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Since the ancient Egyptians built 
these pyramids at Giza, Egypt has been 
conquered by Greeks, Romans, Arabs, 
Ottoman Turks, and the British. 
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26 CHAPTER 1 The Middle East

The sultan was the man at the top of the Ottoman 
Turkish hierarchy. He had many roles—military, 
judiciary, social, and religious. He had many 

different titles, too. In theory, he answered only to God 
(whom Muslims call Allah or “the God”) and God’s law. 
And he was the chief executor of God’s law.

The sultan made all appointments to offi ce and created 
laws. He was the military commander in chief and had 
title—offi cial ownership—of all land.

As the Ottomans expanded into Arabia during the early 
sixteenth century, Sultan Selim I took on the title of caliph. 
Caliph originally meant simply “successor” (to the founder 
of Islam). But the term came to refer to a universal 
Muslim ruler.

The sultan sounds like a powerful man, doesn’t he? But 
in practice, it didn’t work out that way. He didn’t always 
get what he wanted. And he had to pay attention to the 
civil servants, the military offi cers, and the religious leaders 
around him. 
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VocabularyVVVVVVVVVVVooooooooooocccccccccccaaaaaaaaaaabbbbbbbbbbbuuuuuuuuuuulllllllllllaaaaaaaaaaarrrrrrrrrrryyyyyyyyyyyWhy the Middle East Is Viewed 
as a Cradle of Western Civilization 

James Henry Breasted, an archaeologist, coined the term fertile
crescent around 1900. It referred to a crescent-shaped area reaching 
from the Nile Valley through the eastern shore of the Mediterranean 
to Mesopotamia. This area is commonly called the Middle East.

The area was an important land bridge between Asia and Africa. 
Its rivers watered early settlements. The crescent was home to 
many plant and animal species. It was where people fi rst learned 
to herd animals and grow crops. Later it was where people fi rst 
organized into complex societies, complete with civil servants 
and offi cial records. And spiritually, it is the home of three of 
the world’s major religions—
Judaism, Christianity, and 
Islam. No wonder the Middle 
East is known as “the cradle 
of civilization”! 

The Greek and Roman 
Conquests in the Ancient 
Middle East 

You got a brief glimpse of 
the ancient Greek and Roman 
roles in the Middle East in the 
introductory chapter of this 
book. These invaders from the 
West played a major role in 
spreading ideas and religion 
from the Middle East into 
Europe and Africa. 
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•  caliph
•  fertile crescent
•  autonomous
•  sultan
•  monotheistic
•  Koran
•  protectorate
•  mandate
•  confessionalism
•  Zionism
•  partition
•  emigrant
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The Greeks: Philip II of Macedon and Alexander the Great
The story of Greek conquests of the Middle East begins with Philip II of Macedon 
in 360 BC, and continues with his son, Alexander the Great.

Philip came to power at a time when most of his neighboring city-states were 
content to be  autonomous—to be independent. They managed their own affairs, 
for the most part. Sometimes they got into disputes with other city-states, and 
then formed temporary alliances to help get them out of trouble.

Things changed, though, when Philip came to 
power. Within a decade, he had conquered his 
neighboring enemies. He defeated the Illyrians 
and the Paionians to the west and northwest. 
And he beat the Thracians to the north and 
northeast. He introduced reforms. He brought in 
new military technology—new kinds of catapults, 
for instance. Philip equipped each of the soldiers 
in his infantry units with a big pike, or spear, 
called a sarissa.

After he won the battle of Chaeronea in Boeotia, in 338 BC, Philip II became the 
undisputed ruler of Greece. He was planning to move into Asia when an assassin 
killed him in 336 BC.

Boeotia — Bee-OH-shuh

Chaeronea — Kay-ROH-nee-uh

Illyrian — Ill-EER-ee-uhn

Paionian — Pay-OH-nee-uhn

Sarissa — SAH-riss-ah

Pronunciation Guide
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But Alexander was ready to pick up where his father had left off. At age 20, he 
was already a charismatic and decisive leader. In 334 BC he led an army across the 
Hellespont into Asia. It was the biggest military force ever to come out of Greece.

