region and among them: thanks to their oil and gas resources, Qatar and Kuwait have per capita incomes among the highest in the world – Qatar’s is around $140,000 (almost three times that of the U.S.) -- while Yemen and Somalia’s rank among the lowest. Politically, most of the regimes are authoritarian while only two – Israel and Turkey – can clearly be classified as democratic.
So we are probably best advised to think of the Middle East (including North Africa) as a diverse geographic area composed at present of 23 nation-states—24 counting the Palestinian Authority (PA)-- ranging from the northwest coast of Africa around and up the eastern Mediterranean and eastward as far as the borders of Turkey and Iran. (Sometimes, however, North Africa or the “Maghreb” (for “western”) is considered a separate entity; and, more rarely, the eastern area is referred to as the “Mashreq.”)

Thinking of the Middle East in terms familiar to Europeans and Americans risks missing important differences between this region and others. 
 In Europe and America, for example, religion now plays a muted and marginal role in domestic and foreign policy, and tribalism is ancient history, eclipsed by the rise of the nation-state and by urbanization beginning centuries ago. Not so in the Middle East. 
Early in the last century, the British traveler and archeologist Gertrude Bell made two observations on both scores that remain worth noting at the outset, especially because they help explain the problem the U.S. now faces in confronting radical Islam, supporting the pacification of Iraq, and coping with hostility in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Libya, Egypt, and Yemen. 

Bell stressed two points:

1) religious belief is peculiarly important in the Middle East, to an extent that can override political boundaries, 

2)  in Iraq (and elsewhere) tribalism and sectarianism work against national unity
This is what she wrote:

Islam is the bond that unites the western and central parts of the continent, as it is the electric current by which the transmission of sentiment is effected, and its potency is increased by the fact that there is little or no sense of territorial nationality to counterbalance it. A Turk or Persian does not think or speak of “my country” in the way that an Englishman or Frenchman thinks and speaks; his patriotism is confined to the town of which he is a native, or at most to the district in which that town lies. If you ask him to what nationality he belongs he will reply: “I am a man of Isfahan,” or “I am a man of Konia,” as the case may be, just as the Syrian will reply that he is a native of Damascus or Aleppo—I have already indicated that Syria is merely a geographical term corresponding to no national sentiment in the breasts of the inhabitants.  (Wallach, Desert Queen, p. 78.)

And:

A variety of groups was needed to form a consensus for Faisal [as King of Iraq while it would be under British mandate]. The Sunni townsmen, the Jews, the Christians and Armenian Orthodox were all important in Baghdad, the Kurds in Mosul and Kirkuk, but in the provinces it was the predominantly Shiite tribes that made up most of the population. Each tribal nation had to be approached and won over. Yet the very idea of a centralized state was anathema to them. Their major concern was the tribe, their leader the chosen head of the tribe, their immediate interest, grazing land for the herds of the tribe. They had no wish for a king. Only a dynamic personality could convince them otherwise.  ((In 1921 on the creation of a unified Iraq, Gertrude Bell quoted in Wallach, Desert Queen, 315)

 Another difference between the Middle East and other regions is that the divisions among the various states are not as strongly bridged as they have been elsewhere. Europe has its European Union; Latin America has the Organization of American States. Africa has a still weak African Union. Asia has ASEAN (Association of Southeast Asian Nations). In the Middle East, the Arab League and the Gulf Cooperation Council do some bridge building but the Arab League is mostly concerned with rhetorical unity and the Arab-Israeli conflict. Some of the states in the region have no mutual relations; Syria and Israel are still in a state of war with each other. Others harbor suspicions of their neighbors, as in the Saudis and Iran. As a result, there is no readily available mechanism for resolving conflicts diplomatically and promoting economic integration and security cooperation.

