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ARABS 

 

The earliest documented use of the word "Arab" (from arava, meaning wilderness) refers to Bedouins who 

fought as part of a coalition opposed to the Assyrians during the 8th century BC. Originally, "Arabs" were 

synonymous with Arabians (inhabitants of the Arabian Peninsula), until the Islamic Arabisation of people with no 

Arabian ancestry, mostly during the 9th-13th centuries AD.  

 

During the Muslim conquests of the 7th-8th centuries after the death of Muhammed in 632, the Arab caliphates 

of Rashidun (to 661), Omayad (to 750, with its capital in Damascus) and Abbasid (with capitals in Damascus, 

then Baghdad and from 1261 in Cairo), forged an Arab empire whose borders reached the south of France in 

the west, China in the east, Asia Minor in the north, and the Sudan in the south - one of the largest land empires 

in history. Along with the Islamic religion, Arabic culture, science, and the language of the Koran was spread, 

through conversion and cultural assimilation, so that now (2016) Arabic is the first language of 420 million 

people.  

 

The Abbasid era endured until it fell to the Ottoman caliphate in 1513, which itself continued until 1918. The 

Ottomans maintained the administrative and societal structures originally established by the Arabs, but the 

Arabs themselves felt increasingly subjugated and dissatisfied. Rebellion was supported by the British during 

World War I, as a means to undermine the Ottomans, and after the war individual Arab states were established, 

many with Hashemite kings, but mostly as British or French protectorates, denied independence until after 

World War II. 

 

Islamic nationalism was developed aggressively by a series of powerful national leaders from the 1950s 

onwards, with key events being the seizure of power by Nasser in Egypt in 1958 and the overthrow of the Shah 

of Iran in 1979, followed by a series of protracted conflicts, particularly in Iran, Lebanon, Iraq and Syria, from 

1973 until the present day.  

 

Sunni Muslims form the majority of the population in most Arab countries except Iraq and Bahrain, which have 

Shia majorities. In Sunni dominated countries, the Shia (or Shi'ite) population usually comprises the poorest 

sections of society, subject to discrimination and oppression and therefore often seeking support from Iran, 

which although the largest Shia community, is not an Arab nation. 

 

The nationalist Arab Socialist Ba'ath Party was established in 1966 and led by al-Assad (father and son) in 

Syria and by Saddam Hussein in Iraq. These men held minority power, oppressing the religious majorities of 

their respective countries. In Iraq, Saddam Hussein imposed Sunni rule over a majority Shia population and was 

particularly harsh in his oppression of the Shia, but also of the Sunni Kurds. Upon his overthrow in 2003, he was 

replaced by a Shi'ite government which then oppressed the Sunni minority, particularly in the central region 

around Baghdad.  

 

In Syria, the al-Assads are Alawites, a Syrian (12% of population) and Lebanese Shia sect honouring Ali, son-

in-law of the prophet Muhammed. Their rule has also been dominated by harsh suppression of the Sunni 

majority, and of the Kurds, and led in 2011 to the Sunni uprising and subsequently to the emergence of the 

extremist rebel force ISIS (Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, also called ISIL - Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant, 

"Da'esh" in Arabic). 

 

Middle East 

Until the 1930s, the geographical term "Near East" was generally ascribed to western Asia, focused on the 

Turkish Ottoman empire, as opposed to the "Far East", focused on China, with the area between Mesopotamia 

and Burma being known as the Middle East. The establishment of the League of Nations in the 1920s led to the 

division of the Near East into territories controlled by the British and French, which eventually gained their 

independence and the names by which they are now known.  

 

The political term "Middle East" was gradually applied to these emerging new countries and since the 1950s has 

been accepted to comprise the countries of the Arabian peninsula, the Levant, Persia, Turkey, Egypt and 

Cyprus. Persia is now known as Iran; the Levant comprises Lebanon, Syria, Israel and Jordan; and the Arabian 

peninsula includes Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Yemen and the Gulf states (United Arab Emirates, Oman, Kuwait, Qatar, 

Bahrain,). 
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Arabia 

The Arabian peninsula consists of the Najd central highlands, the Hejaz west coast on the Red Sea, the Hasa 

east coast on the Persian Gulf and the Asir south coast on the Indian Ocean. During the 7th century the prophet 

Muhammed united the disparate nomadic Arab tribes of the peninsula to form a cohesive Islamic society across 

Arabia. 

 

Maghreb 

The Maghreb (meaning "west") is the land of the Arabic speaking countries of North Africa to the west of Egypt, 

comprising Libya, Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco. The original native population is Berber (rather than Arab), 

named "barbarians" by the Romans and the region was known for centuries as the Barbary Coast. The 

Maghreb's inhabitants were commonly known in Europe as "Moors", a name derived from the Roman province 

of Mauretania, now Morocco. 

 

Hashemite 

The Hashemites trace their ancestry from the great-grandfather Hashem of the prophet Muhammed, although 

the definition today mainly refers to the descendants of Muhammed's daughter, Fatimah. The early history of 

the Hashemites saw them in a continuous struggle against the Omayads for control over who would be 

the caliph or successor to Muhammed. The Omayads were of the same tribe as the Hashemites, but a different 

clan. After the overthrow of the Omayads, the Abbasids presented themselves as representatives of the 

Hashemites, as they claimed descent from an uncle of Muhammed.  

 

From the 10th century onwards, the Sharif (religious leader) of Mecca and its Emir (prince) was by traditional 

agreement a Hashemite. Before World War I, a Hashemite ruled the Hejaz on behalf of the Ottoman sultan, 

rebelling against the rule of the Ottomans during the Arab Revolt of 1916-1918. Between 1917-1924, after the 

collapse of Ottoman power, he continued to rule an independent Hejaz, of which he proclaimed himself king, 

with the tacit support of the British government. His chief rival in the Arabian peninsula, the king of 

the Najd (highlands), Ibn Saud, annexed the Hejaz in 1925. Modern Jordan has a Hashemite king, as did Syria 

and Iraq before they became republics. 

 

Arab League  

The League of Arab States is a regional organization of Arab or Arabic speaking countries in and around west 

Asia, north Africa, west Africa and the Horn of Africa. It was formed in Cairo in 1945 with seven members: 

Egypt, Iraq, Transjordan, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Syria and Yemen. Currently, the League has 22 members, 

although Syria's participation has been suspended since 2011, as a consequence of government repression 

during the ongoing uprising and civil war. 

 

Non-members with significant Arab or Arabic speaking populations include Chad, the Sahara Arab Republic 

(formerly Spanish Sahara) and South Sudan. Israel is also not a member, despite 20% of its population being 

Palestinian Arab, nearly half the Jewish population being descended from Jews from Arab countries and Arabic 

being an official language. 

 

On the following pages, the histories are considered in more detail of the principal nations involved in Arab 

political events during the later 20th century, as well as the remaining nations of Arabia (as listed). Other Arab 

League members less involved (or not involved) in Arab political history and so not considered here, include 

Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Sudan, Somalia, Djibouti, Mauritania, Comoros islands. Also considered here is Iran, 

which is not an Arab country but is closely involved in Arab affairs, as are a number of Arabic militia and political 

organisations (as listed), including the Taliban (which is similarly also not an Arab organisation). 

 
 
(See also separate but related pieces entitled Sunni and Shia, Islamic Empire, Turkish Empire and Arabs 

and Jews). In particular, "Arabs and Jews" considers in detail the rise of Arab nationalism from 1908, the Great 

Arab Revolt of 1916-1918 and Arab conflicts. 
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ARAB NATIONS 

 

page  nation or organisation 

 

4  Egypt 

6  Syria  

8  Lebanon  

11  Jordan  

13  Iraq  

15  Saudi Arabia  

17  United Arab Emirates  

18  Oman  

19  Kuwait 

20  Qatar  

21  Bahrain  

22  Yemen  

25  Libya 

26  [Iran] - not an Arab country 

29  Palestine (Canaan, Phoenicia, Gaza) 

 

30  Palestine Liberation Organisation, [Arafat] 

31  Fatah  

32  Hamas  

 Hezbollah  

33  Ba'ath  

 Al-Qaeda  

 Islamic State  

34  [Taliban] - not an Arab organisation 

 

36  table of Arab population sizes 

 

 

Arab Conflicts are considered in detail in separate companion piece entitled "Arabs and Jews" 
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15  Table of history of conflicts and events in the Middle East (3150 BC - 2016 AD) 
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ARAB NATIONS 

 

Egypt 

Having a population nearing 90 million, Egypt is both the second largest country in Africa, but also by far the 

largest of the Arab nations. With one of the longest histories of any modern country, Egypt arose in the tenth 

millennium BC eventually to become one of the world's first nation states. Considered a cradle of 

civilisation, ancient Egypt produced some of the earliest developments of writing, agriculture, urbanisation, 

organised religion and centralised government. Egypt's rich cultural heritage is an integral part of its national 

identity, having endured and at times assimilated various foreign influences, including Greek, Persian, Roman, 

Arab, Ottoman, and European. 

 

By about 6000 BC, a neolithic culture was well established in the Nile valley and the earliest known evidence 

of Egyptian hieroglyphic inscriptions has been dated to about 3200 BC. A unified kingdom was founded around 

3150 BC, leading to a series of dynasties that ruled Egypt for the next three millennia. The pyramids were 

constructed between 2700-2200 BC. 

 

Thirty dynasties came and went before the last native ruling dynasty of the Pharaohs fell to the Persians in 343 

BC, soon after which the Greek general Ptolemy named himself as successor to the Pharaohs, establishing a 

dynastic kingdom which endured for three centuries until the death of Cleopatra. The Ptolemaic Kingdom was a 

powerful Hellenistic (Greek) state, extending from southern Syria in the east, to Cyrenacia to the west, and 

south to the frontier with Nubia. Alexandria became the capital city and a centre of Hellenistic culture and trade 

which continued to thrive in Egypt well after the Muslim conquest.  

 

Christianity was brought to Alexandria in 42 AD with the founding of the Coptic church, which after Rome and 

Byzantium, remained the third largest Christian community in the world until the mid-10th century. Despite great 

persecution by the Romans in the 3rd century, Coptic Christianity was the religion of the vast majority of 

Egyptians from 400-800 AD and for two centuries more after the Muslim conquest. The Byzantines controlled 

the country (except for a brief Persian invasion early in the 7th century) until 639 AD, when Egypt was invaded 

and conquered by the empire of the Muslim Arabs, who brought Sunni Islam to the country when they defeated 

the Byzantine armies in Egypt. 

 

Muslim rulers nominated by the Islamic caliphate remained in control of Egypt for the next six centuries, 

with Cairo as the seat of the caliphate under the Shia Fatimids. With the end of Saladin's Kurdish Aiyubid 

dynasty, the Mamluks, a military caste of Turkic origin, took control around 1250. By the late 13th century, Egypt 

traded with the Red Sea, India, Malaya, and East Indies. The mid-14th-century Black Death killed about 40% of 

the country's population. 

  

Egypt was conquered by the Ottoman Turks in 1517, after which it became a province of the Ottoman empire. 

Egypt was always a difficult province for the Ottoman Sultans to control, due in part to the continuing power and 

influence of the Mamluks. As such, Egypt remained semi-autonomous under the Mamluks until it was invaded 

by the French forces of Napoleon in 1798. After the French were expelled, power was seized in 1805 

by Muhammed Ali Pasha, an Albanian military commander of the Ottoman army in Egypt, who established 

a dynasty that was to rule Egypt until the revolution of 1952. 

 

Egypt under the Muhammed Ali dynasty remained nominally an Ottoman province. It was granted the status of 

an autonomous vassal state or Khedivate in 1867, remaining under Ottoman suzerainty until the British 

occupation of 1882, in support of the Khedive (viceroy) against nationalist rebellion. Nevertheless, the Khedivate 

of Egypt (1867-1914) remained legally an Ottoman province until 1914, when it was declared 

a British protectorate (in reaction to the decision of the Ottoman empire to join the conflict on the side of 

the Germany and the Austro-Hungarian empire) and the Khedive was renamed as Sultan of Egypt, to 

demonstrate the cessation of allegiance to the Ottoman Sultan. 

 

Muhammed Ali annexed Northern Sudan (1820-1824), Syria (1833) and parts of Arabia and Anatolia, but in 

1841 the European powers, fearful lest he topple the Ottoman empire itself, forced him to return most of his 

conquests to the Ottomans. His military ambition required him to modernise the country, so he built industries, a 

system of canals for irrigation and transport, and reformed the civil service.  
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The Suez Canal, built in partnership with the French, was completed in 1869. Its construction resulted in 

enormous debt to European banks, and caused popular discontent because of the onerous taxation it required. 

In 1875 the Khedive was forced to sell Egypt's share in the canal to the British government. Within three years 

this led to the imposition of British and French controllers who sat in the Egyptian cabinet and, with the financial 

power of the European investors behind them, were the real power in the government.  

 

Dissatisfaction with European intrusion in the government led to the formation of the first nationalist groupings, 

but fearing a reduction of their control, Britain and France intervened militarily in 1879, bombarding Alexandria, 

crushing the Egyptian army, and resulting in British military occupation of Egypt. After World War I the Egyptian 

nationalist movement obtained a majority in the legislative assembly and when the British exiled its leaders in 

1919, the country arose in its first modern revolution, leading the British government to issue a unilateral 

declaration of Egypt's independence in 1922, with the Sultan now as King Fouad.  