His Asian campaign lasted 11 years. He conquered the Persian Empire, which 
spread from Egypt to western Asia. Then he pushed onward into central Asia and 
even as far as the Indus Valley—where India and Pakistan are today. 

Finally his army insisted on turning back. Alexander died of a fever in Babylon—
a city located in what is now Iraq. The lands he had conquered were divided among 
his generals. These political divisions became the kingdoms of the Hellenistic 
period (323–31 BC).

The Spread of the Roman Empire
The Roman Empire succeeded the Roman Republic and lasted for 500 years. 
The fi rst emperor was Octavian, later known as Augustus. The Romans pushed 
eastward, as the Greeks had done, as well as west and north. By about AD 200 the 
Roman Empire reached from Syria to Spain and from Egypt up into the British Isles. 

The Romans laid roads to connect their empire’s cities. They built beautiful public 
buildings and constructed great aqueducts to deliver drinking water to towns. 
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The Romans also learned from the peoples they conquered. They absorbed the 
Greeks’ culture, for instance, and fostered a Greco-Roman culture that connected 
people, goods, and ideas around the Mediterranean Sea.

Another example of this absorption took place in Egypt. Caesar (emperor) Augustus 
presented himself to the Egyptians as the successor to the Pharaohs. He turned Egypt 
into a Roman province, in effect. But Egypt included Alexandria, a cultural center 

with a vast library and a community 
of writers, philosophers, and scientists. 
The Romans became fascinated with 
what was, to them, an ancient culture. 
Obelisks and other typically Egyptian 
elements started to appear in Roman 
architecture. The Romans also spread 
the Egyptian cult of Isis, the mother 
goddess, throughout their empire.

The Infl uence of the Ottoman Turks

The fi rst  sultan, or ruler, of the 
Ottomans was Osman I. He ruled from 
about AD 1284 to 1324. He was the 
son of a tribal leader whose home was 
in the western part of today’s Turkey. 
The dynasty Osman founded would 
stretch across six centuries and through 
the reign of 36 sultans. The Ottomans 
were strong leaders who centralized 
power. This helped them conquer 
territory. In 1354 they established 
a permanent foothold in Gallipoli, 
which is in the European region 
of modern Turkey.

In 1453 the Ottomans conquered 
Constantinople, the eastern capital 
of the Roman Empire. This takeover 
had little effect on European security. 
But it had huge symbolic importance. 
Mehmed II, the conquering sultan, 
renamed the city Istanbul and made 
it his imperial capital. It soon replaced 
Baghdad as a Muslim religious center.
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The next couple of centuries saw 
Ottomans on the march in North 
Africa, southern and eastern 
Europe, and the Middle East. 
By the time Sultan Süleyman 
died in 1566, the Ottoman 
Empire was a world power. 
Mecca, Medina, Jerusalem, 
Damascus, Cairo, Tunis, and 
Baghdad—most of the great 
cities of Islam—were under 
his crescent fl ag.

The high-water mark of Ottoman 
expansion into Europe came 
in 1683, when the Ottoman 
army invaded Austria. For two 
months the Ottomans laid siege 
to Vienna, until fi nally the king 
of Poland, Jan Sobieski, pushed 
them back. Still, the European 
nations now known as Albania, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Bulgaria, Greece, Romania, and 
Serbia remained under Ottoman 
rule until the nineteenth century.

The Ottoman Empire had 
Turkish origins and Islamic 
foundations. But from the start 
it was a real mix of ethnic groups 
and religions. Non-Muslim 
peoples, including Greeks, 
Armenians, and Jews, were 
recognized as religious minorities 
with their own leaders. Such 
groups were allowed to operate 
schools, religious establishments, 
and courts based on their own 
customary law but only if they 
paid tithes to the sultans in 
exchange for these rights. 
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34 CHAPTER 1 The Middle East

The Characteristics of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam 

These three major world religions all have roots in the Middle East. All are 
monotheistic. That is, their followers adhere to the idea of one God. The three are 
known as the Abrahamic faiths of the Middle East because they claim descent 
from the patriarch Abraham.