2. The Desert Landscape
In terms of land area, the greatest part of the Middle East is desert. Saudi Arabia is often referred to--for good reason--as “the desert kingdom,” but similar tags might be applied to other countries in the region. Egypt is the size of Texas and New Mexico combined, but 97 percent of it is waterless. Fortunately, it has the Nile and its valley, where much of the population and economic activity is concentrated. Saudi Arabia and Kuwait together make up an area about one-fifth the size of the U.S., but 99.9 percent of their territory lacks the water needed for agriculture. Libya too is practically all desert except for the Mediterranean coast. Iraq is much better off because it is only 70 percent desert and steppe and is watered by the Tigris and Euphrates, which makes it a major food producer. Jordan is 80 percent desert, though it shares the Jordan River with Israel—much of whose territory is the Negev desert. Syria is 50 percent desert. Sudan, Morocco, and Algeria all include parts of the Sahara. It’s startling. When you travel in these countries, you can be in a city one day and the next find yourself in camel country. Here and there are oases where wells and spring water make possible modest habitation. The rainy season is short, lasting two months, and rainwater is caught in cisterns that traditionally allowed nomads (Bedouin) to rest and replenish their water supply. When the winter rains would come, they would move onto the suddenly lush pasture to graze their flocks.  

3. Oil as Blessing and Curse
There is of course a great deal of oil in the Middle East—63 percent of the world’s proven reserves!  (The U.S. has only 3 percent.) Especially in the Gulf states—Saudi Arabia (with 25% of proven world reserves), Iraq (10%), Kuwait, the UAE, and Iran—but also in Algeria, Libya, and the Sudan. Iraq has much undeveloped potential. The region also has great reserves of natural gas – and a new huge deposits have recently been identified off the coasts of Israel and Egypt.

Oil provides wealth (disproportionately shared) and makes the region of keen concern to consumer countries in the rest of the world.

Most of the fields are much less expensive to drill and exploit than those elsewhere – especially the latest fields which are located below the oceans. Although Western companies made the discoveries and drew much of the profits from them at first, over time local sheiks and autocrats wrested control over the resources and eventually nationalized them. The producing countries (include some outside the region) created a quasi-cartel, the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), to control production (by setting quotas) and keep prices high and stable. 
The control of oil by the Gulf states has allowed rulers to consolidate authoritarian rule and stave off rebellions by co-opting potential rivals, repressing dissent, and providing material benefits to their populaces. Some analysts speak of the “curse of oil” – meaning it props up authoritarian regimes that might otherwise have been replaced, as such regimes have been elsewhere in recent times.  Rulers in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Qatar, Oman, and the UAE do not have to depend on the taxes paid by their subjects. They deter demands for popular political power by patronage. 
Global demand for oil is expected to rise from the current 84.5 MBD (up from 79 million in 2002) to over 120 million by 2022, especially as China and other developing economies require more liquid fuels. (The US imports about 12 MBD--the largest single buy 1.7 MBD from Saudi Arabia--though we still draw most of our oil from neighboring countries.)  But the US has lately developed new sources thanks to new exploration and drilling technology, raising the prospect of North American energy independence by the end of the current decade.
Many oil-producing states outside the Middle East are also members of OPEC, which tries to control production and pricing and maintain oil dependency. The Saudis have the greatest leverage. They produce around 10 million barrels a day and control 3 million barrels a day of reserve capacity. Capacity is in effect reserves plus know-how plus infrastructure, and it may lag demand. Saudi production is projected to be raised to 22.5 million barrels by 2020! Some critics consider this a pipe dream (literally and figuratively). As of now, they can tap reserves to lower prices and overcome shortages in a crisis—or they can safely cut production to raise or stabilize prices though they are reluctant to let prices go so high that consumers have an incentive to conserve more and turn to other fuels. 

The dependent consuming nations want to maintain access but diversify sources (to include Russia, the Caspian Basin, and China) but to meet the challenge of climate change and the exhaustion of fossil fuels, they all need to achieve an “energy transition” so as to reduce dependency on oil and other non-renewable fuels. That means relying more on non-fossil sources (such as direct solar, wind, geothermal, nuclear, and hydrogen). But for various reasons, the transition is hard to achieve in the short run. 