 

The 1936 Anglo-Egyptian Treaty (prompted by threats from Italian occupation forces in neighbouring Libya and  

Abyssinia) removed the British military occupation forces from all areas except the Suez Canal zone (and 

committed to departure from there in 1956). However after effective re-occupation during World War II, 

remaining British influence contributed to continued instability due to increasingly corrupt and ineffective 

leadership by King Farouk.  

 

In 1948 together with other Arab states, Egyptian forces invaded Palestine, attacking Jewish settlements and 

aiming to prevent the establishment of the new State of Israel. But the army was heavily defeated and public 

discontent against Farouk rose to new levels, eventually leading to the dissolution of the parliament in a 

military coup d'etat known as the 1952 Revolution. The Free Officers Movement forced King Farouk to abdicate 

in support of his son, but the government passed to the military and in 1953 the Egyptian Republic was 

declared. Colonel Gamal Abdel Nasser assumed power as president in 1956, as British forces completed their 

withdrawal from the occupied Suez Canal Zone. Nasser nationalised the privately owned canal a month later, 

prompting the Suez Crisis. 

 

In 1958, ostensibly to prevent a communist takeover of Syria, Nasser formed a union between Egypt and Syria 

known as the United Arab Republic (UAR), with himself as president. Syria seceded in 1961 but Egypt retained 

the UAR title until 1971. After the 1948 war, the Gaza Strip had been placed under the All-Palestine 

Government, an Egyptian puppet administration, until in 1959 it was absorbed into the UAR under direct 

Egyptian military occupation, although it was governed separately from Sinai, was never formally annexed by 

Egypt and its inhabitants denied freedom of movement outside the enclave. 

 

Nasser courted the support of the Soviet Union, which supplied finance and technical support for the massive 

Aswan dam project as well as armaments for Egyptian forces. In 1967 the Soviet Union warned him of an 

impending Israeli attack on Syria and he commenced military deployments against Israel, but Israel attacked 

Egypt first, taking occupation of the Sinai Peninsula and the Gaza Strip. 

 

Nasser died in 1970 and was succeeded by Anwar Sadat, who switched Egypt's Cold War allegiance from the 

Soviet Union to the United States, expelling Soviet advisors in 1972. In 1973 Egypt, along with Syria, launched 

the October War, a surprise attack to regain part of the Sinai territory that Israel had captured six years earlier, 

which presented Sadat with a victory that allowed him to fully regain the Sinai later, in return for peace with 

Israel. Sadat made an historic visit to Israel in 1977, which led to the 1979 peace treaty in exchange for Israeli 

withdrawal from Sinai. Sadat's initiative sparked enormous controversy in the Arab world and led to Egypt's 

expulsion from the Arab League, but it was supported by most Egyptians. However, Sadat was assassinated in 

1981 by an Islamic extremist and was replaced as president by Hosni Mubarak, who remained in power until 

ousted by popular demand during the revolution of 2011. 
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Syria 

In Arabic, English and French, the name "Syria" was formerly synonymous with the whole Levant (also including 

modern Lebanon, Israel and Jordan), while the modern state of 18 million people (in 2014) encompasses the 

sites of several ancient kingdoms and empires, one of the earliest being the Eblan civilisation of the 3rd 

millennium BC. A country of fertile plains, high mountains and deserts, it is home to diverse ethnic and religious 

groups and in the Islamic era Damascus was the seat of the Omayad caliphate and later a provincial capital of 

the Mamluk Sultanate in Egypt. 

 

In 1516, the Ottomans invaded the Mamluk Sultanate, conquering Syria, incorporating it into their empire. The 

Ottoman system was not burdensome to Syrians because the Turks respected Arabic as the language of 

the Koran, and accepted their mantle as defenders of the faith. Damascus became the major departure point 

for the hajj, the pilgrimage to Mecca, and acquired a holy character for Muslims, as well as economic benefits 

from the countless pilgrims passing through.  

 

Ottoman administration followed a system that led to peaceful co-existence. Each ethno-religious minority - 

Arab Shia Muslim, Arab Sunni Muslim,  Alawite, Druze, Aramean-Syriac Orthodox Christian, Greek Orthodox 

Christian, Maronite Christian, Assyrian Christian,  Armenian, Kurd, Circassian, Mhallami, Mandean, Yazidi,      

Jewish and Turk - constituted a self-governing community. The religious heads of each community administered 

all personal status laws and performed certain civil functions as well. Sunni Arabs make up the largest 

population group in Syria. 

 

In 1831, Ibrahim Pasha of Egypt renounced his loyalty to the empire and invaded Ottoman Syria, capturing 

Damascus. His short-term rule over the domain attempted to change the demographics and social structure of 

the region: he brought thousands of Egyptian villagers to populate the plains of Southern Syria, rebuilt Jaffa and 

settled it with veteran Egyptian soldiers, aiming to turn it into a regional capital, and he crushed peasant and 

Druze rebellions and deported non-loyal tribesmen. By 1840, however, he had to surrender the area back to the 

Ottomans. 

 

From 1864, Ottoman reforms were applied on Syria, dividing it into the separate provinces of Lebanon, Beirut, 

Aleppo, Zor, Damascus and Jerusalem. During World War I the Ottoman empire entered the conflict on the side 

of Germany and the Austro-Hungarian empire. It ultimately suffered defeat and loss of control of the entire Near 

East to the British and French. During the conflict, genocide against indigenous Christian peoples was carried 

out by the Ottomans and their allies (now known as the Armenian Genocide and Assyrian Genocide), during 

which enforced death marches were made to Deir ez-Zor, in Ottoman Syria.  

 

Following World War I, a short-lived independent Kingdom of Syria was established in 1920 with Faisal of the 

Hashemite family established as king. However his rule over Syria was ended after only a few months when 

French troops occupied Syria under the internationally agreed mandate protectorate. 

 

In 1925, the Sultan of the Druze led a revolt that spread to engulf the whole of Syria and parts of Lebanon, 

winning several battles against the French. France sent thousands of troops from Morocco and Senegal, 

leading the French to regain many cities, although resistance lasted until the spring of 1927. Syria and France 

negotiated a treaty of independence in September 1936, creating the modern republic of Syria, the largest Arab 

state to emerge from the Arab Levant formerly ruled by the Ottomans. However, the treaty never came into 

force because the French legislature refused to ratify it. With the fall of France in 1940 during World War II, 

Syria came under the control of Vichy France until the British and Free French occupied the country in 

the Syria-Lebanon campaign in July 1941. Continuing pressure from Syrian nationalists and the British forced 

the French to evacuate their troops in 1946, leaving the country in the hands of a parliamentary republican 

government which had been formed during the mandate. 

 

Upheaval dominated Syrian politics from independence through to the late 1960s. In 1948 together with other 

Arab states, Syrian forces invaded Palestine and immediately attacked Jewish settlements with instructions “to 

destroy the Zionists" and prevent the establishment of the new State of Israel. Defeat in this war was one of 

several trigger factors for the 1949 Syrian military coup d'etat which established a one-party state until the coup 

of 1954 restored the parliamentary system. However, by this time, power was increasingly concentrated in the 

military and security establishment.  
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In November 1956, as a direct result of the Suez Crisis, Syria signed a pact with the Soviet Union. This gave a 

foothold for communist influence within the government in exchange for military equipment. Turkey then 

became concerned about this increase in the strength of Syrian military technology, as it seemed feasible that 

Syria might attempt to retake the Hatay province (handed back to Turkey in 1939). 

 

In 1958 the merging of Egypt and Syria was announced, creating the United Arab Republic (UAR), and all 

Syrian political parties, including the communists, ceased overt activities. Meanwhile, a group of Syrian Ba'athist 

officers, alarmed by the party's poor position and the increasing fragility of the union, decided to form a secret 

military committee, whose initial members included Captain Hafez al-Assad. When Syria seceded from the UAR 

in 1961, the ensuing instability culminated in the 1963 coup and the Arab Republic of Syria came into being. 

The takeover was engineered by members of the Arab Socialist Ba'ath Party and the new cabinet was 

dominated by Ba'ath members. However Syria was subsequently governed under emergency law from 1963 to 

2011, with effective suspension of most constitutional protections for citizens, and its system of government was 

considered to be non-democratic.  

 

The 1967 defeat of Syria by Israel caused a split between Salah Jadid (Secretary of the Ba'ath party) and Assad 

(head of the military) over what steps to take next. Jadid was Syria's effective ruler from 1966 until 1970 when a 

bloodless military coup installed Assad as head of the government. 

 

In 1973, Syria and Egypt initiated the October War against Israel, but initial Syrian gains were reversed and 

Israel's 1967 gains were pushed deeper into Syrian territory. In early 1976, Syria entered Lebanon, beginning a 

thirty-year Syrian military occupation. Over the following 15 years of civil war, Syria fought for control over 

Lebanon, and attempted to stop Israel from taking over in southern Lebanon, through extensive use of proxy 

militia groups. Syrian troops then remained in Lebanon until 2005. 

 

In the late 1970s, an Islamist uprising by the Muslim Brotherhood was aimed against the government. Islamists 

attacked civilians and off-duty military personnel, leading security forces to also kill civilians in retaliatory strikes. 

The uprising reached its climax in the 1982 Hama massacre, when some 10,000-40,000 people were killed by 

regular Syrian Army troops. 

 

In a major shift in relations with both other Arab states and the Western world, Syria participated in the US-

led Gulf War against Saddam Hussein and earlier, during the 1990s engaged in negotiations with Israel. These 

negotiations failed, and there have been no further direct Syrian-Israeli talks since President Assad's meeting 

with President Clinton in 2000.  

 

Hafez al-Assad died in 2000 and his son, Bashar al-Assad, became President in an election in which he ran 

unopposed. His election saw the birth of the Damascus Spring and hopes of reform, but by autumn 2001 the 

authorities had suppressed the movement, imprisoning some of its leading intellectuals. Since March 2011, 

Syria has been embroiled in an uprising against Assad and the Ba'athist regime as part of the Arab Spring, a 

crackdown which contributed to the Syrian Civil War. 
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Lebanon 

The earliest evidence of civilisation in Lebanon dates back more than seven thousand years, predating recorded 

history. Lebanon was the home of the Phoenicians, a maritime culture that flourished for over a thousand years 

(between around 1550 and 539 BC, when it moved west to Carthage). Lebanon's location at the crossroads of 

the Mediterranean basin and the Arabian hinterland has dictated its rich history and shaped a cultural identity of 

religious and ethnic diversity.  

 

In 64 BC, the region came under the rule of the Roman empire, and eventually became one of the empire's 

leading centres of Christianity. In the Mount Lebanon range a monastic tradition known as the Maronite Church  

was established. The Maronites derive their name from the Syrian Christian Saint Maron whose followers 

migrated to the area from Antioch. After mass emigration to the Americas at the outset of the 20th century 

greatly decreased their numbers in the Levant, Maronites today form more than one quarter of the total 

population in the country of Lebanon. With only two exceptions, all Lebanese presidents have been Maronites. 

As the Arab Muslims conquered the region, the Maronites held onto their religion and identity. However, a new 

religious group, the Druze, established themselves in Mount Lebanon as well, a religious divide that would last 

for centuries. During the Crusades, the Maronites re-established contact with the Roman Catholic Church and 

asserted their communion with Rome. The ties they then established with Europe have influenced the region 

into the modern era. 

 

Under orders from the governor of Damascus, the Ma'an family came to Lebanon in 1120 from Hadhramaut in 

southern Yemen to defend the Levant against the invading Crusaders. Originally they did extensive trade with 

the Indian subcontinent and southeast Asia and were in charge of an important Yemeni port city. It is not entirely 

clear if the Ma'an tribe were already practicing some sort of Ismailism prior to their exodus from coastal Yemen. 

They finally settled on the southwestern slopes of the Lebanon Mountains and later adopted the Druze Ismaili 

(Shia) religion.  

 

The Ma'an dynasty's rule as Druze leaders in the Lebanon Mountains lasted from 1517-1697. They were 

permitted by the Ottoman authorities to organize their own army, and their authority peaked between 1572-1635 

when their rule extended "from Antioch in the north to Safed in the south". Although Fakhr ad Din's aspirations 

toward complete independence for Lebanon ended in his execution by the Ottoman authorities, he greatly 

enhanced Lebanon's military and economic development. Noted for religious tolerance and suspected of being 

a Christian, he attempted to merge the country's different religious groups into one Lebanese community. 

 

After forming close ties with the dukes of Tuscany and Florence and establishing diplomatic relations with them, 

Din brought in architects, irrigation engineers, and agricultural experts from Italy in an effort to modernise and 

promote prosperity in the country. He channeled financial resources into building a regular army and concluded 

a secret agreement with Tuscany, the two parties pledging to support each other against the Ottomans, 

following which Din was forced into exile from 1613-1618. He was succeeded by his nephew until 1658, whose 

sons then entered into a power struggle with other Ottoman-backed Druze leaders. During the Ottoman-

Habsburg war of 1683-1699, Ahmad Ma'an collaborated in a rebellion against the Ottomans which extended 

beyond his death.  