Judaism 
Judaism was founded more than 3,500 years ago. Jews believe that God created the 
universe and appointed the Jews to be his chosen people. Another interpretation 
views Jews as a “choosing people” for adopting monotheism. Their duties are to 
behave ethically and to serve as models of holiness.
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Judaism teaches that every Jew can have an individual and personal relationship 
with God. They believe that God continues to work in the world. Jews believe they 
have a covenant, or treaty, relationship with God. If they follow his laws, as found 
in the Scripture, God protects them and makes them prosperous.

Israel was the Jews’ ancient home, and the city of Jerusalem their political and 
religious capital. They settled there after fl eeing slavery in the Exodus from Egypt, 
led by Moses, who gave them their laws and the Ten Commandments. The Jewish 
Scriptures are the Torah (the fi rst fi ve books of the Bible), the wisdom writings, and 
the writings of the prophets. The Jewish Scriptures are known by Christians as the 
Old Testament.

Like other world religions, Judaism has many denominations, ranging from strict 
religious observance to a more liberal interpretation of the faith. The largest are the 
Orthodox, Conservative, and Reform. Most Reform Jews live in the United States.

The essence of Judaism is summed up in the fi rst line of the watchword of the 
Jewish faith, the Shema: “Hear O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One.” Devout 
Jews pray this prayer twice a day. 

Christianity 
Christianity is based on the 
teachings of Jesus Christ, a 
Jewish religious teacher who 
lived in the Holy Land more 
than 2,000 years ago. Christians 
believe in one God, the creator, 
whom they call Father. They 
believe that Jesus was the Son of 
God, and that Jesus was sent to 
save mankind from death and sin.

The essence of Jesus’ teachings was 
two commands to his followers—
to love God, and to love their 
neighbor as themselves. Christians 
believe Jesus’ coming was foretold 
by the Jewish prophets. He said 
that he had come to fulfi ll God’s 
law. The Christian Bible includes 
the Jewish scriptures, or Old 
Testament, and the New Testament, 
or writing about the life and works 
of Jesus and his early followers.
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36 CHAPTER 1 The Middle East

Over the centuries, Christianity has spread worldwide but divided into three main 
branches: Roman Catholicism, Eastern Orthodoxy, and Protestantism. The Roman 
Catholic Church is a worldwide organization subject to the pope in Rome. Eastern 
Orthodoxy is divided into autonomous national churches all under the umbrella 
of the ecumenical patriarch in Constantinople (Istanbul). Protestantism is divided 
into hundreds of independent denominations.

Islam 
The third worldwide Abrahamic religion is Islam. Islam means “submission to the 
will of God.” Followers of Islam are known as Muslims. Islam takes many forms, 
but all share certain beliefs. Like Jews and Christians, Muslims believe in one God. 
They believe their religion was revealed more than 1,400 years ago in Mecca (today 
part of Saudi Arabia). They believe God sent a number of prophets to mankind 
to teach them how to live in accord with his law

Muslims respect Jesus, Moses, and Abraham as God’s prophets. But they also believe 
that Muhammad was the fi nal prophet. The Koran is the holy book of Islam. Muslims 
strive to follow the Sunnah, the practical example of the prophet Muhammad.

Islam’s fi ve pillars of faith are:

• Making a declaration of faith: “There is no God but Allah, 
and Muhammad (peace be upon him) is his messenger”

• Praying fi ve times a day

• Giving to charity

• Fasting (refraining from eating) at certain times

• Making a pilgrimage—the “Haj”—to Mecca at least 
once in a lifetime.

The two main branches of Islam are Sunni and Shia. Both agree on the fundamentals 
of Islam. But they have serious differences on many religious questions. These stem 
in part from the question of who would succeed Muhammad. When Muhammad 
died early in the seventh century, he left not only a religious organization but also 
an Islamic state consisting of about 100,000 Muslims on the Arabian Peninsula. 
The majority chose Abu Bakr, a close companion of the prophet, as the caliph. The 
caliph was understood as a social-political leader. These followers gave rise to the 
Sunni branch of Islam.

