Middle Eastern History

Section One: Mesopotamia

Middle Eastern history dates back four millennia before the birth of Christ. The Tigris-Euphrates River Valley, also called Mesopotamia, is considered the birthplace of civilizations. Many tribes settled in the Fertile Crescent between the rivers and formed city-states. Gradually, stronger city-states began conquering weaker ones, forming empires.  Mesopotamian civilization was politically fragile. It was common for one group to form a state temporarily, only to be swept away by subsequent invaders.

The first empire was built by the Sumerians, who invented the wheel, and developed cuneiform, a sort of wedge-shaped writing that became widely used in Mesopotamia. The Sumerians developed writing to keep records of trade and property. Later, the Sumerians recorded the oldest literary epic, the story of Gilgamesh. The Sumerians built stepped pyramid Ziggurats as religious temples. 
Eventually, the Sumerians were conquered and in time a new group, the Babylonians, rose to power. Most famous among the Babylonian rulers was Hammurabi, the sixth king. He is best remembered for creating an extensive Code of Laws, which influenced many other groups. For example, the Hebrews of Mesopotamia adopted Hammurabi's principle of "an eye for an eye," which was incorporated into their holy book.

Hammurabi's laws brought order to Babylon until it was conquered by the warlike Assyrians, who used iron weapons and horse-drawn chariots to control the entire river valley. The Assyrians were harsh rulers, and encountered little resistance until others in the region developed similar war technology and the Assyrians lost their advantage. Uprisings weakened the empire, allowing it to be conquered from outside by the Persians (the land of Persia is present-day Iran). The Persians were accepting of local cultures and ruled for more than 200 years before being conquered by Alexander the Great, a European.

During the Mesopotamian period, the Hebrews, while never creating an empire, originated in the Mesopotamian region. Living in a pagan land dominated by idols, gods, and mythology, these people created the first monotheistic religion. Judaism, which is closely related to the other two world religions from the region, Christianity and Islam, was founded by Abraham, who made a covenant with God to worship only Him.

Later, Jesus of Nazareth, a Jew living in what is now Israel during the period of the Roman Empire, taught in the region and gained many followers. They believed that His resurrection after crucifixion was a sign promising everlasting life to believers. 
Section Two: The Islamic Empire
More than 600 years later, Muhammad began preaching in the Arabian city of Mecca. Inspired by revelations from Allah (God), Muhammad began the religion of Islam.  Muhammad had also begun building what would become an immense Muslim Empire. After Muhammad died his successors continued the expansion of this empire. The Muslims were excellent rulers, accepting people of other religions -- particularly Jews and Christians, whom they called "People of the Book." They were also very appreciative of the cultural achievements of those in their empire.

 The Islamic Empire quickly spread throughout the Middle East before moving across North Africa, and into Spain and Sicily.  By the 13th century, Islam had spread across India and Southeast Asia.  The reasons for the success of Islam, and the expansion of its empire, can be attributed to the strength of the Arab armies, the use of a common language, and fair treatment of conquered peoples.
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Arab armies were able to quickly conquer territory through the use of advanced tactics and the employment of horse and camel cavalry.  Islamic rulers were very tolerant of conquered peoples, and welcomed conversion to the Islamic faith.  All Muslims must learn Arabic, so they can read the Qur'an, the Islamic holy book.  This common language helped to unite many different ethnic groups within the Islamic empire.  It also made possible the easy exchange of knowledge and ideas.
           Islamic civilization experienced a golden age under the Abbassid Dynasty, which ruled from the mid 8th century until the mid 13th century. Under the Abbassids, Islamic culture became a blending of Arab, Persian, Egyptian, and European traditions.  The result was an era of stunning intellectual and cultural achievements.
A number of fortunate circumstances came together to make this golden age possible. Perhaps most significant was the creation of a vast empire without internal political boundaries, largely free from external attack. Trade began to flow freely across the Asian continent and beyond. The wisdom of India and China mingled with that of Persia, ancient Greece, Rome, and Egypt. In most cases civilizations conquered by Islam remained administratively and intellectually intact, unlike those overrun by northern barbarians. Thanks in part to Muhammad's assertion that "the ink of scholars is more precious than the blood of martyrs," Islamic leaders valued -- in fact, sought out -- the intellectual treasures of their subject provinces. Further, the Muslim belief that Arabic, the language of the Quran, was the language of Allah himself, led to its standardization throughout the empire as the language of faith and power, and likewise of theology, philosophy, and the arts and sciences.