 

Without an heir, feudal leadership of Druze southern Lebanon passed to the rising Hejaz Arab Shihab family 

who had settled at the foot of Mount Hermon in 1172 and although they reportedly professed Sunni Islam, they 

showed sympathy with the Shia religion of the majority of their Druze subjects. The Shihab leadership 

culminated in the governorship of Amir Bashir Shihab (1788-1840) who, after Din, was the most powerful feudal 

leader Lebanon produced. Though governor of the Druze Mountain, Bashir was secretly a Christian, and it was 

he whose aid Napoleon solicited in 1799 during his campaign against Syria. 

 

Having consolidated his conquests in Syria (1831-1838), Ibrahim Pasha, son of the viceroy of Egypt, 

Muhammad Ali Pasha, made the fatal mistake of trying to disarm the Christians and Druze of the Lebanon and 

to draft the latter into his army. This was contrary to the principles of the life of independence by which these 

mountain people had always lived and resulted in a general uprising against Egyptian rule. The uprising was 

encouraged for political reasons by the British.  

 

In 1920 the area of the Mutasarrifate of Mount Lebanon, plus some surrounding areas which were 

predominantly Shia and Sunni, became a part of the state of Greater Lebanon under the French Mandate of 
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Syria and Lebanon, after around 100,000 people in Beirut and Mount Lebanon had died of starvation during 

World War I. In the first half of 1920, Lebanese territory was claimed as part of the Arab Kingdom of Syria, but 

shortly the Franco-Syrian War resulted in Arab defeat and capitulation of the Hashemites. France re-

established Greater Lebanon but removed several regions belonging to the Principality of Lebanon and gave 

them to Syria. Greater Lebanon was a largely Christian country (mainly Maronite territory with some Greek 

Orthodox enclaves) but it also included areas containing many Druze and Muslims.  

 

In 1926 France formed the Lebanese Republic with a constitutional parliamentary system of government. 

However in 1941 the United Kingdom, fearing that Nazi Germany would gain full control of Lebanon 

and Syria by pressure on the weak Vichy government, sent its army into Syria and Lebanon. After the fighting 

ended in Lebanon, General Charles de Gaulle visited the area. Under political pressure from both inside and 

outside Lebanon, de Gaulle recognized the independence of Lebanon. In 1941 it was announced that Lebanon 

would become independent under the authority of the Free French government. Elections were held in 1943 

and the new Lebanese government unilaterally abolished the mandate. The French reacted by imprisoning the 

new government, but in the face of international pressure, the French released the the officials and again 

recognized Lebanon's independence. The allies kept the region under control until the end of World War II when 

the last French troops withdrew in 1946. Lebanon's unwritten National Pact of 1943 required that its president 

be Maronite Christian, its speaker of the parliament to be a Shia Muslim, its prime minister be Sunni Muslim, 

and the Deputy Speaker of Parliament and the Deputy Prime Minister to be Greek Orthodox.  

 

In May 1948, Lebanon supported neighbouring Arab countries in a war against Israel. While some irregular 

forces crossed the border and carried out minor skirmishes against Israel, it was without the support of the 

Lebanese government, and Lebanese troops did not officially invade. 100,000 Palestinians fled to Lebanon 

because of the war and Israel did not permit their return after the cease-fire. Today, in a total population of 6 

million, more than 400,000 refugees remain unsettled, about half in camps.  

 

However the country now experienced a period of relative calm and renowned prosperity, driven by tourism, 

agriculture, commerce, and banking. Because of its financial power and diversity in its heyday, Lebanon was 

compared to Switzerland and its capital Beirut attracted so many tourists that it was known as "the Paris of the 

Middle East".   

 

With the expulsion of the Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO) from Jordan in 1971, many Palestinian 

militants relocated to Lebanon, increasing their armed campaign against Israel. The relocation of Palestinian 

bases also led to increasing sectarian tensions between Palestinians against the Maronites and other Lebanese 

factions, until in 1975 a full-scale civil war broke out in Lebanon. The Lebanese Civil War pitted a coalition of 

Christian groups against the joint forces of the PLO, left-wing Druze and Muslim militias.  

 

In 1976 Syria sent in its own troops, ostensibly to restore peace, and subsequently the Arab League agreed to 

establish an Arab Deterrent Force, which was predominantly Syrian and charged with restoring calm. But in 

1982, the PLO attacks from Lebanon on Israel led to an Israeli invasion. A multi-national force of American, 

French and Italian contingents (joined in 1983 by a British contingent) was deployed in Beirut after the Israeli 

siege of the city, to supervise the evacuation of the PLO. It was strengthened after the assassination of the 

president and subsequent fighting, during which a number of massacres were committed, notably 

in Damour, Sabra, Shatila, and in several other refugee camps. The multi-national force was withdrawn in the 

spring of 1984, following a devastating bombing campaign during the previous year. 

 

In September 1988, the parliament failed to elect a presidential successor as the result of differences between 

the Christians, Muslims and Syrians. The Arab League Summit of May 1989 led to the formation of a Saudi-

Moroccan-Algerian committee to resolve the crisis, which issued a peace plan that was accepted by all. A 

ceasefire was established, the ports and airports were re-opened and refugees began to return. The war ended 

after sixteen years (with the agreement for Syrian withdrawal) in 1990, having resulted in massive loss of human 

life and property, while devastating the country's economy. It is estimated that 150,000 people were killed and 

another 200,000 wounded. Nearly a million civilians were displaced by the war, and some never returned. Parts 

of Lebanon were left in ruins. The Taif Agreement has still not been implemented in full and Lebanon's political 

system continues to be divided along sectarian lines. 
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The internal political situation in Lebanon significantly changed in the early 2000s. After the Israeli withdrawal 

from southern Lebanon and the death of Assad in 2000, the Syrian military presence faced criticism and 

resistance from the Lebanese population. In 2005, former prime minister Hariri was assassinated in a car 

bomb explosion (blamed on Syria) which marked the beginning of a series of assassinations that resulted in the 

death of many prominent Lebanese figures, triggering the Cedar Revolution, a series of demonstrations which 

demanded the withdrawal of Syrian troops from Lebanon.  

 

In 2006 extremist group Hezbollah launched a series of rocket attacks and raids into Israeli territory,  resulting in 

the 2006 Lebanon War. Beirut's southern suburbs were heavily damaged by Israeli airstrikes against Hezbollah 

military infrastructure which was deeply embedded among the civilian population. In 2007, the Nahr al-

Bared refugee camp became the centre of the 2007 Lebanon conflict between the Lebanese Army and Fatah.  

 

In 2008, Hezbollah seized western Beirut, denounced by the government as a coup attempt, ending with the 

establishment of a national unity government which collapsed in 2011 in favour of a Hezbollah led alliance. In 

2012, the Syrian civil war threatened to spill over in Lebanon, causing more incidents of sectarian violence and 

armed clashes between Sunnis and Alawites in Tripoli. As of 2013, nearly 700,000 Syrian refugees were in 

Lebanon. As the number of Syrian refugees increases, the native Lebanese parties fear the country’s sectarian 

based political system is being undermined. 
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Jordan 

During antiquity, present day Jordan became a home for several ancient Semitic kingdoms of Canaan, including 

Edom, Moab, Ammon, Israel and the Amalekites. Throughout different eras of history, the region and its nations 

were subject to the control of powerful foreign empires, including the Akkadians (24th-22nd centuries 

BC), Egyptians (15th-13th centuries BC), Hittites (14th-13th centuries BC), Assyrians (1365-1020 and 911-605 

BC), Babylonians (604-539 BC) and the Achaemenids (539-332 BC) and, for discrete periods of time, by the 

Israelites. Due to its strategic location in the middle of the ancient world, the area came to be controlled by the 

ancient empires of Persians and later the Macedonian Greeks, who became the dominant force in the region, 

following the conquests of Alexander the Great and subsequently it fell under the changing influence of the 

Hellenistic Seleucid empire from the north and the Parthians from the east. 

 

The Aramaic speaking Nabataean kingdom was one of the most prominent states in the region through the 

Middle Classic period, following the decline of Seleucid control of the region after 168 BC. The Nabataeans 

were most probably people of mixed Aramean, Canaanite and Arabian ancestry, who under the early influence 

of the Hellenistic and Parthian cultures created a unique civilized society, which roamed the paths across the 

deserts. They controlled the regional and international trade routes of the ancient world by dominating a large 

area southwest of the Fertile Crescent, which included the whole of modern Jordan in addition to the southern 

part of Syria in the north and the northern part of the Arabian peninsula in the south. They developed 

the Nabataean Alphabet, a descendant of the Aramaic alphabet, which was eventually to lead to the formation 

of the Arabic script in the 4th century AD. Their language was originally Aramaic (a West Semitic language), but 

became infused with South Semitic Arabic with the migration of Arab tribes into Nabataea in the 3rd and 4th 

centuries AD. It acted as an intermediate link between Aramaean and Classical Arabic, the latter of which 

evolved into Modern Arabic. 

 

The Nabataeans were largely conquered by the Hasmonean rulers of Judea and many of them were forced to 

convert to Judaism in the late 2nd century BC. However, the Nabataeans managed to maintain a sort of semi-

independent kingdom, which covered most parts of modern Jordan and beyond, before it was taken by 

the Herodians and finally annexed by the still expanding Roman empire in 106 AD. However, the Romans 

maintained the prosperity of Petra and most of the ancient cities, which enjoyed a sort of city-state autonomy. 

The country was incorporated into the client Judaean kingdom of Herod, and later the Judaea province. With the 

suppression of Jewish revolts, Trans-jordan (the land to the east of the Jordan river) was incorporated into 

the Syria Palaestina province, while the eastern deserts fell under Parthian and later Persian Sassanid control. 

With the decline of the Eastern Roman empire, the area came to be controlled by the Christian Ghassanid Arab 

kingdom, which was allied with Byzantium.  

 

Due to its proximity to Damascus, Transjordan in the 7th century became a heartland of the Arab Islamic 

empire and therefore secured several centuries of stability and prosperity, which allowed the establishment of its 

current Arabic and Islamic identity. Sequential caliphates including the Rashidun, Omayad and Abbasid empires 

controlled the region, the latter originating here before it took over from the the Omayads. After the decline of 

the Abbasids, it was ruled by several conflicting powers including the Mongols, the Crusaders, the Aiyubids and 

the Mamluks until it became part of the Ottoman empire in 1516.  

 

In the 11th century, Transjordan endured a phase of instability, as it became a battlefield for the Crusades which 

ended with defeat by Saladin's Aiyubids. Jordan also suffered from the 13th century Mongol attacks which were 

blocked by Mamluks. In 1516, it became part of the Ottoman empire and remained so until 1918, when the 

Hashemite Army of the Great Arab Revolt took over and secured the present day Jordan with the help and 

support of Transjordanian local tribes. The revolt was launched by the Hashemites, led by the Sharif of 

Mecca against the Ottoman empire and was supported by the Allies of World War I as chronicled in T E 

Lawrence's book "Seven Pillars of Wisdom" (later the basis for the iconic film "Lawrence of Arabia").  

 

The Great Arab Revolt was successful in gaining independence for most of the territories of Hejaz and the 

Levant, including the region east of the Jordan river. However, it failed to gain international recognition of the 

region as an independent state, due mainly to the secret Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916 and the Balfour 

Declaration of 1917. This was seen by the Hashemites and the Arabs as a betrayal of the previous agreements 

with the British, however, a compromise was eventually reached and the Emirate of Transjordan was created in 

1922 under the reign of the Hashemites, but under British mandate until 1946, when the parliament 

proclaimed Abdullah as the first King and the state name was changed from Transjordan to Jordan. 
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In 1948 together with other Arab states, Jordan invaded Palestine and attacked Jewish Jerusalem, following 

which it occupied the West Bank and in 1950 Jordan formally annexed these territories, an act that was 

regarded as illegal and void by the Arab League. The move formed part of Jordan’s "Greater Syria Plan" 

expansionist policy and in response, Saudi Arabia, Lebanon and Syria joined Egypt in demanding Jordan’s 

expulsion from the Arab League, but a motion to expel Jordan from the League was prevented by the dissenting 

votes of Yemen and Iraq.  

 

In 1951, King Abdullah was assassinated and succeeded by his son Hussein, who in 1953 announced that East 

Jerusalem was "the capital of the Hashemite Kingdom" and would form an "integral and inseparable part" of 

Jordan. In 1957, Jordan terminated the Anglo-Jordanian treaty, one year after the king dismissed the British 

personnel serving in the Jordanian Army. This act of Arabisation ensured the complete sovereignty of Jordan as 

a fully independent nation. Officially the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan is a constitutional monarchy, but where 

the king still holds wide executive and legislative powers.  

 

In 1967 Jordan signed a military pact with Egypt. After Israel launched a pre-emptive strike on Egypt to begin 

the Six-Day War, Jordan and Syria attacked Israel and joined the war. It ended in an Israeli victory and the 

capture of the West Bank. The period following the war saw an upsurge in the activity and numbers of 

Palestinian paramilitary elements (fedayeen) within the state of Jordan. These distinct, armed militias were 

becoming a "state within a state", threatening Jordan's rule of law. King Hussein's armed forces targeted 

the fedayeen and open fighting erupted in June 1970. The battle in which Palestinian fighters from various 

Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) groups were expelled from Jordan is commonly known as Black 

September. 