The minority wanted Ali, Muhammad’s son-in-law and cousin, to be caliph. They 
believed that Muhammad had appointed him the sole interpreter of the prophet’s 
legacy, in both political and spiritual terms. These followers gave rise to the Shia 
branch of Islam.
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The Sunni branch is the larger of the two main branches of Islam today. Most of 
the major Arab countries are predominantly Sunni. The non-Arab Persians are 
overwhelmingly Shia. Iraq, however, is an Arab country with a strong Shia majority, 
and large Shia minorities exist elsewhere.

The Changes in the Middle East During the Twentieth Century 

In the early years of the twentieth century, the world wasn’t as neatly divided into 
independent countries as it is today. Empires broke up. Territories changed hands 
because of war. And European powers sought to control some of the less stable 
lands as they were going through transitions. Nowhere was all this truer than 
in the Middle East.

French and British Protectorates

A protectorate is a relationship of protection and partial control that a superior power 
assumes over a dependent country or region. The Middle East during this period was 
full of such relationships. In 1916, during World War I, France and Britain held 
a series of secret talks. These led to the Sykes-Picot Agreement, which carved up 
the Middle East into zones of infl uence. France would control Lebanon and Syria. 
Britain would oversee Iraq and Transjordan (today’s Jordan). Palestine was to come 
under dual control, but the French let the British rule there, too.

After World War I, with the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire—which had 
controlled most of the Middle East—these arrangements became more formal. 
In the following sections, you’ll read about how these “zones of infl uence” played 
out in different countries.

Egypt 
The British role in Egypt actually goes back well before World War I. The north 
African country was important to Britain for two reasons: access to the Suez Canal—
the main route to India—and the many British investments in Egypt. The British 
occupied Egypt in 1882 and made it in effect part of their own empire when 
disintegrating conditions within Egypt appeared to threaten both of these interests. 
The British had long been committed to the preservation of the Ottoman Empire, 
which included Egypt. But the deteriorating situation in Egypt changed their 
minds. When World War I broke out, they unilaterally made Egypt a protectorate. 
This cut it off from the Ottoman Empire.

Egyptian nationalism was a growing force during this whole period of occupation. 
In 1923 the British granted Egypt a limited form of independence. But not until the 
revolution of 1952 did Egypt win real independence under the leadership of Gamal 
Abdul Nasser and Anwar Sadat.

LESSON 1 ■ The Middle East: An Introduction 37
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Iraq 
The League of Nations—the international organization that existed before 
the United Nations—assigned Iraq to Britain as a  mandate after World War I. 
A mandate was a commission, or an assignment, from the League of Nations authorizing 
a member nation to administer a territory. Britain gave Iraq a constitution, a legislature, 
and a king, Faisal I. In 1932 Iraq became independent. Britain kept military bases 
there, though, and British interests explored for Iraqi oil. After the death of Faisal I, 
the new king, Faisal II, kept the country’s pro-British stance.

But in 1958 a military revolution overthrew the king. Left-wing nationalists took 
over. More violence and revolution followed. In 1968 the Arab Renaissance (Ba’ath) 
Socialist Party seized power. Its leaders were Major General Ahmad Hassan al-Bakr 
and his deputy, Saddam Hussein.
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Jordan 
All of present-day Jordan was included in the British Mandate of Palestine. In 
1921 the Emirate of Transjordan was established. It had only 400,000 inhabitants 
and needed fi nancial aid from the British. Two years later, the British recognized 
Transjordan as a national state preparing for independence. Transjordan moved 
toward independence, even as the larger drama of Israel’s creation on adjacent lands 
played out. In 1948 Transjordan became a fully sovereign state with King Abdullah 
at its helm. And in 1949 the country became known as Jordan.

Jordan took part with fellow Arab countries in the 1948 war against Israel. In the 
1967 war with Israel, Jordan lost the land on the West Bank of the Jordan River. 
In the years since, it has been known as a moderate, pro-Western, Arab state.