A word of caution on oil numbers. Notice the data refer to proven reserves. There may be a lot of oil elsewhere, in China, in the Caspian basin, in the ocean off the northern Japanese islands, in US coastal waters and in our domestic shale formations, but the quantities are not yet as well established. And Canada has a great quantity of oil in tar sands that is being produced but at a much higher cost ($20-$40 a barrel) than it takes to pump oil in the Persian Gulf, where the reserves are close to the surface and easy to extract. The region also has a considerable supply of natural gas--Qatar is especially well supplied--that can be exported in liquefied form. After the 1973 oil embargo, the end of the oil era (also known as “peak oil”) was predicted in about two decades. Instead oil prices declined because of conservation, fresh discoveries, and improved extraction techniques. This time, consumers may not be as lucky, but thanks to new technologies oil production in North America is surging, to such an extent that this region may become self-sufficient in oil and natural gas by the end of this decade. And now concerns over the effect of burning fossil fuels on climate may inhibit the use of oil.
4. The Lack of other Exports

 Apart from oil, the Arab and Islamic countries of the Middle East export little in the way of either agricultural commodities or manufactured goods. With 280 million people, the Arab countries export less than Finland, with 5 million people. And most of their exports are not manufactures but handicrafts like Persian rugs, Moroccan kilims (carpets), Syrian inlaid tables and backgammon sets, specialty foods (dates, pistachios, olives, halvah), or raw materials like Egyptian cotton. Sadly, one of their biggest exports is illegal drugs. Morocco alone sold $3 billion of marijuana in 1993. In a global economy in which high-tech products are at the cutting edge of growth, most of the countries of the Middle East are at a distinct disadvantage, with the major exception of Israel, which has a very impressive economy, highly productive in agriculture and food products and also in textiles, pharmaceuticals, and high-tech electronics, both military and civil. Despite recent difficulties, Israel’s per capita income of about $32,000 is much higher than the regional average. Only the oil sheikdoms are better off.  

The Economist Magazine:
 If you trawl through comparative global economic and social statistics, it is not difficult to paint a bleak picture of Arab failure, based on a broad pattern of underperformance in investment, productivity, trade, education, social development and even culture. The total manufacturing exports of the entire Arab world have recently been below those of the Philippines (with less than one-third the population) or Israel (with a population not much bigger than Riyadh’s). From 1980 to 2000 Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates, Syria and Jordan between them registered 367 patents in the United States. Over the same period South Korea alone registered 16,328 and Israel 7,652. The number of books translated into Arabic every year in the entire Arab world is one-fifth the number translated by Greece into Greek. 

5. Demography
Population density varies. The most populous countries in the region are Egypt, Iran, and Turkey (with 70 to 84 million). Bahrein, with only 500,000, is the smallest. In general, the growth of population in the region has outstripped economic development. Egypt has gone from 21.5 million in 1950 to an estimated 84 million now. 
 In ethnic terms, a majority of the population consists of Arabs (a cultural, not a “racial” category, based on language, customs, etc.) but there are other sizeable ethnic groups as well. These include Iranians, Turks, Kurds, Africans, Armenians, Jews, Druze, and a host of other small groups. The word Arab is bound to be confusing. Sometimes it refers to members of an ethnic group and other times simply to people who speak Arabic. By this second definition, an ethnic Armenian living in Lebanon, for example, is considered an Arab. But some minorities prefer to think of themselves differently.

Again, from the Economist:

[Unfavorable economic] comparisons like these need to be treated with care. For millions of Arabs, living conditions have improved rather than deteriorated over recent decades. Indeed, the starkest economic challenge Arabs face—a massive population bulge—is itself the product of big strides in immunization, nutrition and child health. In a survey of Arab economies published in 2007 by the Peterson Institute for International Economics, Marcus Noland and Howard Pack reported that on fundamental social indicators such as literacy, poverty and education the Arab countries do as well as or better than most other countries with similar incomes. And within the Arab world there are vast regional discrepancies that limit the value of generalizations. In 2002 The Economist noted in a special report on the Gulf states that the six desert monarchies since 1970 had trebled literacy levels to 75%, added 20 years to average life expectancy and created a world-class infrastructure by spending a total of $2 trillion. Such efforts should be given their due.

Still, by far the biggest difficulty facing the Arabs—and the main item in the catalogue of socio-economic woes submitted as evidence of looming upheaval—is demography. The population of the Arab world is expected to grow some 40% over the next two decades. That amounts to almost 150m additional people, the equivalent of two new Egypts. But Arab countries already have the lowest employment rate in the world and one of the highest rates of youth unemployment, with about one in five young people out of work. The median age in the three most populous Arab countries—Egypt, Algeria and Morocco—is 24, 26 and 26 respectively. Even before the downturn in energy prices and the world economy, the prospects of creating enough jobs for all these young workers as they enter the labour market looked remote.