 

The heaviest fighting occurred in northern Jordan and Amman, during which a Syrian tank force invaded 

northern Jordan to support the fedayeen fighters but subsequently retreated. King Hussein urgently asked the 

United States and Great Britain to intervene against Syria. Consequently, Israel performed mock air strikes on 

the Syrian column at the Americans' request. Soon after, the Syrian president ordered a hasty retreat from 

Jordanian soil, but sporadic violence continued until Jordanian forces managed to expel the fedayeen in 1971 

with the help of Iraqi forces. In 1973, allied Arab League forces attacked Israel in the October War and fighting 

occurred along the 1967 Jordan River cease-fire line. Jordan sent a brigade to Syria to attack Israeli units on 

Syrian territory but did not engage Israeli forces from Jordanian territory.  

 

At the Rabat summit conference in 1974, Jordan was now in a more secure position to agree, along with the 

rest of the Arab League, that the PLO was the "sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian people", thereby 

relinquishing Jordan's role as representative of the West Bank. The 1985 Amman Agreement declared that the 

PLO and Jordan would pursue a proposed confederation between the state of Jordan and a Palestinian state. In 

1988, King Hussein dissolved the Jordanian parliament and renounced Jordanian claims to the West Bank. The 

PLO assumed responsibility as the provisional government of Palestine and an independent state was declared.  

 

In 1991 Jordan negotiated an end to hostilities with Israel and signed a declaration to that effect in 1994. King 

Hussein was later honoured when his picture appeared on an Israeli postage stamp in recognition of the good 

relations he established with his neighbour. Upon the death of his father Hussein, Abdullah became king in 1999 

after his father had recently named him Crown Prince, replacing Hussein's brother Hassan who had served 

many years in the position. In 2005, King Abdullah expressed his intentions of making Jordan a democratic 

country. Thus far, however, democratic development in this country of 8 million people has been limited, with 

the monarchy maintaining most power and its allies dominating parliament.  
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Iraq  

Two major rivers, the Tigris and Euphrates, run south through the centre of Iraq and flow into the Shatt al-

Arab confluence at the head of the Persian Gulf. These rivers provide Iraq with significant amounts of fertile land 

and the region between the two rivers is often referred to as Mesopotamia and thought to be the birthplace of 

writing and the world's oldest civilisations. The area has been home to continuous successive civilisations since 

the 6th millennium BC. At different periods in its history, Iraq was the centre of the indigenous Akkadian, 

Sumerian, Assyrian, and Babylonian empires. It was subsequently an integral part of the Median, Achaemenid, 

Hellenistic, Parthian, Sassanid, Roman, Rashidun, Omayad, Abbasid, Mongol, Safavid, Afsharid, and Ottoman 

empires and under British control as a League of Nations mandate. 

 

With a population of 37 million, Iraq is the second largest Arab nation. Arabs are the largest ethnic group, while 

Kurds form the largest minority and other ethnic groups include Assyrians, Turkomen, Shabaki, Armenians, 

Mandeans, Circassians and Kawliya. Around 95% are Muslim (approx 60% Shia, 40% Sunni), with Christian, 

Yarsan and Yazidi minorities. The Arabic name Iraq has been in use since before the 6th century AD. There are 

several suggested origins for the name, the most likely dating back to the Sumerian city of Uruk. The Arab 

Islamic conquest in the mid 7th century established Islam in Iraq, bringing a large influx of Arabs, but also 

Kurds. The Omayads ruled the province of Iraq from Damascus in the 7th century until the Abbasids built the 

city of Baghdad in the 8th century as their capital, and it became the leading metropolis of the Arab and Muslim 

world for five centuries. Baghdad was the largest multi-cultural city of the Middle Ages, peaking at a population 

of more than a million, and was the centre of learning during the Islamic Golden Age.  

 

The Mongols destroyed the city during the siege of Baghdad in the 13th century. Estimates of the number of 

dead range from 200,000 to a million. The Mongols destroyed the Abbasid caliphate and Baghdad's House of 

Wisdom, which contained countless precious and historical documents. The city has never regained its status 

as a major centre of culture and influence. Some historians believe that the Mongol invasion destroyed much of 

the irrigation infrastructure that had sustained Mesopotamia for millennia. In 1401 Mongol warlord Timur (or 

Tamerlane) invaded Iraq and had 20,000 of Baghdad's citizens massacred, along with massacres of the 

indigenous Assyrian Christian population (hitherto still the majority population in northern Mesopotamia), leading 

to the final abandonment of the ancient Assyrian city of Assur.  

 

In the 16th century, most of the territory of present-day Iraq came under the control of the Ottoman empire. 

Throughout most of the period of Ottoman rule (1533-1918) the territory of present-day Iraq was a battle zone 

between the rival regional empires and tribal alliances. The Safavid dynasty of Iran briefly asserted its 

hegemony over Iraq in the periods of 1508-1533 and 1622-1638. By the 17th century, the frequent conflicts with 

the Safavids had sapped the strength of the Ottoman empire and had weakened its control over its provinces. 

The nomadic population swelled with the influx of Bedouin from Najd in the Arabian peninsula. Bedouin raids on 

settled areas became impossible to curb.  

 

During the years 1747-1831 Iraq was ruled by a Mamluk dynasty of Georgian origin which succeeded in 

obtaining autonomy from the Ottomans, suppressed tribal revolts, curbed the power of the Janissaries, restored 

order and introduced a programme of modernisation of both the economy and the military. In 1831, the 

Ottomans managed to overthrow the Mamluk regime and imposed their direct control over Iraq. The population 

of Iraq, estimated at 30 million in 800 AD, was only 5 million at the start of the 20th century.  

 

During World War I the Ottoman empire entered the conflict on the side of Germany and the Austro-Hungarian 

empire. In the Mesopotamian campaign against the Central Powers, British forces invaded the country and 

initially suffered a major defeat at the hands of the Turkish army. However, subsequent to this the British began 

to gain the upper hand, and were further aided by the support of local Arabs and Assyrians. British forces 

regrouped and captured Baghdad in 1917, defeating the Ottomans. The British lost 92,000 soldiers in the 

Mesopotamian campaign. Ottoman losses are unknown but the British captured a total of 45,000 prisoners of 

war. By the end of 1918 the British had deployed 410,000 men in the area, of which 112,000 were combat 

troops.  

 

In 1916, the British and French made a plan for the post-war division of Western Asia under the Sykes-Picot 

Agreement. In 1920 Iraq became the British Mandate of Mesopotamia and in 1921 the British established as 

their client ruler the Hashemite king Faisal who had been forced out of Syria by the French. Likewise, British 

authorities selected Sunni Arab elites from the region for appointments to government and ministry offices. 
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Britain granted independence to the Kingdom of Iraq in 1932, on the urging of King Faisal, though the British 

retained military bases, Assyrian levies as local militias, and transit rights for their forces.  

 

King Ghazi ruled as a figurehead after King Faisal's death in 1933, while undermined by attempted military 

coups, until his death in 1939. A coup d'etat that overthrew the regency of his under-aged son resulted in the 

subsequent Anglo-Iraqi War of 1941, when the United Kingdom (which maintained air bases in Iraq) invaded 

Iraq for fear that the government might cut oil supplies to Western nations in favour of the Axis powers. Military 

occupation until 1947 followed the restoration of the pre-coup government of the Hashemite monarchy, although 

Britain was to retain military bases in Iraq until 1954, after which the Assyrian militias were disbanded.  

 

In 1958 a military coup d'etat led to the end of the monarchy and the establishment of the Republic of Iraq, until 

its overthrow by the Arab Socialist Ba'ath Party in 1968, after which the Ba'ath movement gradually came to be 

dominated by General Saddam Hussein, who in 1979 acceded to the presidency and took control of 

the Revolutionary Command Council (RCC), then Iraq's supreme executive body. After the success of the 

1979 Iranian Revolution, Hussein initially welcomed the overthrow of the Shah and sought to establish good 

relations with Ayatollah Khomeini's new government. However, Khomeini openly called for the spread of the 

Islamic Revolution to Iraq, arming Shia and Kurdish rebels against Saddam's regime and sponsoring 

assassination attempts on senior Iraqi officials. Following months of cross-border raids between the two 

countries, Saddam declared war on Iran in September 1980, initiating the Iran-Iraq War. Iraq withdrew from Iran 

in 1982, and for the next six years Iran was on the offensive. The war ended in stalemate in 1988 and cost the 

lives of up to 1.5 million people. Iraq waged chemical warfare against Iran and in the final stages of Iran-Iraq 

War, the Ba'athist regime led a genocidal campaign that targeted Iraqi Kurds, killing between 50,000-100,000 

civilians.  

 

In 1990, Iraq invaded and annexed Kuwait, which subsequently led to military intervention by international 

forces led by the United States in the "Gulf War". The coalition forces proceeded with a bombing campaign 

targeting military targets and then launched a ground assault against Iraqi forces in Southern Iraq and those 

occupying Kuwait. Iraq's armed forces were devastated during the war and shortly after it ended in 

1991, Shia and Kurdish Iraqis led several uprisings against Hussein's regime, but these were successfully 

repressed using the Iraqi security forces and chemical weapons. It is estimated that as many as 100,000 

people, including many civilians were killed. The Iraqi government's failure to disarm and agree to a ceasefire 

resulted in sanctions which remained in place until 2003. Following the 2001 terrorist attacks on New York, 

the United States began planning the overthrow of Hussein's government and after an invasion in 2003 by the 

United States and its coalition allies, Saddam Hussein's Ba'ath Party was removed from power and multi-

party parliamentary elections were held. The American presence in Iraq ended in 2011, but the Iraqi 

insurgency continued and intensified as fighters from the Syrian Civil War spilled into the country. 
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Saudi Arabia 

In pre-Islamic times, apart from a small number of urban trading settlements (such as Mecca and Medina), most 

of what was to become Saudi Arabia was populated by nomadic tribal societies living in the inhospitable desert. 

The Islamic prophet, Muhammed, was born in Mecca in about 571 AD. In the early 7th century, Muhammed 

united the various tribes of the Arabian peninsula and created a single Islamic religious society. Following his 

death in 632, his followers rapidly expanded the territory under Muslim rule beyond Arabia, conquering huge 

swathes of territory (from the Iberian Peninsula in the west to modern day Pakistan in the east) in a matter of 

decades. In so doing, Arabia soon became a politically peripheral region of the Muslim world as the focus 

shifted to the more developed conquered lands. From the 10th century to the early 20th century Mecca and 

Medina were under the control of a local Arab ruler known as the Sharif of Mecca, but at most times the Sharif 

owed allegiance to the ruler of one of the major Islamic empires based in Baghdad, Cairo or Istanbul. Most of 

the remainder of what would become Saudi Arabia reverted to traditional tribal rule.  

 

Before the inception of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, the peninsula consisted of four distinct regions: Hejaz, 

Najd, Eastern Arabia (Hasa) and Southern Arabia (Asir). In the 16th century, the Ottomans incorporated the 

coastal regions of the Red Sea, Indian Ocean and Persian Gulf (Hejaz, Asir and Hasa respectively) into their 

empire and claimed suzerainty over the Najd interior. One reason was to thwart Portuguese attempts to control 

trade in the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. The degree of Ottoman control over these lands varied over the 

next four centuries with the fluctuating strength or weakness of the empire's central authority. The emergence of 

what was to become the Saudi royal family, known as the Al Saud, began in Najd in central Arabia in 1744, 

when Muhammed bin Saud, founder of the dynasty, joined forces with the founder of the religious Wahhabi 

movement, a strict puritanical form of Sunni Islam. This alliance provided the ideological impetus to Saudi 

expansion and remains the basis of Saudi Arabian dynastic rule today.  

 

The first "Saudi" state, established in 1744 in the area around Riyadh, rapidly expanded and briefly controlled 

most of the present-day territory of Saudi Arabia, but was destroyed in 1818 by the Ottoman viceroy of Egypt. A 

much smaller second Saudi state, located mainly in Najd, was established in 1824. Throughout the rest of the 

19th century, the Al Saud contested control of the interior of what was to become Saudi Arabia with another 

Arabian ruling family, the Al Rashid. By 1891, the Al Rashid were victorious and the Al Saud were driven into 

exile in Kuwait.  

 

At the beginning of the 20th century, the Ottoman empire continued to control or have suzerainty over most of 

the peninsula. Subject to this suzerainty, Arabia was ruled by a patchwork of tribal rulers, with the Sharif of 

Mecca having pre-eminence and ruling the Hejaz. In 1902 Ibn Saud recaptured Riyadh in Najd and gained the 

support of the Ikhwan, a tribal army inspired by Wahhabism, with whose aid Ibn Saud captured Hasa from the 

Ottomans in 1913. 

 

In 1916, with the encouragement and support of Britain, the Sharif of Mecca led a pan-Arab revolt against the 

Ottoman empire to create a united Arab state.  Although the Arab Revolt of 1916-1918 failed in its objective, the 

Allied victory in World War I resulted in the end of Ottoman suzerainty and control in Arabia. Ibn Saud avoided 

involvement in the Arab Revolt, and instead continued his struggle with the Al Rashid. Following the latter's final 

defeat, Ibn Saud took the title Sultan of Najd in 1921. With the help of the Ikhwan, the Hejaz was conquered in 

1925 and Ibn Saud declared himself King of the Hejaz, a year later adding the title of King of Najd, until in 1932 

the two kingdoms of the Hejaz and Najd were united as the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.  