Lebanon 
Lebanon came under French mandate after World War I. It was established in 1920 
as Greater Lebanon, with its present boundaries and its capital in Beirut. In 1926 it 
received a new constitution modeled after France’s. It gained independence in 1943.
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Lebanon has long been a troubled country. The roots of its woes lie in a peculiar 
constitutional system. In an attempt to keep peace among its many offi cially 
recognized religious groups, certain offi ces were assigned to people of certain 
faith. The president of the country must be a Maronite Christian. The prime 
minister must be a Sunni Muslim. The speaker of the Chamber of Deputies 
(parliament) must be a Shiite Muslim. 

Confessionalism is the name for this system of allocating offi ces among different 
religious and ethnic groups. It was meant to give each group its fair share of power. 
It applies not only to the top jobs, but all the way down to the lowest ranks 
of the civil service. And the system hasn’t changed much since it was introduced. 
The population, though, has changed. Most people think there are far more 
Muslims and relatively fewer Christians today. But here’s the kicker—no one 
“offi cially” knows how the population has changed, since there hasn’t been 
a census since 1932. 

Syria 
After the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, Syria had a brief period as an 
independent monarchy in 1920. It lasted only a few months, though. The French 
defeated Syrian forces, and later that year got a League of Nations mandate to 
govern Syria. 

When France fell to Germany early in World War II, Syria came under the pro-
German Vichy-French government. Then in July 1941 the British and the Free 
French occupied the country. Syrian nationalists forced the French out in April 
1946. Since then Syria has had a republican government that developed during 
the mandate.

British Foreign Secretary Arthur James Balfour wrote a letter in 1917 to a prominent Zionist 
named Lord Walter Rothschild that became known as the “Balfour Declaration.” In this letter 
Balfour indicated his government’s interest in helping establish a Jewish state, long a goal 
of the Zionist movement. The letter said, “His Majesty’s Government view with favour the 
establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people, and will use their best 
endeavours to facilitate the achievement of this object….” The letter also stressed, however, 
“that nothing shall be done” to limit the rights of non-Jews in Palestine, or those of Jews 
in other countries.

The Balfour Declaration 
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The Founding of the State of Israel

Meanwhile,  Zionism—a movement to establish a home in Palestine for the world’s 
Jews—was growing. Its leader was Theodore Herzl.

In 1922—some 18 years after Herzl’s death—a mandate of the League of Nations 
gave the British formal control of Palestine (the Jewish homeland in biblical times). 
In the years following, Jewish immigration into Palestine increased. So did violence 
between the Jews and Arabs. The British tried to restrict Jewish immigration. But 
international support for a Jewish homeland in Palestine was on the rise. It blocked 
the British efforts to cut off Jewish immigration. As it became clear that the Nazi 
Germans had nearly wiped out European Jews, the world saw a Jewish homeland 
as an urgent need.

In 1947 the new United Nations made a plan to  partition—to divide—Palestine 
into separate Jewish and Arab states. Jerusalem, a holy city for Jews, Christians, 
and Muslims, would fall under UN administration.

The British gave up control and left Palestine in 1948. Soon after, on 14 May, the 
State of Israel was proclaimed. Neighboring Arab states rejected the partition plan, 
however. Their armies immediately invaded their new neighbor.

The resulting war is known as Israel’s War of Independence. It ended in cease-fi res 
with Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria. The fl edgling state emerged with 50 percent 
more territory than at the start and the Arab-Israeli confl ict has continued to this day. 

The Jewish people spread far beyond Israel during the Greek and Romans eras, when 
they moved about within those empires. Many Jews in Israel died or were expelled after 
a revolt against Roman rule around AD 70. Others were killed or expelled by the Byzantines 
(Eastern Roman empire) around AD 628. Even so, a small remnant of Jews remained 
in the Holy Land throughout the centuries.

Most Jews, however, lived in Europe or in other countries of the Middle East and North 
Africa, such as Iran, Yemen, and Morocco. A large number settled in Spain, from which 
they were expelled in 1492. Many then settled in Central and Eastern Europe and Russia, 
where they faced periodic persecution culminating in the Holocaust of World War II, 
in which some 6 million died at the hands of the Nazis.