It is not for want of trying. Arab governments are acutely aware that too much of the growth in their economies has been driven by oil, property and tourism. They know, and keep saying, that they need to address these imbalances. In June last year Qatar published an ambitious economic “vision” for 2030. At the beginning of this year Abu Dhabi followed suit with a 2030 vision document of its own. Grand strategies such as these voice all the fashionable aspirations about improving skills, freeing the labour market, shrinking the role of the government and diversifying ahead of the day when the oil and gas will eventually run out. But the governments have been saying this sort of thing for decades, and the results are decidedly mixed. 

[image: image1.png]Now find them jobs a
Population by age, year, % oftotal, 2010 forecast
ARABWORLD 4| EUROPE.
%20 1510 5 0 5 1015

a0

079

6069

5059

4049

3039

2029

1019

09





Saudi Arabia has invested heavily in downstream energy activities, creating big industrial cities. Dubai, with relatively little oil and gas, seemed until the recent crash to have become a successful business, shopping and tourism hub somewhat like Singapore or Hong Kong. Kuwait pioneered the idea of safeguarding its own economic future by becoming a long-term investor in the economies of others. Sven Behrendt of the Carnegie Middle East Centre in Beirut notes that the huge and increasingly sophisticated sovereign-wealth funds of the Gulf states have for the first time turned Arab countries into a big force in the world economy as strategic investors and not just as suppliers of oil. Some of the countries that lack oil but are close to European markets and influence, such as Morocco and, especially, Tunisia, have begun to create diversified economies. 

And yet economic reform, difficult anywhere, is especially hard for the rentier economies and authoritarian polities of the Arab world. Sufyan Alissa of the World Bank points out that both the oil- and non-oil states depend disproportionately on collecting rents—if not from oil then in some other form, such as remittances or foreign aid or loans. Such rents, he argues, are used to provide a temporary cushion against economic pressures, preserve the privileges of the elite and buy continued loyalty to the state. At the same time reform is hampered by chronic weaknesses in the government bureaucracy, defective judicial systems, a lack of political transparency or accountability and the vested interests of those who benefit from the existing arrangements. 

6. Disparities and Tensions
* There are enormous economic disparities among the nations of the region. The region includes Qatar, with a per capita income of $140,000, Egypt with a per capita income of $5,000, Yemen with less than $1,000. In between are the other oil-rich sheikdoms and relatively poor countries like Libya and Jordan. 

* There are also cultural differences. Most of the people of the Middle East speak Arabic, but not the Turks, who speak Turkic, or most Iranians, who speak Farsi, and Israelis, who speak Hebrew. Almost all of the people in the region are Muslims, but there are exceptions: Jews are about 79% of Israelis and there are also Christians in Israel; the Maronites in Lebanon are Catholic, the Copts in Egypt are Christians and there are scattered Christian communities elsewhere. There are Chaldean Christians in Iraq, and tiny Jewish communities in a number of the mainly Islamic countries. 
7. The Role of Religion  

We need to recognize that the bulk of the Muslim population lives outside the Middle East. There are only about 400 million people in the Middle East, but worldwide the latest estimate puts the total Muslim population at 1.62 billion, second only to Christianity, which has 2.1 billion adherents, out of a world population of about 7 billion. Muslims inhabit some 75 countries. For some purposes, it is more useful to speak about Islamic concerns and movements than to focus only on those in the Middle East. 

Here is an article that discusses the latest findings on Muslim population:

Nearly 1 in 4 people in the world practice Islam. 

The Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life report provides a precise number for a population whose size has long has been subject to guesswork, with estimates ranging anywhere from 1 billion to 1.8 billion. 

The project, three years in the making, also presents a portrait of the Muslim world that might surprise some. For instance, Germany has more Muslims than Lebanon, China has more Muslims than Syria, Russia has more Muslims than Jordan and Libya combined, and Ethiopia has nearly as many Muslims as Afghanistan. 
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"This whole idea that Muslims are Arabs and Arabs are Muslims is really just obliterated by this report," said Amaney Jamal, an assistant professor of politics at Princeton University who reviewed an advance copy. 