 

The new kingdom was one of the poorest countries in the world, reliant on limited agriculture and pilgrimage 

revenues. However, in 1938, vast reserves of oil were discovered in the Hasa region along the coast of the 

Persian Gulf, and full-scale development of the oil fields began in 1941 under the US-controlled Aramco 

(Arabian American Oil Company), which provided Saudi Arabia with economic prosperity and substantial 

political leverage internationally.  

 

King Saud succeeded to the throne on his father's death in 1953. However, an intense rivalry between the king 

and his half-brother Prince Faisal emerged, fueled by doubts in the royal family over Saud's competence. As a 

consequence, Saud was deposed in favour of Faisal in 1964. Saudi Arabia gained control of a 20% share of 

Aramco in 1972, thereby reducing US control over Saudi oil. In 1973, Saudi Arabia led an oil boycott against the 

Western countries which had supported Israel in the October War against Egypt and Syria and oil prices 

quadrupled. Faisal was assassinated in 1975 by his nephew and was succeeded by his half-brother King 
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Khalid, then by Fahd in 1982, Abdullah in 2005 and Salman in 2015. Apart from the cities of Riyadh and 

Dammam, nearly two thirds of the 31 million population live in the Hejaz on the western side of the peninsula, 

which includes the cities of Jeddah, Mecca and Medina. 
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United Arab Emirates 

Previously known as the Trucial States, the United Arab Emirates (UAE) were established in 1971, as 

a federation of seven emirates (equivalent to principalities), each governed by an hereditary ruler. The 

constituent emirates are Abu Dhabi, Ajman, Dubai, Fujairah, Ras al-Khaimah, Sharjah, and Umm al-Quwain. 

Abu Dhabi is the capital of UAE.  

 

The 16th century Portuguese maintained an influence over the coastal settlements of the region, building forts in 

the wake of bloody conquests of coastal communities. The southern coast of the Persian Gulf was known to the 

British as the "Pirate Coast", as raiders based there harassed British-flagged ships despite both European and 

Omani navies patrolling the area from the 17th-19th centuries. British expeditions to protect trade with India 

from raiders led to campaigns against harbours along the coast in 1819. The following year, Britain and local 

rulers signed a treaty to combat piracy along the Persian Gulf coast. The sheikhdoms permanently allied 

themselves with the United Kingdom by the Perpetual Maritime Truce of 1853. From this, and from later 

agreements, the area became known as the Trucial Coast. 

 

Primarily in reaction to the ambitions of other European countries, particularly France and Russia, the United 

Kingdom and the Trucial Sheikhdoms established closer bonds in an 1892 treaty whereby the sheikhs agreed 

not to dispose of any territory except to the United Kingdom and not to enter into relationships with any foreign 

government other than the United Kingdom without its consent. In return, the British promised to protect the 

Trucial Coast from all aggression by sea and to help in case of land attack. The states (along with 

Qatar, Bahrain and Oman) were treated as princely states of India, with the Indian rupee as the de facto 

currency until 1969. 

 

During the 19th and early 20th centuries, the pearling industry thrived in the relatively peaceful sea, providing 

both income and employment to the people of the Persian Gulf. World War I had a severe impact on pearl 

fishing, but it was the depression of the late 1920s and early 1930s, coupled with the Japanese invention of 

the cultured pearl, that all but destroyed it, decimating the economy until the discovery of oil in the 1950s, with 

the first cargo of crude exported from Abu Dhabi in 1962. The population of the UAE is now 9 million, of which 

nearly half live in the two cities of Dubai and Abu Dhabi. 
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Oman 

From the 6th century BC to the arrival of Islam in the 7th century AD, Oman was controlled and influenced by 

three Persian dynasties: the Achaemenids, Parthians and Sassanids. A decade after Vasco da Gama's 

successful voyage around the Cape of Good Hope and to India in 1498, the Portuguese arrived in Oman and 

occupied the city of Muscat from 1507-1650. The Ottoman Turks captured Muscat from the Portuguese in 1552 

and again between 1581-88. Rebellious tribes eventually drove out the Portuguese, but were themselves 

pushed out in 1741 by the leader of a Yemeni tribe, who began the current line of ruling sultans and Oman has 

been self-governing ever since.  

 

From the late 17th century the Omani Sultanate was a powerful empire, contesting Portugal and Britain for 

influence in the Persian Gulf and Indian Ocean. In the 1690s the Sultan of Oman extended his control down 

the Swahili Coast of east Africa. A major obstacle to his progress was the garrison of a Portuguese settlement 

at Mombasa. After a two-year siege, the fort fell to Oman in 1698. Thereafter the Omanis easily ejected the 

Portuguese from Zanzibar and from all other coastal regions north of Mozambique, with the help of 

the Somali sultanate. The Persians invaded Oman in 1737 but were driven out in 1749.  

 

In 1783, Oman's Sultan was granted sovereignty over Gwadar, on the Makran coast of what is now the far 

southwestern corner of Pakistan, near the present-day border of Iran, giving Oman naval control of the Gulf of 

Oman, across the Strait of Hormuz, dominating access to the Persian Gulf. 

 

Zanzibar was a valuable property, as the main slave market of the Swahili Coast, and became an increasingly 

important part of the Omani empire, a fact reflected by the decision of the Sultan of Oman to make it his main 

place of residence in 1837, building impressive palaces and gardens in Zanzibar. Rivalry between his two sons 

was resolved, with the help of forceful British diplomacy, when one of them succeeded to Zanzibar and to the 

many regions claimed by the family on the Swahili Coast, while the other son inherited Muscat and Oman. 

 

Oil reserves were discovered in 1964 and extraction began in 1967. In the Dhofar Rebellion, which began in 

1965, leftist forces were pitted against government troops. As the rebellion threatened to overthrow the Sultan's 

rule in Dhofar, the Sultan was deposed in a bloodless coup (1970) by his son, who expanded the Sultan of 

Oman's Armed Forces, modernised the state's administration and introduced social reforms. The uprising was 

finally put down in 1975 with the help of forces from Iran, Jordan, Pakistan and the British Royal Air 

Force and Special Air Service. Oman was never formally part of the British empire, nor a British protectorate. 

 

Oman is an absolute monarchy where the Sultan of Oman exercises ultimate authority. Unlike its resource-rich 

neighbours, Oman has only modest oil reserves. The 3 million Omani people are ethnically diverse, consisting 

of Arabs, Baluchis, Swahilis, Lurs, Hindus, and Mehri people. The largest non-Arab Omani community is 

the Baluchi, an Iranian people following the Sunni faith. 
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Kuwait 

Historically the site of settlements from the Ubaid period (6500-3800 BC) and first inhabited by Sumerians  

around 2000 BC (on the island of Failaka), Kuwait has provided the earliest evidence of sailing when the world's 

oldest reed boat was found in Subiya. Under the control of the Sassanid empire from 224 AD, Kuwait fell to the 

Rashidun caliphate in 636. 

 

In 1613, the town of Kuwait was founded but until 1716 it was inhabited by a few fishermen and primarily 

functioned as a fishing village. In the 18th century, Kuwait prospered and rapidly became the principal 

commercial centre for the transit of goods between India, Muscat, Baghdad and Arabia. By the mid 1700s, 

Kuwait had already established itself as the major trading port from the Persian Gulf on the route to Aleppo.  

 

During the Persian siege of Basra in 1775-1779, Iraqi merchants took refuge in Kuwait and were instrumental in 

the expansion of Kuwait's boat-building and trading activities, as the Indian trade routes with Baghdad, 

Aleppo, Smyrna and Constantinople were diverted to Kuwait, and its maritime commerce boomed. After the 

Persians withdrew, Kuwait continued to attract trade away from Basra and also provided a haven for Basra's 

merchants fleeing Ottoman government persecution. In 1792 the trade of the East India Company was diverted 

to Kuwait and it subsequently secured the sea routes between Kuwait, India and the east coasts of Africa. 

 

Kuwait became the centre of boat-building in the Gulf region. During the late 18th and 19th centuries, boats built 

in Kuwait carried the bulk of trade between the ports of India, East Africa and the Red Sea and were renowned 

throughout the Indian Ocean. Kuwaitis developed a reputation as the best sailors in the Persian Gulf and at the 

end of the 19th century Kuwait was dubbed the "Marseilles of the Gulf" because its economic vitality attracted a 

large variety of people. 

 

After the opening of the Suez Canal, during the early 20th century Kuwait declined significantly in regional 

economic importance and lost its prominence in long distance trade. During World War I, the British 

empire imposed a trade blockade against Kuwait because its ruler supported the Ottoman empire, which heavily 

damaged Kuwait's economy. During the Great Depression the economy of Kuwait suffered as a result of a 

decline in European demand for goods from India and Africa and Kuwait's pearling industry also collapsed as a 

result of the worldwide economic depression.  

 

After World War I, Kuwait came under British control as part of the mandated protectorate of Mesopotamia (later 

Iraq), until it gained its independence in 1961. Following the Kuwait-Saudi War of 1919-1920, Ibn Saud imposed 

a trade blockade against Kuwait between 1923-1937. In 1922 the boundaries of Kuwait were redrawn by the 

British and Kuwait lost more than two-thirds of its territory. At the time of the discovery of oil in 1937, most of 

Kuwait's inhabitants were impoverished. Exploration was delayed until after World War II and oil production only 

began in 1951, but within a year, the country had become the largest exporter of oil in the Persian Gulf region. 

This massive growth attracted many foreign workers, especially from India, resulting in a current population of 

around 4 million. 

 

Kuwait gained its independence in 1961, but in the winter of 1990-1991 it was invaded by Saddam Hussein's 

forces and annexed by Iraq. After a series of failed diplomatic negotiations, the United States led a coalition to 

remove the Iraqi forces from Kuwait, in what became known as the Gulf War.  

  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ubaid_period
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sumerians
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Failaka_Island
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sailing
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sassanid_Empire
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fishermen
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fishing_village
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/India
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Muscat,_Oman
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Baghdad
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arabia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aleppo
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Smyrna
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Constantinople
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ottoman_government
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/East_India_Company
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/India
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Africa
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Boat_building
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indian_Ocean
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sailors
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marseilles
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_War_I
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_Empire
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_Empire
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Salim_Al-Mubarak_Al-Sabah
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ottoman_Empire
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Depression
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_War_I
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kuwait%E2%80%93Najd_War
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ibn_Saud
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_War_II
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/India
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gulf_War


 

Arab nations                                                           extracted from  "Daddy Why…..?"  ©  David Foster 2016                             Page 20 of 36 

Qatar 

Although evidence of human presence dates back 7500 years, the coast of Qatar was largely unoccupied until 

migrants established pearling settlements in the 10th century and the port of Zubarah became a key transit point 

for mercantile trade with the interior of the Arabian peninsula. 

 

In 1783, the Khalifa family of Bahrain invaded and annexed Qatar. In 1821, as punishment for piracy, an East 

India Company vessel bombarded Doha, destroying the town and forcing hundreds of residents to flee. The 

residents of Doha had no idea why they were being attacked. As a result, Qatari rebel groups began to emerge 

to fight the Khalifas and to seek independence from Bahrain, led by the Thani family from 1825. Although Qatar 

had the legal status of a dependency, resentment festered against Bahrain. In 1867, the Khalifas launched an 

effort to crush the Qatari rebels, resulting in the maritime Qatar-Bahrain War of 1867-1868 and the founding of 

the state of Qatar (independent of Bahrain) in 1878. 

 

Under military and political pressure from the Governor of Baghdad, Qatar submitted to Ottoman rule in 1871.  

By the end of that year, Ottoman rule extended from Kuwait to Qatar. However, in 1893 the Ottomans were 

defeated in battle and although Qatar did not gain full independence from the Ottoman empire, the result of the 

battle forced a treaty that would later form the basis of Qatar emerging as an autonomous separate state within 

the empire. As a result of the partitioning of the Ottoman empire, Qatar became a British protectorate in 1916.  

 

During the 1950s, oil began to replace pearling and fishing as Qatar's main source of revenue. Oil revenues 

funded the expansion and modernization of Qatar's infrastructure. Pressure for a British withdrawal from the 

Arab emirates in the Persian Gulf increased during the 1950s, and the British granted Kuwait's independence in 

1961. When Britain officially announced in 1968 that it would disengage politically (though not economically) 

from the Persian Gulf in three years' time, Qatar joined Bahrain and the seven Trucial States in a federation. 

Regional disputes, however, quickly compelled Qatar to resign and declare independence from the coalition that 

would evolve into the United Arab Emirates. 