All these persecutions resulted in periodic waves of Jews returning to the Holy Land, 
long a dream of Jews everywhere. This movement gathered steam in the 1880s and 
reached its peak as those Jews who could fl ed the Nazi threat in Europe. 

The Jewish People

75162_C1L1_p024-047_AFJROTC_FINAL.indd   41 11/9/09   11:16 AM



42 CHAPTER 1 The Middle East

The Different Groups of People Who Live in the Middle East 

While many Americans view the Middle East as mostly Arab, it is really a collection 
of ethnic groups. 

The Arabs 

The Arabs are originally from the Arabian Peninsula but now spread across 
much of the Middle East and northern Africa. The League of Arab States includes 
300 million people in 22 different countries.

The Arabs are defi ned as a people largely by their language. Classical Arabic is 
the language of the Koran, the Muslim holy book. Modern Standard Arabic is the 
language of literature, newspapers, and magazines. Arabic has many local variants 
used in everyday speech. Sometimes these variants are so unlike that two Arabic 
speakers from different countries can’t understand each other. In that case, they 
may switch to Modern Standard Arabic to communicate.

Most but not all Arabs are Muslims. As you have read, many of them spent some 
time under foreign control. They have struggled for independence and self-rule. 
The quest for some sort of “pan-Arab” unity has been a goal for many Arab political 
leaders, but that goal hasn’t proven practical. Another important issue is their 
generally hostile relationship with the State of Israel.

The Israelis 

Israel has about 6.5 million people. Of these, three-fourths are counted by the state 
as Jewish. (Orthodox Jewish law has a narrower defi nition of who is a Jew than the 
state does.)

There are three main ethnic groups of Israeli Jews:

• Ashkenazim: They trace their ancestry to western, central, and eastern Europe. 
These include about a million relatively recent emigrants from the former Soviet 
Union. An emigrant is someone who travels out of one place to settle in another. 
Ashkenazim originally spoke Yiddish, which is mostly descended from German.

• Sephardim: Their origins were in Spain, Portugal, southern Europe, and 
North Africa. Their original language was Ladino, which is mostly descended 
from Spanish.

• Eastern or Oriental Jews: Their ancestors lived in ancient communities 
in Islamic lands. They originally spoke Arabic.

Jewish Israelis recreated the Hebrew language, which nobody spoke anymore 
except during religious rituals, and made it the everyday language of the country. 
Of the non-Jews in Israel, nearly 70 percent are Muslim, 9 percent are Christian, 
and 7 percent are Druze, whose religion is an offshoot of Islam.
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The State of Israel was founded as a homeland for the Jews after their near-
extermination during World War II. The Israelis’ ongoing struggle is to remain 
secure amid hostile neighbors. The need for peace with the Palestinians—Arabs 
who live in the neighboring West Bank and Gaza Strip—is especially pressing.

The Persians (Iranians)

The Persians are a proud and ancient people. They have lived in Iran since around 
1500 BC. At times they have governed empires of their own, notably under Cyrus 
the Great. At other times they have been conquered themselves. But they have 
always been a distinctive people. Although they are Middle Eastern, they are not 
Arab. They are Muslim, but adhere mainly to the Shiite, rather than Sunni, branch 
of Islam. Their language, Farsi, is Indo-European. It doesn’t belong to the Semitic 
language family as do Arabic, Hebrew, and Aramaic. Persians make up a slight 
majority of Iran’s population of 66 million people. Azeris, people from Azerbaijan, 
to the north of Iran, make up about a quarter of Iran’s population. This population 
also includes small numbers of other minority groups, including Kurds and Arabs.
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In 1979 a revolutionary Shiite regime replaced the corrupt and repressive monarchy 
of Shah Reza Pahlavi with an Islamic Republic. This republic was based on a strict 
Shiite application of Islamic law as the civil law. US–Iranian relations soured at this 
point. Iranians were aggrieved over decades of US support for the shah and that 
President Jimmy Carter had allowed the ailing monarch to enter the United States 
for medical treatment. In November 1979 a group of student revolutionaries 
seized the US Embassy in Tehran. They held 52 American diplomats hostage 
for 444 days—until the day President Carter left offi ce.