Pew officials call the report the most thorough on the size and distribution of adherents of the world's second largest religion behind Christianity, which has an estimated 2.1 billion to 2.2 billion followers. 

The arduous task of determining the Muslim populations in 232 countries and territories involved analyzing census reports, demographic studies and general population surveys, the report says. In cases where the data was a few years old, researchers projected 2009 numbers. 

The report also sought to pinpoint the world's Sunni-Shiite breakdown, but difficulties arose because so few countries track sectarian affiliation, said Brian Grim, the project's senior researcher. 

As a result, the Shiite numbers are not as precise; the report estimates that Shiites represent between 10 and 13 percent of the Muslim population, in line with or slightly lower than other studies. As much as 80 percent of the world's Shiite population lives in four countries: Iran, Pakistan, India and Iraq. 

The report provides further evidence that while the heart of Islam might beat in the Middle East, its greatest numbers lie in Asia: More than 60 percent of the world's Muslims live in Asia. While the Middle East and North Africa have fewer Muslims overall than Asia, the region easily claims the most Muslim-majority countries.  Indonesia, with 245 million people, is the largest Muslim-majority (almost 90%) country. Pakistan has about 160 million, as does India.

About 20 percent live in the Middle East and North Africa, 15 percent live in Sub-Saharan Africa, 2.4 percent are in Europe and 0.3 percent are in the Americas. 
While those population trends are well established, the large numbers of Muslims who live as minorities in countries aren't as scrutinized. The report identified about 317 million Muslims - or one-fifth of the world's Muslim population - living in countries where Islam is not the majority religion. 

About three-quarters of Muslims living as minorities are concentrated in five countries: India (161 million), Ethiopia (28 million), China (22 million), Russia (16 million) and Tanzania (13 million). 

In several of these countries - from India to Nigeria and China to France - divisions featuring a volatile mix of religion, class and politics have contributed to tension and bloodshed among groups. 

The immense size of majority-Hindu India is underscored by the fact that it boasts the third-largest Muslim population of any nation - yet Muslims account for just 13 percent of India's population. 

"Most people think of the Muslim world being Muslims living mostly in Muslim-majority countries," Grim said. "But with India ... that sort of turns that on its head a bit." [image: image3.png]



In terms of religion, most of the people by far in the region are Muslims, divided mainly between Sunnites (about 85-90% of all Muslims in the world) and Shiites (a majority in Iran and Iraq, a significant minority in Lebanon and Saudi Arabia), but there are other sectarian distinctions as well. The Alawites who are the ruling sect in Syria, about eleven percent of the population, are a different sect of Islam, considered heretical by some Sunnis. So are the Druze, who live in the mountainous regions of Syria and Lebanon and in Israel. The Ibadhi are a small Islamic sect descended from the earliest Muslim schismatics, the Kharijites, who today are 75% of the population of the sultanate of Oman (pop. 2.7 million). The Kurds (a significant element in Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Syria) are Sunnites but ethnically distinct. There are also significant Christian minorities, including some 6-8 million Copts in Egypt, and smaller numbers of Maronites in Lebanon, Chaldeans in Iraq, and Armenian Catholics, Greek Catholics and others (now in small numbers) among the Palestinians. Christian missionary hospitals and schools in a number of the countries have played an important role in their development. Most adherents of the small Bahai faith live in Iran, where they are regarded as heretics and discriminated against. 

From the 7th century onward, nomadic peoples inhabiting the Arabian Peninsula rose to great prominence throughout the Middle East. Because of their origins they were called Arabs, though that term became ambiguous. (It was sometimes used to refer only to nomads like the Bedouin.) Most of these Arabs embraced the religion founded by the prophet Muhammed (or Muhammad or Mohamed), who was born in 571. Their religion came to be called Islam, a word that means submission to Allah (God in Arabic). Practitioners are called Muslims (or Moslems) or, less frequently now, Mohammedans or Musselmen). They came to believe that like the Hebrews, they were descendants of Abraham, the Hebrews through his son Jacob, Arabs through his son Ishmael. This movement of faith spread westward to Syria and Palestine, and from there through the whole of North Africa and into Spain, north to Turkey and the Balkans and eastward through Persia to India and China. To its most fervent adherents, Islam is a call to the conversion of the entire world and to a zealous mission on the part of believers to achieve this conversion. Thus:

[image: image4.png]“I was ordered to fight all men until they say, ‘There is no god but Allah.’”
With these farewell words the Prophet Muhammad summed up the international
vision of the faith he had brought to the world. As a universal religion, Islam
envisions a global political order in which all humankind will live under Muslim rule
as either believers or subject communities. In order to achieve this goal it is
incumbent on all free, male, adult Muslims to carry out an uncompromising struggle
‘in the path of Allah,’ or jihad. This in turn makes those parts of the world that have
not yet been conquered by the House of Islam an abode of permanent conflict (Dar al-
Harb, the House of War) which will only end with Islam’s eventual triumph. In the
meantime, there can be no peace between these two world systems, only the
temporary suspension of hostilities for reasons of necessity or expediency. In the
words of Ibn Khaldun:

“In the Muslim community, the jihad is a religious duty because of the
universalism of the Islamic mission and the obligation to [convert] everybody to Islam
either by persuasion or by force. . . [By contrast] the other religions had no such
universal mission and the holy war was [therefore] not a religious duty to them apart
from self-defense.” (Karsh, Islamic Imperialism, p. 62.)




Since 1979, Iran has been ruled by Islamic clerics, first the Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, and now his successor Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, and is referred to as an “Islamic republic.” The Saudi regime maintains close ties to the Wahhabi sect of Sunnite Islam, which regulates education and moral law. Other Arab states make Islam the official religion but operate under civil law and tolerate other religions. Lately, however, Christians in Egypt (Copts), Iraq (Chaldean), and the Palestinian territories in particular, have experienced hostility and many have emigrated.  
  Within the Muslim fold, a politically important distinction separates those who adhere to traditional Islam and those sometimes called “Islamists” (or “Islamic fundamentalists”). The traditionalists are likely to accept secular regimes so long as they respect Islamic law and customs. Islamists call for a state based exclusively on Islamic law (shari’a) and headed either by a caliph or (for Shiites) a theologian or religiously qualified “jurisprudent.” Some Islamists believe that a violent jihad (holy war) against apostates and non-Muslims is just and necessary and that a true believer will be willing to become a martyr (shahid) by giving up his life in the cause. Today, numerous religious authorities support this position, even though they themselves might not be considered Islamists on other grounds. Most traditionalists do not share this political agenda and many deplore the Islamist tactics. But there is also considerable sympathy among traditionalists for Islamists as heroes in the battle against the West and what are conceived as corrupt infidel regimes. The distinction between Islamism and traditionalism becomes fuzzy in the case of the Wahhabis of Saudi Arabia, who are now influential everywhere in the Muslim world. The Wahhabis will accept secular government but they want that government to impose Islamic law and are very hostile to forms of modernization that they regard as Westernization or secularization. 

8. Governing Structures

Almost all the countries in the region have governments that can be classified as authoritarian (in contrast to democracies). The democratic exceptions are Israel and Turkey, and to some extent Lebanon. Iraq post-Saddam Hussein is formally democratic but not yet substantively so. The authoritarian regimes include dynasties (the Gulf Arab states, Jordan, Morocco), dictatorships (Syria, Libya, Sudan), and rulers who hold power by virtue of controlled elections (Egypt, Algeria, Tunisia, Yemen). Iran can be considered a theocracy (ruled by clerics) but it has civilian elements as well.
An experienced American diplomat has written:

There is a single approach to the political ordering of Arab society. In Oman, a sultan; in Yemen a military “president”; in Saudi Arabia, a king and a family…; in Jordan a king of a simulated constitutional monarchy; in Egypt, a president and a parliament only nominally connected to the original Western meaning of these institutions. [Add dictators in Iraq, Syria, and Libya, emirs in Kuwait and the UAE, and military regimes in Algeria and the Sudan.] Beneath all these styles a single form is discernible. Power is held by a strongman, surrounded by a praetorian guard…Those close to political power gain; the weak are disregarded.

Every regime of the Arab-Islamic world has proved a failure. Not one has proved able to provide its people with realistic hope for a free and prosperous future…Religiously inflamed terrorists take root in such soil. Their threats to the regimes extort facilities and subsidies that increase their strength and influence. The result is a downward spiral of failure, fear and hatred.  