 

Qatar officially gained its independence from the United Kingdom in 1971 and became an independent 

sovereign state. An absolute monarchy with a population around 2 million, Qatar is the world's richest country 

per capita, with the world's third largest natural gas reserves and oil reserves in excess of 25 billion barrels. An 

influential player in the Arab world, Qatar has supported Arab rebel groups, both financially and by asserting 

global influence through its expanding media network, Al Jazeera. 
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Bahrain 

Home to the ancient Dilmun civilisation, the Bahrain archipelago was an important Bronze Age trade centre 

linking Mesopotamia and the Indus Valley. Bahrain was later ruled by the Assyrians and Babylonians, where 

Alexander the Great's army found a verdant land that was part of a wide trading network, with large plantations 

of cotton and a thriving cloth-making industry. Bahrain became very much part of the Hellenised (Greek) world, 

where the language of the upper classes was Greek (although Aramaic was in everyday use), while Zeus was 

worshipped in the form of the Arabian sun-god Shams. 

 

The pre-Islamic population consisted of Christian Arabs, Persian Zoroastrians, Jews and Aramaic-speaking 

agriculturalists, before it became one of the earliest areas to convert to Islam in 628 AD. Following a period of 

Arab rule, Bahrain was occupied by the Portuguese in 1521, who in turn were expelled in 1602 by the Safavid 

empire.  

 

Since 1783 Bahrain and its mainly Shia population has been ruled by the Khalifa royal family and in the late 

1800s, following the Qatar-Bahrain War in 1868, British representatives signed an agreement with the Khalifas 

which specified that the ruler could not dispose of any of his territory except to the United Kingdom and could 

not enter into relationships with any foreign government without British consent. In return the British promised to 

protect Bahrain from all aggression by sea and to lend support in case of land attack. Other agreements in 1880 

and 1892 sealed the protectorate status of Bahrain to the British. 

 

Peace and trade brought a new prosperity. Bahrain was no longer dependent upon pearling, and by the mid-

19th century, it became the pre-eminent trading centre in the Persian Gulf, overtaking rivals Basra, Kuwait and 

finally in the 1870s, Muscat. At the same time, Bahrain's socio-economic development began to diverge from 

the rest of the Persian Gulf, as it transformed itself from a trading centre into a modern state. This process was 

spurred by the attraction of large numbers of Persian and Indian merchant families which set up businesses on 

the island, making it the nexus of a vast web of trade routes across the Persian Gulf. 

 

Oil was discovered in 1931 and production began the following year. This was to bring rapid modernisation to 

Bahrain. Relations with the United Kingdom became closer, as evidenced by the British Royal Navy moving its 

entire Middle Eastern command from Iran to Bahrain in 1935.  

 

After World War II, increasing anti-British sentiment spread throughout the Arab world and led to riots in 

Bahrain. The riots focused on the Jewish community and in 1948, following rising hostilities and looting, most 

members of Bahrain's Jewish community abandoned their properties and evacuated to Bombay, later settling 

in Israel and the United Kingdom.  

 

In 1971 Bahrain declared independence and signed a new treaty of friendship with the United Kingdom. 

Formerly an emirate, Bahrain was declared a Kingdom in 2002. The Bahraini economy and its 1.3 million 

population does not rely on oil, because of the late 20th century successful strategy of diversification of heavy 

investment into the banking and tourism sectors. 
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Yemen  

With its long coastline and its position between early civilisations, Yemen has long existed at a crossroads of 

cultures with a strategic location in terms of trade on the west coast of the Arabian peninsula. Settlements large 

for their era existed in the mountains of northern Yemen as early as 5000 BC, but little is known about ancient 

Yemen and how it developed from a Bronze Age civilisation to a kingdom based upon caravan trade. 

 

Yemen was home to the Sabaeans (biblical Sheba), a trading state that flourished for over a thousand years 

and probably also included parts of modern-day Ethiopia and Eritrea, across the Red Sea. The Sabaean 

kingdom came into existence from at least the 11th century BC. The Sabaeans built the Great Dam of 

Marib around 940 BC, to withstand the seasonal flash floods surging down the valley. Between 700-680 BC, 

Sabaean rule and territory was expanded to include much of South Arabia, but lack of water in the Arabian 

peninsula prevented the Sabaeans from unifying the entire peninsula. Instead, they established various colonies 

to control trade routes. Evidence of Sabaean influence is found in northern Ethiopia, where the South Arabian 

alphabet, religion and pantheon, and the South Arabian style of art and architecture were introduced. For 

centuries, the Sabaeans controlled outbound trade across the strait separating the Arabian peninsula from 

the Horn of Africa and the Red Sea from the Indian Ocean.  

 

After a failed Roman subjugation expedition around 25 BC, the country fell into chaos. Later the Romans called 

it Arabia Felix (happy Arabia) as opposed to Arabia Deserta (deserted Arabia). In 275 AD, the region came 

under the rule of the Jewish influenced Himyarite kingdom. Whereas Judaism and local paganism were already 

established, in 354 Roman emperor Constantius sent an embassy headed by Theophilos (from India) to convert 

the Himyarites to Christianity, but the mission was resisted by local Jews. By 515, Himyar became increasingly 

divided along religious lines and a bitter conflict between different factions paved the way for a Christian 

intervention by a tripartite military alliance of Byzantine, Aksumite and Arab Christians which successfully 

defeated Jewish authority around 525-527 and a client Christian king was installed on the Himyarite throne. 

The Sassanid empire annexed Aden around and under Sassanid rule, most of Yemen enjoyed great autonomy 

except for Aden and Sana'a. This era marked the collapse of ancient South Arabian civilisation, since the 

greater part of the country was divided between several independent clans until the arrival of Islam in 630, when 

Muhammed sent his cousin Ali to Sana'a, at which time Yemen was the most advanced region in Arabia.  

 

Administration of Yemen has long been notoriously difficult, but Islam spread quickly in the 7th century. The 

country was stable during the Rashidun caliphate and Yemeni tribes played a crucial role in the early Islamic 

conquests of Egypt, Iraq, Persia, the Levant, Anatolia, North Africa, Sicily and Andalusia. Yemeni tribes which 

settled in Syria and Lebanon contributed significantly to the strengthening of Omayad rule and several emirates 

led by people of Yemeni descent were established in North Africa and Andalusia, however effective control over 

the entire Yemen was not achieved by the Omayad caliphate. 

 

Several dynasties emerged during the 9th-16th centuries, the Turkic Rasulids being the strongest and most 

prosperous. After the Aiyubids managed to secure Sana'a in 1174, Umar ibn Rasul was appointed deputy 

governor in 1223. When the last Aiyubid ruler left Yemen in 1229, Umar stayed in the country as caretaker and 

subsequently declared himself an independent king. The Rasulid state nurtured Yemen's commercial links 

with India and the Far East, profiting greatly from the Red Sea transit trade via Aden and Zabid. The economy 

also boomed due to the agricultural development programmes instituted by the kings, who promoted massive 

cultivation of palms. It was during this period that coffee became a lucrative cash crop in Yemen, traded through 

the port of Mocha, which later gave its name to coffee in Europe. 

 

The Rasulids claimed an ancient Yemenite origin to justify their rule, but they had a difficult relationship with 

the Mamluks of Egypt because the latter considered them a vassal state. The Mamluks tried to annex Yemen 

to Egypt and the Portuguese, led by Afonso de Albuquerque, occupied the island of Socotra and made an 

unsuccessful attack on Aden in 1513. The Portuguese posed an immediate threat to the Indian Ocean trade and 

the Mamluks of Egypt sent an army to conquer the entire realm, but failed to capture Aden in 1517. The Mamluk 

victory turned out to be short-lived. The Ottoman empire conquered Egypt, but it was not until 1538 that 

the Ottomans decided to conquer Yemen. They had two fundamental interests to safeguard in Arabia: the 

Islamic holy cities of Mecca and Medina and the trade route with India for spices and textiles, both of which 

were threatened and the latter virtually eclipsed by the arrival of the Portuguese. 
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The Ottoman governors did not exercise much control over the highlands, holding sway mainly in the southern 

coastal region, particularly around Zabid, Mocha and Aden. Out of 80,000 soldiers sent to Yemen from Egypt 

between 1539-1547, only 7,000 survived. By 1568, only Zabid remained under control of the Turks until 

regaining Aden in 1570 and Sana'a in 1583, losing them both again in 1627-28 when only Mocha remained 

under Ottoman possession. 

 

During the late 17th century harsh discriminatory laws were implemented against the Jews of Yemen, which 

culminated in their expulsion to the hot and arid coastal plain region. During that period, Yemen was the 

sole coffee producer in the world and the country established diplomatic relations with the Safavid dynasty 

of Persia, Ottomans of Hejaz, Ethiopia and Mughal empire in India. In the first half of the 18th century, the 

Europeans broke Yemen's monopoly on coffee by smuggling coffee trees and cultivating them in their own 

colonies in the East Indies, East Africa, the West Indies and Latin America. 

 

In the early 19th century, the British were looking for a coal depot to service their steamers en route to India. It 

took 700 tons of coal for a round-trip from Suez to Bombay and East India Company officials decided on Aden. 

Following a shipping incident in 1839, the British bombarded Aden, evicted the sultan and forced him to accept 

their "protection". The British government concluded "protection and friendship" treaties with nine tribes 

surrounding Aden, whereby they would remain independent from British interference in their affairs as long as 

they did not conclude treaties with other European powers or the Ottomans. 

 

Aden was declared a free zone in 1850 and with immigrants from India, east Africa and southeast Asia, it grew 

into a "world city". The British presence in Aden put them at odds with the Ottomans, who were concerned 

about the British expansion from India to the Red Sea and Arabia. The opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 

strengthened the Ottoman decision to remain in Yemen, but the tribal chiefs were difficult to appease and an 

endless cycle of violence curbed the Ottoman efforts to pacify the land. The hit-and-run tactics of the northern 

highlands tribesmen drained the Ottoman military. The revolts between 1904-1911 were especially damaging to 

the Ottomans, costing them as much as 10,000 soldiers and 500,000 pounds per year. 

 

In 1915 the British signed a treaty guaranteeing security and independence if Yemen would fight against the 

Turks, but attacks on the southern protectorates by the northern highland tribes continued between 1919-1922, 

when the British bombed the tribal forces using aircraft to which the tribes had no effective counter.  
 

The Italian empire was the first to recognize Imam Yahya as the King of Yemen in 1926. This created a great 

deal of anxiety for the British, who interpreted it as recognition of Yahya's claim to sovereignty over Greater 

Yemen which included the Aden protectorate. In 1932 a group of Arabian liberals from Hejaz fled to Yemen and 

plotted to expel Ibn Saud from the former Hashemite Kingdom of Hejaz which had been conquered by the 

Saudis seven years earlier. Ibn Saud appealed to Britain for aid and the British government sent arms and 

aircraft, being anxious that Ibn Saud's financial difficulties might encourage the Italians to bail him out. In 1934 

the Imam recognized British sovereignty over the Aden protectorate for the next 40 years.  
 

When Yahya died in 1962, he was succeeded by his son, but army officers attempted to seize power, sparking 

the North Yemen Civil War. The Hamidaddin royalists were supported by Saudi Arabia, Britain, and Jordan 

(mostly with weapons and financial aid, but also with small military forces), while the republicans were backed 

by Egypt which provided them with weapons and financial assistance but also sent a large military force to 

participate in the fighting. Israel covertly supplied weapons to the royalists in order to keep the Egyptian military 

busy in Yemen and make Nasser less likely to initiate a conflict in Sinai. After six years of civil war, the 

republicans were victorious and formed the Yemen Arab Republic.  

 

The revolution in the north coincided with an insurgency in Aden, which hastened the end of British rule in the 

south and in 1967 the state of South Yemen was formed, comprising Aden and the former Protectorate of South 

Arabia. This socialist state was later officially known as the People's Democratic Republic of Yemen and a 

programme of nationalisation was begun. 
  

Relations between the two Yemeni states fluctuated between peaceful and hostile. The South was supported by 

the Eastern bloc. The North, however, wasn't able to get similar connections and in 1972, the two states fought 

a war. The war was resolved with a ceasefire and negotiations brokered by the Arab League, where it was 
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declared that unification would eventually occur and in 1978, Ali Abdallah Saleh was named as president of the 

Yemen Arab Republic. Fresh fighting between the two states resumed in 1979 and there were renewed efforts 

to bring about unification. Thousands were killed in the South Yemen Civil War of 1986, until in 1990, the two 

governments reached a full agreement on the joint governing of Yemen, and Saleh became president of the 

merged countries. Shia insurgents provoked a revolution in 2011, culminating in civil war in 2014, bringing 

chaos to much of the 25 million population. 
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Libya  

Inhabited by Berbers since the Late Bronze Age, western Libya saw the establishment of trading posts by the 

Phoenicians, while Ancient Greek colonists established city-states on the coast of eastern Libya. Libya was 

variously ruled by Persians, Egyptians and Greek-Egyptians before becoming a part of the Roman empire as 

Tripolitania.  

 

During the 7th century AD, invasions brought Islam and Arab colonisation, until after a successful invasion of 

Tripoli by Habsburg Spain in 1510 and its handover to the Knights of St. John, the Ottoman empire seized 

control of Libya in 1551, allowing the Berber port cities to remain autonomous, known as the Barbary States. In 

the early 19th century the Barbary Wars between the United States and Tripolitania forced the Barbary States to 

cease piracy and Tripolitania's economy began to crumble.  

 

In 1912 Italy seized Libya from the Ottomans and until 1927 the territory was known as Italian North Africa. 