The accomplishments of Islam's golden age are too numerous to mention. Massive translation and copying projects made Greek, Roman, and Sanskrit knowledge available to Arabic-speaking scholars across the empire. Perhaps their most significant single achievement was the establishment of medicine as a science based on observation and experiment, rather than on conjecture. Islamic scientists developed the rudiments of what would later be called the scientific method.
Like other empires, the Islamic Empire eventually went into decline.  Problems arose in the Muslim Empire that caused it to fall. What began with a division between Shiite and Sunni Muslims (over leadership) ended in the breakup of the empire into small, warring tribes. This internal conflict of leadership struggles and religious disagreements eroded the strength that had helped the Arabs establish their empire. Externally, the Islamic Empire also faced severe challenges. 

First, Christian Crusaders began probing the Middle East in the eleventh century, eventually launching a major assault that captured Jerusalem, sacred to all three of the Middle East's religions, in 1099. The Christians held the city until 1187, when Saladin recaptured it for Islam. 

Next, less than a century later, the Mongols descended on the Middle East. The Mongols were a nomadic tribe of herders who lived in Central Asia. They withdrew in the late thirteenth century, but at the end of the fourteenth century, they returned, reaching Baghdad, ravaging Iraq, Persia, and Syria. Under their greatest leader, Genghis Khan, they conquered the world's largest empire to date. After this, although Islam remained a powerful force in the Middle East, the Islamic Empire never recovered. It finally fell into small, warring groups. 
Section Three: The Ottomans 

Starting in the 1200’s, one such group, the Ottoman Turks, an Islamic but non-Arabic people living in what is today Turkey, began gaining power and building an empire. In the fourteenth century, a Turkish military leader named Osman defeated other Turkish tribes to become ruler of a small kingdom. His dynasty conquered what was left of the old Roman Empire, which historians call the Byzantine Empire. By the fifteenth century, the Ottoman Empire had grown strong enough to challenge, and in 1453, defeat the Christian Byzantine Empire in Constantinople. They renamed the city Istanbul, meaning “city of Islam.”  
The Turkish Ottoman Empire, whose name derives from Osman, eventually united most of the Middle East and North Africa, encompassing much of what had once been the Islamic Empire. Turkish expansion reached its peak in the 16th century. 
The Ottomans were fine soldiers and gained land easily, and the Ottoman Empire became a world power and a significant player in European politics. At its strongest point it also controlled Greece, the Balkan Mountains, and most of southeast Europe. In fact, the Ottomans ruled a portion of Europe for hundreds of years. 
This success of the Ottomans in acquiring a large empire was due partly to the weakness and disunity of their adversaries, partly to their excellent and far superior military organization. Their army comprised numerous Christians—not only conscripts, who were organized as the corps of Janissaries, but also volunteers. Furthermore, while the Ottoman Turks were Muslims, they did not impose Islamic law on non-Muslims. The Ottoman Turks generally allowed Christians, Jews, and people of other faiths to practice their beliefs in peace, although the Armenian Massacre of 1915-1917 is a cruel exception. Arabs, Persians, Kurds, and Armenians all maintained strong cultural identities within the Ottoman Empire. 

The Ottoman Empire lasted until the early 20th century, a span of almost six hundred years. Economically, socially, and militarily, however, Turkey was a medieval state, unaffected by the industrial developments in the rest of Europe. Unlike the earlier Muslim Empire, the Ottomans did not value education and cultural achievement. 

In the later 16th through the 19th centuries, educational and technological advances, including the Industrial Revolution, in the Western world left the Ottomans behind.  By the nineteenth century, the Ottoman Empire was shrinking. Indeed, by time of the beginning of World War I, the Ottoman Empire, weakened and collapsing through the slow loss of territory, was regarded as "the sick man of Europe and Asia,” though it still remained a political power in Europe and the Middle East.

World War I broke out in 1914. Britain, France, the United States, and Russia were united as the Allied forces. They fought the Central Powers of Germany and Austria-Hungary. The Ottoman Turks assumed the Central Powers would win the war. The Turks believed Germany would keep Russia from taking land from their declining empire, so the Ottoman sultans joined the Central Powers. They also  joined the Central Powers to gain needed technology from the Germans.  
Although Turkish troops succeeded against the Allies in the Gallipoli campaign, Arabia rose against Turkish rule, and British forces occupied Baghdad and Jerusalem. In 1918, Turkish resistance collapsed in Asia and Europe. When the war was over and peace treaties signed, the Allied Powers left intact only what we now know as the modern nation of Turkey.