A group of Arab scholars writing under UN auspices has recognized the “democratic deficit” of the Arab world. As they point out, citizen participation is practically non-existent in Arab governments, as is the rule of law. Although people may experience freedom in their private lives, they are otherwise trapped between authoritarian central governments and repressive tribal and religious authorities. Elections are rare and manipulated. A third of the men and half the women are illiterate. Poverty is rampant. Human rights are recognized formally but trampled on in practice. But they also point out the opinion surveys show that Arabs overwhelmingly favor freedom and democracy—terms understood pretty much in their Western meanings. They call for a “redistribution of power via “an historic, peaceful and deep process of negotiated political alternation…on all fronts and by all democratic means….” 

9. The International Framework

The Middle East has been very much affected by the two World Wars, the Cold War, and the Post-Cold War Period. In the process, the outside world has come to be very much involved in the region and Islamist terrorism threatens non-Muslim regions. Much of the area came under the control or influence of Britain and France after WWI. After WWII, nationalist movements and local dynasties expelled imperialists but remained dependent on the major powers and became a region of East-West conflict during the Cold War.  Now, the U.S. is the major power in the region but not the only one with influence. France has close ties to Algeria and Lebanon; Britain has ties to the Gulf emirates and does business throughout the region. Turkey is anxious to enter the European Union and therefore takes EU requests seriously. 

Hostility between Israel and its neighbors is a major source of tension and outright conflict. So too are often passionate disputes between Shiites and Sunnis, among sects and tribes, and between secularizing modernists and religious fundamentalists. In recent times the region has seen a number of wars. Israel alone has fought in six wars since it came into being in 1948. Iran and Iraq fought a bloody war. Iraq invaded Kuwait. A coalition led by the US attacked Iraq twice. Algeria, Egypt, Yemen, Tunisia, and Somalia have been wracked by civil wars.  Al Qaeda cells have sown terror throughout the region and beyond.

10.  Economic and political stagnation 
Stagnation is a factor in the rising appeal of Islamism. The failure of nationalism and socialism and the persistence of repressive dynastic regimes persuaded many that “Islam is the answer.” But the religion has long inspired militancy, hostility to “infidels,” and expansionism.

Islamism is on the rise, but it is counterbalanced by disillusionment with Islamism—especially in Iran—which has led many in the region to seek more conventional alternatives, including democracy, but Islamism remains a strong force. There seems to be as growing tension between radical Islamism and secularism but as yet it is not fully expressed.

11. Conundrums: 

Since the years just after World War I, much has changed in the region. Nation-states are better established and oil has made some of them very wealthy. But the traditional patterns Bell noted persist and make efforts to introduce change especially hard. When the change aims at promoting a transition to democracy, several factors are especially big obstacles:


1. Sectarianism. Lebanon, for example, is badly divided among Maronite Christians, Sunnis, and Shiites (now led by Hezbollah). Syria is in the midst of a vicious civil war.  Iraq is fractious due to conflicts among Kurds, Shiites, Sunnis and others. 


2. Tribalism. This form of social structure remains salient in Yemen, Libya, Saudi Arabia, and other regions, though urbanization is a counterforce.


3. Imbalance of population and economic opportunity, leading to unemployment, underemployment, and frustration among large youth cohorts.


4. The willingness of authoritarian regimes to use unbridled force – in some cases based on oil wealth -- to retain power.  


5. The chaos induced by revolution. As factions jostle for power and as demands for change outpace the ability of the new regimes to provide expected economic benefits, security suffers and disillusionment combines with fear to allow for a return to authoritarianism under some new guise. 
How will the region respond to “globalization”? Will the Middle East remain an anomaly? Can democracy take hold? What is the role of the region’s oil resources in the global economy? Is there a clash of civilizations?

12. Coming to Grips with the Region: Priorities in U.S. Policy Toward the Middle East Since 9/11:


Pacifying Afghanistan and Pursuing Al Qaeda and the Islamic State;
Dealing with the Hostility of Iran; Reducing Oil Dependency; Addressing the Arab-Israeli Conflict; Pacifying Iraq; Promoting Reform


“You can always rely on America to do the right thing—once it has exhausted the alternatives.”





Winston Churchill  