Some 150,000 Italians settled in Libya, constituting roughly 20% of the total population, and in 1934 Italy 

adopted the name Libya (used by the Ancient Greeks for all of North Africa, except Egypt). In response to 

Libyan resistance to the Italian occupation, between 1928-1932 the Italian military killed half the Bedouin Arab 

population (directly or through disease and starvation in camps). 

 

From 1943 Libya was under Allied occupation until 1951 when independence was declared as the United 

Kingdom of Libya, a constitutional and hereditary monarchy under King Idris, Libya's only monarch. The 

discovery of significant oil reserves in 1959 and the subsequent income from petroleum sales enabled one of 

the world's poorest nations to establish an extremely wealthy state.  

 

In 1969, a small group of military officers led by Colonel Muammar Gaddafi staged a coup d'état against King 

Idris and in 1977, Libya officially became the "Great Socialist People's Libyan Arab Jamahiriya", which endured 

until Gaddafi was deposed during the 2011 civil war, which has left the country of 6 million people divided 

between numerous armed militias.  
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Iran 

(Iran is not an Arab nation but provides considerable support to Arab Shia minority governments and insurgent 

organisations). 

 

Historically Iran has been referred to as "Persia" by the Western world, mainly due to the writings of Greek 

historians. As the most extensive and closest interaction the ancient Greeks ever had with any other culture was 

that with the Persians, the term endured long after the Persian rule over Greek territory and beyond had ended 

and other dynasties were now ruling the regions. In 1935 Reza Shah requested that the international community 

refer to the country as Iran. Opposition to the name change led to the reversal of the decision, and in 1959 both 

names were to be used interchangeably. Today both "Persia" and "Iran" are used interchangeably in cultural 

contexts, however "Iran" is the name used officially in political contexts.  

 

The earliest archaeological artifacts attest to a human presence in Iran since the Lower Palaeolithic era. Early 

agricultural communities began to flourish around 10,000 BC and the emergence of Susa as a city has been 

dated as early as 4395 BC, with the development of writing in parallel with that of the Sumerians. During 

the second millennium BC, invading tribes arrived in Iran from the Eurasian steppes, to rival the native settlers 

of the country. As these tribes dispersed into the wider area of greater Iran and beyond, the boundaries of 

modern Iran were dominated by the Persian, Parthian, and Median tribes. From the late 10th-7th centuries BC, 

these Iranian peoples fell under the domination of the Assyrian empire, based in northern Mesopotamia.  

 

The Medes and Persians entered into an alliance with Babylon, as well as the Scythians, Cimmerians, and 

Aramaeans, and together they attacked the Assyrian empire. The civil war ravaged the Assyrian empire 

between 616-605 BC, eventually freeing their respective peoples from three centuries of Assyrian rule. The 

unification of the Median tribes under a single ruler in 728 BC led to the creation of a Median empire which, by 

612 BC, controlled the whole of Iran as well as eastern Anatolia. 

  

In 550 BC, Cyrus the Great took over the Median empire, and founded the Achaemenid empire by unifying other 

city states. Later conquests under Cyrus and his successors expanded the empire to include Lydia, 

Babylon, Egypt, and the lands to the west of the Indus and Oxus rivers. At its greatest extent, the empire 

included the modern territories of Iran, Iraq, Kuwait, Syria, Jordan, Israel, Palestine, Lebanon, Turkey, Thrace 

and Macedonia, all significant population centres of ancient Egypt as far west as Libya,  much of the Black 

Sea coastal regions, Armenia, Georgia, Azerbaijan, much of Central Asia, Afghanistan, northern Saudi 

Arabia, Pakistan, and parts of Oman and the Arab emirates, making it the first world empire. Conflict on the 

western borders began with the famous Greco-Persian Wars which continued through the first half of the 5th 

century BC and ended with the Persian withdrawal from all of their European territories. The empire had a 

centralised bureaucratic administration under the emperor and a large professional army and civil service, 

inspiring similar developments in later empires. 

  

In 334 BC, Alexander the Great invaded the Achaemenid empire, defeating emperor Darius, but following the 

premature death of Alexander, Iran came under the control of the Hellenistic (Greek) Seleucid empire. In the 

middle of the 2nd century BC, the Parthian empire rose to become the main power in Iran and continued as a 

feudal monarchy for nearly five centuries until 224 AD, when it was succeeded by the Sassanid empire. The 

Sassanids established an empire roughly within the frontiers achieved by the Achaemenids, with the capital 

at Ctesiphon (near modern Baghdad), and alongside the Byzantines both were the most dominant powers in the 

world for nearly four centuries. Much of the period of the Parthian and Sassanid empires was overshadowed by 

the Roman-Persian Wars, which raged on their western borders for over 700 years. These wars exhausted both 

Romans and Sassanids, which arguably led to the defeat of both at the hands of the invading Muslim Arabs. 

 

The prolonged Roman-Persian wars, as well as social conflict within the empire, opened the way for an Islamic 

invasion of Iran in the 7th century. Initially defeated by the Rashidun caliphate, Iran later came under the rule of 

its successors the Omayad and Abbasid caliphates. The process of conversion of Iranians to Islam which 

followed was prolonged and gradual. Under the new Arab elite of the Rashidun and later Omayad 

caliphates, Iranians, both Muslim and non-Muslim, were discriminated against, being excluded from government 

and military office, and having to pay a special tax.  

 

The arrival of the Abbasid caliphs saw a revival of Persian culture and influence, and a move away from Arabic 

culture. The role of the old Arab aristocracy was slowly replaced by a Persian bureaucracy. The blossoning 
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Persian literature, philosophy, medicine and art became major elements in the forming of a Muslim civilisation 

during the Islamic Golden Age, reaching its peak in the 10th-11th centuries, during which Persia was the main 

theatre of scientific activity. After the 10th century, Persian language, alongside Arabic, was used for scientific, 

philosophical, historical, mathematical, musical, and medical works. The cultural revival that began in the 

Abbasid period led to a resurfacing of Persian national identity, and so earlier attempts of Arabisation never 

succeeded in Iran.  

 

The 10th century saw a mass migration of Turkic tribes from Central Asia into the Iranian plateau. Turkic 

tribesmen were first used in the Abbasid army as slave-warriors (Mamluks), replacing Persian and Arab 

elements within the army. As a result the Mamluks gained significant political power. In 999, large parts of Iran 

came briefly under the rule of the Ghaznavid dynasty, whose rulers were of Mamluk Turk origin, and longer 

subsequently under the Turkish Seljuk and Khwarezmian empires. These Turks had been fully Persianised and 

had adopted Persian models of administration and rulership. The result of the adoption and patronage of 

Persian culture by Turkish rulers was the development of a distinct Turko-Persian tradition. 

 

In 1219-21 the Khwarezmian empire suffered a devastating invasion by Genghis Khan's Mongol army, which 

killed possibly 10-15 million people, such that Persia's population did not again reach its pre-Mongol levels until 

the mid-20th century. Following the fracture of the Mongol empire in 1256 Hulagu Khan, Genghis Khan's 

grandson, established the Ilkhanate dynasty in Persia. In 1370 yet another conqueror, Timur (commonly known 

as Tamerlane in the West) followed Hulagu's example, establishing the Timurid Dynasty which lasted for 

another 156 years. In 1387, Timur ordered the complete massacre of Isfahan, reportedly killing 70,000 citizens. 

Hulagu, Timur and their successors soon came to adopt the ways and customs of the Persians, choosing to 

surround themselves with a culture that was distinctively Persian.  

 

At the start of the 1500s, Ismail Shah established the Safavid dynasty in western Persia and Azerbaijan. He 

subsequently extended his authority over all of Persia, and established intermittent Persian hegemony over vast 

nearby regions which would last for many centuries onwards. Ismail instigated a forced conversion from Sunni 

to Shia Islam. The rivalry between Safavid Persia and the Ottoman empire led to numerous Ottoman-Persian 

Wars. The era of the Safavids peaked in the reign of the brilliant soldier, statesman and administrator Abbas 

Shah (1587-1629), surpassing their Ottoman arch rivals in strength, and making the empire a leading hub in 

western Eurasia for the sciences and arts. The Safavid era also saw the start of the creation of new layers in 

Persian society, composed of hundreds of thousands of ethnic Georgians, Circassians, Armenians, and 

other peoples of the Caucasus. Following a slow decline in the late 17th and early 18th centuries from internal 

strife, royal intrigues, continuous wars between them and their Ottoman arch rivals, and foreign interference 

(most notably by the Russians) the Safavid's dynasty was ended by Pashtun rebels who besieged Isfahan in 

1722. 

 

In 1729, a Persian Khorasan chieftain and military genius, Nader Shah, successfully drove out, then conquered 

the Pashtun invaders. During Nader Shah's reign, Persia reached its greatest extent since the Sassanid empire, 

re-establishing Persian hegemony over all of the Caucasus, other major parts of West Asia, Central Asia and 

parts of South Asia. In 1738-1739, he invaded India and sacked Delhi, bringing great loot back to Persia. Nader 

Shah's assassination sparked a brief period of civil war and turmoil, after which Karim Khan came to power in 

1750, bringing a period of relative peace and prosperity. Another civil war ensued after Karim Khan's death in 

1779, out of which Aga Muhammed Khan emerged victorious, founding the Kajar Dynasty in 1794. In 1795, 

following the disobedience of their Georgian subjects and their alliance with the Russians, the Kajars sacked 

and ravaged Tbilisi, and drove the Russians out of the entire Caucasus, re-establishing Persian suzerainty over 

the region until their defeat in the Russo-Persian wars of 1804-1813 and 1826-1828. 

 

While resisting efforts to be colonised, Persia suffered in the 19th century as a result of Russian and British 

empire-building, losing much of its territory in the Russo-Persian and the Anglo-Persian wars. A series of 

protests took place in response to the sale of concessions to foreigners between 1872-1905, the last of which 

resulted in the Constitutional Revolution and establishment of constitutional monarchy and Persia's first national 

parliament in 1906, which was however abolished in 1908. The struggle continued until 1911, when Mohammad 

Ali Shah was defeated and forced to abdicate. On the pretext of restoring order, the Russians occupied northern 

Persia in 1911. During World War I, the British occupied much of western Persia, not fully withdrawing until 

1921. 
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In 1921, Reza Khan, prime minister of Persia and former general of the Persian Cossack Brigade, overthrew 

the Kajar Dynasty and became Shah. In 1941 he was forced to abdicate in favour of his son, Mohammad Reza 

Pahlavi, after Persia came under British and Russian occupation, following the Anglo-Soviet invasion that 

established the Persian Corridor and would last until 1946. In 1951 Mohammad Mosaddegh was elected prime 

minister. He became enormously popular in Iran after he nationalized Iran's petroleum industry and oil reserves. 

He was deposed in the 1953 coup d'etat, an Anglo-American covert operation that marked the first time the 

United States had overthrown a foreign government during the Cold War. After the coup, the Shah became 

increasingly autocratic. Arbitrary arrests and torture by his secret police were used to crush all forms of political 

opposition. Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini became an active critic of the Shah's White Revolution and publicly 

denounced the government. Khomeini was arrested and imprisoned for 18 months. After his release in 1964, 

Khomeini publicly criticized the United States government and the Shah sent him into exile, first to Turkey, then 

Iraq and finally to France. 

 

The global oil crisis of 1973 caused massive inflation in Iran during 1974 and by 1976 an economic recession 

led to increased unemployment, especially among millions of young men who had migrated to Iran’s cities 

looking for construction jobs during the boom years of the early 1970s. By 1977 many of these men opposed 

the Shah’s regime and began to organize and join protests against it. The Iranian Revolution, later known as the 

Islamic Revolution, began in 1978 with the first major demonstrations against the Shah. After a year of strikes 

and demonstrations had paralyzed the country and its economy, the Shah fled the country and Ayatollah 

Khomeini returned from exile to Tehran, forming a new government in 1979 and Iran officially became an 

Islamic Republic. 

  

In 1980 the Iraqi army invaded Iranian Khuzestan, precipitating the Iran-Iraq War. Although Saddam Hussein's 

forces made several early advances, by 1982 the Iranian forces successfully managed to drive them back into 

Iraq. Despite receiving large amounts of foreign financial and military aid, all of Iraq's subsequent offensives 

were thrown back. The war continued until 1988, when Khomeini accepted a truce mediated by the UN. The 

total Iranian casualties in the war were estimated to be 176,000 killed (including 16,000 civilians) and 61,000 

missing.  

 

Following the Iran-Iraq War, President Rafsanjani and his administration (1989-1997) concentrated on a 

pragmatic pro-business policy of rebuilding and strengthening the economy without making any dramatic break 

with the ideology of the revolution. Rafsanjani was succeeded by the moderate reformist Muhammed Khatami, 

whose government (1997-2005) attempted, unsuccessfully, to make this country of 78 million people more free 

and democratic. The 2005 presidential election brought the conservative populist candidate, Mahmoud 

Ahmadinejad, to power. Allegations of large irregularities and fraud provoked the 2009-2010 Iranian election 

protests both within Iran and in major cites outside the country. Moderate Hassan Rouhani's election 

as president in 2013 has improved Iran's relations with many other countries.  
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PALESTINE 

 

Canaan 

Canaan, as described in the Bible, roughly corresponded to the southern Levant (ie modern day Lebanon, 

Israel, Gaza, northern Sinai, western Jordan and south-western Syria). Canaan was largely absorbed into the 

Kingdom of Israel between 1100-1000 BC, with the loss of influence of inland sites at Megiddo, Carmel, Jezreel, 

upper Galilee, and Gezer (near Jerusalem).  