Soon after its revolution, Iran fought a disastrous 
war against Iraq (1980–1988). The war killed 
hundreds of thousands on each side and cost the 
two countries more than $1 trillion. More recently, 
it has suffered from economic turmoil. Another 
problem is social tensions between its strict 
Islamist rulers and many of its Western-oriented 
citizens.

f
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The Kurds 

The Kurds are a non-Arab, largely Sunni Muslim people, numbering 15 million 
to 20 million. They live in a rugged mountainous part of southwest Asia generally 
known as the Kurdistan region. It includes areas in Turkey, Iraq, Iran, Armenia, 
and Syria. The Kurds have their own culture and language—related to Farsi, 
the language of Iran. 

Before World War I, Kurds were mostly nomads. They herded sheep and goats. 
But after the war, the Ottoman Empire was broken up. Much of its territory was 
turned into new nation-states. There was a plan for a new state of Kurdistan, but 
it never came to be. Meanwhile, the Kurds found their own movements restricted 
as their neighbors fenced them out.

The Kurds’ story ever since has been the quest for their own state. They have tried 
several times to create one, but neighbors have crushed each attempt. No country 
wants to give away its own territory to make a country for someone else. And the 
world’s leaders as a whole tend to like to keep things as they are—to preserve the 
status quo. 

Since the fall of Saddam Hussein, however, Kurds have enjoyed a certain autonomy 
in northern Iraq. It’s the closest they’ve come to a state of their own. 
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The Assyrians 

Today’s Assyrians are the descendants of the ancient empires of Assyria and 
Babylonia. The territory they governed was known as Mesopotamia. It’s roughly 
the same as modern Iraq. Many Assyrians live outside the Middle East, however. 
Detroit, for instance, has a large Assyrian community.

Iraqi Assyrians are traditionally Christian rather than Muslim. They tend to belong 
to the Ancient Church of the East, the Syrian Orthodox Church of Antioch, and 
the Chaldean Catholic Church. Some Assyrians are Protestants.

Saddam Hussein’s government tried to keep non-Arabs, such as the Assyrians, out 
of Iraq’s oil-producing regions. The policy the government practiced was known as 
“internal deportation.” This was a way to keep the country’s oil wealth in the hands 
of Sunni Arabs.

The Turkmens

Turkmens are a small minority group in Iraq. They are predominantly but not 
exclusively Muslim. As their name suggests, they have close cultural and linguistic 
ties to Turkey. Estimates of their population in Iraq vary widely from 200,000 
to 2 million. The Turkmens have clashed with Kurds and Arabs in northern Iraq. 
Leaders of a group known as the Iraqi Turkmen Front have called for Turkey 
to send troops to restore order. But the Kurds, particularly, have opposed this.

Who Speaks What? Some of the Languages 
of the Middle East
Group Languages

Arabs Arabic
Israelis Hebrew, Arabic (especially Arab Israelis and Eastern Jews), 
 English, Russian, and Romanian
Persians (Iranians) Farsi (Persian)
Kurds Kurdish (an Indo-European language, related to Farsi)
Assyrians Neo-Aramaic 
Turkmen Turkmen (a Turkic language, related to Turkish)
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Lesson 1 Review 
Using complete sentences, answer the following questions on a sheet of paper.

 1. Who were Philip II of Macedon and Alexander the Great?

 2. How far had the Roman Empire reached by AD 200?

 3. Who were the Ottomans and where did they get their start?

 4. What are the three main branches of Christianity?

 5. What is the origin of the split between the Sunni and Shia branches of Islam?

 6. Which two European countries agreed in 1916 to carve up 
much of the Middle East into zones of infl uence?

 7. What was the Balfour Declaration?

 8. Which ethnic group do most Iranians belong to?

 9. Which countries are home to most of the world’s Kurds?

Applying Your Learning 
 10. Was it a good idea for the League of Nations to put Middle East lands 

under mandates as it did? Why or why not?
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