 

Around 850 BC, Phoenicians lived in cities on the coast of modern Lebanon (Acre, Tyre, Sidon, Beirut) and 

Philistines on the southern coast (Gaza, Ashkelon, Ashdod). Jews lived in the kingdoms of Judah (Jerusalem, 

Hebron, Beersheva) and Israel (Jaffa, Samaria, Galilee, Jericho and the east side of the Jordan). 

 

Phoenicia 

Phoenicia comprised a group of separate independent Canaanite city states along the coast (dominated by 

Sidon and Tyre), that spread an enterprising maritime trading culture across the Mediterranean from 1550- 

300 BC (and as far as the British Isles). The Phoenicians are credited with the invention of the galley (a man-

powered sailing vessel) and the dye used for royal purple (Phoenicia is Greek for land of purple).  

 

Most importantly, the Phoenicians were the first state-level society to make extensive use of the alphabet. 

The Phoenician phonetic alphabet is generally believed to be the ancestor of almost all modern alphabets, 

which through their maritime trade, the Phoenicians spread to North Africa and Europe, where it was adopted by 

the Greeks, who later passed it on to the Etruscans, who in turn gave it to the Romans. 

 

The Phoenician (also "Punic") centre of culture moved westward with the founding of Carthage in 814 BC and 

the Canaanite cities were conquered and absorbed into the Persian empire in 539 BC. 

 

Philistia (Palestine) and Gaza 

The land of the Philistines, as described in the Bible, comprised five coastal city states (including Gaza, 

Ashkelon and Ashdod) whose inhabitants were portrayed as among the most dangerous enemies of the 

Israelites, with a state of almost perpetual war between the two peoples. The Philistine cities lost their 

independence to Assyria and the Philistines disappeared as an ethnic group when conquered and absorbed into 

the Persian empire in 539 BC. 

 

Gaza was established around 2000 BC before being settled by the Philistines in 1178 BC. It was conquered by 

Israelite King David around 1000 BC and around 730 BC, with the fall of the Kingdom of Israel, it became part of 

the Assyrian empire. Captured by Alexander in 332 BC, the population was decimated and the derelict land was 

partly resettled by Bedouin tribes. Gaza was conquered by the Arab Rashidun caliphate in 635 AD, but by the 

time of its incorporation into the Ottoman empire in the 16th century, it was but a small village. From the early 

19th century, Gaza (again a city) was culturally dominated by neighbouring Egypt and after the war of 1948, the 

Gaza Strip was placed under an Egyptian puppet administration, until in 1959 it was absorbed into the United 

Arab Republic  under direct Egyptian military occupation, although it was governed separately from Sinai and 

was never formally annexed by Egypt, nor were its residents granted citizenship or freedom of movement.  

 

The name Palestine was applied by the ancient Greeks to the whole of the former lands of Philistia, Canaan, 

Judea and Samaria and continued in use in the names of the province under control of the Romans, Byzantines 

and then under the Islamic caliphates as Filastin. Bedouin people moving westward from the north of the 

Arabian peninsula were the first Arabs to inhabit the region, but being nomadic, few settlements were 

established before the 7th century, when Arab Muslim interest became focused upon the holy site of Jerusalem.  

 

Under the rule of the Ottoman Turks, the Arabs suffered repression and were encouraged by the British to rebel 

against them during World War I. But the war left Palestine, especially the countryside, deeply impoverished, 

under the control of the British Mandate and the destination of increasing Jewish immigration. The Ottoman and 

then the British authorities levied high taxes on farming and agricultural produce and during the 1920s and 

1930s this together with a fall in prices, cheap imports, natural disasters and paltry harvests all contributed to 

the increasing indebtedness of the fellahin (peasant famers). The rents paid by tenant fellahin increased 

sharply, owing to increased population density, and transfer of land from Arabs landowners to Jewish settlement 

agencies increased the number of fellahin evicted while also removing the land as a future source of livelihood. 
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Although the Mandate government introduced measures to limit the transfer of land from Arabs to Jews these 

were easily circumvented by the buyers and willing Arab sellers. 

 

The displaced fellahin migrated to urban areas, where they remained impoverished and discontent, which 

conditions contributed to violent riots by Arabs against Jews during the 1920s. The situation finally culminated in 

the 1936 nationalist uprising by Palestinian Arabs against British colonial rule, demanding independence for 

Arab Palestine and opposing Jewish mass immigration. A rebellion in 1937 was brutally suppressed by 

the British Army and the Palestine Police Force using repressive measures that were intended to intimidate the 

Arab population and undermine popular support for the revolt. Over ten percent of the adult male Palestinian 

Arab population aged 20-60 were killed, wounded, imprisoned or exiled, while several hundred Palestinian 

Jews were killed. The revolt was unsuccessful and its consequences affected the outcome of the 1948 

Palestine war by causing the British Mandate to give crucial support to pre-state Zionist militias like the 

Haganah whereas on the Palestinian Arab side, the revolt forced the flight into exile of the main Palestinian 

Arab leader of the period, the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem.  

 

In 1948 the surrounding Arab states, led by Egypt, invaded Palestine, attacking Jewish settlements and aiming 

to prevent the establishment of the new State of Israel (alongside a new Arab Palestinian state). But the Arab 

armies were heavily defeated and as a result of the war, the State of Israel also took control of almost 60% of 

the area allocated for the proposed Arab state, including the Jaffa, Lydda and Ramle area, Galilee, some parts 

of the Negev, a wide strip on both sides of the road between Tel Aviv and Jerusalem, West Jerusalem, and 

some territories in the West Bank, including Bethlehem. Jordan took control of the remainder of the West Bank, 

including East Jerusalem, and the Egyptian military took control of the Gaza Strip, but no Arab Palestinian state 

was created.  

 

Around 700,000 Palestinian Arabs fled as refugees from the area that became Israel. Most of the Arabs who 

fled left of their own accord or were pressured to leave by their fellow Arabs, despite Israeli attempts to convince 

them to stay. However, a series of laws later passed by the first Israeli government prevented them from 

returning to their homes, or claiming their property. They and many of their descendants remain refugees. 

During the 1967 Six Day War, Israel took control of the West Bank territories and Jerusalem from Jordan, and 

Gaza from Egypt, and their Palestinian populations were placed under military occupation. 

 

Palestine Liberation Organization   

Conceived by the Arab states at the 1964 first Arab summit meeting, the stated goal of the Palestine Liberation 

Organization (PLO) was the liberation of Arab Palestine through armed struggle, also seeking to "prohibit ….. 

the existence and activity" of Zionism. It also called for a right of return and self-determination for Palestinians, 

but Palestinian statehood was not mentioned, although in 1974 the PLO called for an independent state in the 

territory of Mandate Palestine. The group used multi-faceted guerrilla warfare tactics to attack Israel from bases 

in Jordan (including the West Bank), Lebanon, Egypt (Gaza Strip), and Syria.  

 

Initially, as an armed guerrilla organization, the PLO was responsible for violent actions performed against Israel 

in the 1970s and early 1980s, regarded as terrorist activities by Israel and regarded as a war of liberation by the 

PLO. However in 1988 the PLO officially endorsed a two-state solution, contingent on terms such as 

making East Jerusalem the capital of the Palestinian state and giving Palestinians the right of return to land 

occupied them prior to 1948, as well as the right to continue armed struggle until the end of "The Zionist Entity" 

 

The PLO was considered by the United States and Israel to be a terrorist organization until the Madrid 

Conference in 1991. However in 1993, the PLO recognized Israel's right to exist in peace, rejected "violence 

and terrorism" and in response, Israel officially recognized the PLO as the representative of the Palestinian 

people. In 1994 the Palestinian National Authority was created as a self-governing body responsible for the 

administration of Palestinian territory in the West Bank and Gaza. In 1996, the PLO nullified the articles of the 

PLO's Charter, or parts of it, which called for the destruction of Israel and for armed resistance.  

 

Yasser Arafat  

Chairman of the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) from 1969, President of the Palestinian National 

Authority until his death in 2004, and leader of the Fatah political party and former paramilitary group, which he 

founded in 1959, Arafat spent much of his life committed to acts of terror against Israel in the name of 

Palestinian self-determination.  
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Originally opposed to Israel's existence, he modified his position in 1988 and engaged in negotiations with the 

government of Israel to end the decades-long conflict between it and the PLO, for which he received the Nobel 

Peace Prize, together with Yitzhak Rabin and Shimon Peres in 1994. During this time, Hamas and other militant 

organizations rose to power and shook the foundations of the authority that Fatah under Arafat had established 

in the Palestinian territories.  

 

Arafat remains a highly controversial figure whose legacy has been widely disputed. The majority of the 

Palestinian people - regardless of political ideology or faction - viewed him as a heroic freedom fighter and 

martyr who symbolized the national aspirations of his people, while many Israelis have described him as an 

unrepentant terrorist.  

 

Fatah  

The Fatah movement, which espoused a Palestinian nationalist ideology in which Palestinian Arabs would be 

liberated by their own actions, was founded as the Palestinian National Liberation Movement in 1959 by 

members of the Palestinian diaspora - more specifically, principally by professionals working in the Persian Gulf 

States who had studied in Cairo (including Yasser Arafat) or Beirut and had been refugees in Gaza.  

 

From the beginning, the armed struggle (as manifested in the 1936-1939 Arab revolt in Palestine and the 

military role of Palestinian fighters in the 1948 Arab-Israeli War) was central to Fatah's ideology of liberating 

Palestine. Fatah joined the Palestine Liberation Organization in 1967, its founder Yasser Arafat becoming 

chairman of the PLO in 1969 (a year when Fatah is recorded to have carried out 2432 guerrilla attacks on Israel, 

according to the BBC). Fatah became the dominant force in Palestinian politics after the 1967 Six-Day War.  

 

Throughout 1968, Fatah and other Palestinian armed groups were the target of a major Israeli Defence 

Forces operation in the Jordanian village of Karameh, where the Fatah headquarters (as well as a mid-

sized Palestinian refugee camp) were located. The operation was in response to attacks against Israel, 

including rockets strikes from Fatah and other Palestinian militias into the occupied West Bank. Knowledge of 

the operation was available well ahead of time, and the government of Jordan (as well as a number of Fatah 

commandos) informed Arafat of Israel's large-scale military preparations. Upon hearing the news, many guerrilla 

groups in the area, including George Habash's newly formed group the Popular Front for the Liberation of 

Palestine and the breakaway organization the Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine, withdrew their 

forces from the town. Fatah leaders were advised by a pro-Fatah Jordanian divisional commander to withdraw 

their men and headquarters to nearby hills, but on Arafat's orders, Fatah remained, and the Jordanian Army 

agreed to back them if heavy fighting ensued. As Israel's forces intensified their campaign, attacking with heavy 

weaponry, armoured vehicles and fighter jets, the Jordanian Army became involved, causing the Israelis to 

retreat in order to avoid a full-scale war. 

 

In the late 1960s, tensions between Palestinians and the Jordanian government increased greatly. Heavily 

armed Arab resistance elements had created a virtual "state within a state" in Jordan, eventually controlling 

several strategic positions in that country. After their victory in the Battle of Karameh, Fatah and other 

Palestinian militias began taking control of civil life in Jordan. They set up roadblocks, publicly humiliated 

Jordanian police forces, molested women and levied illegal taxes, all of which Arafat either condoned or 

ignored. 

 

In 1970, the Jordanian government moved to regain control over its territory and King Hussein declared martial 

law. The Jordanian army inflicted heavy casualties upon the Palestinians, including civilians, who suffered 

approximately 3500 fatalities. Two thousand Fatah fighters managed to enter Syria, crossing the border into 

Lebanon to join Fatah forces in that country, where they set up their new headquarters. A large group of 

guerrilla fighters held out against the Jordanian Army's offensive in the north until they were decisively defeated 

in 1971. Their leader was executed and surviving members of his commando force formed the Black September 

Organization, a splinter group which then assassinated the Jordanian prime minister in retaliation.  

 

In the 1960s and the 1970s, Fatah provided training to a wide range of European (including IRA), Middle 

Eastern, Asian, and African militant and insurgent groups, carrying out numerous attacks against Israeli targets 

in Western Europe and the Middle East during the 1970s. Some militant groups that affiliated themselves to 

Fatah, and some of the fedayeen (guerillas)  within Fatah itself, carried out civilian-aircraft hijackings and 
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terrorist attacks, attributing them to Black September. Fatah received weapons, explosives and training from 

the Soviet Union and some Communist regimes of East European states. China and Algeria also provided 

munitions.  

 

Although hesitant at first to take sides in the conflict, Arafat and Fatah played an important role in the Lebanese 

Civil War. Succumbing to pressure from PLO sub-groups, Fatah aligned itself with the communist Lebanese 

National Movement. Although originally aligned with Fatah, Syrian president Assad  feared a loss of influence in 

Lebanon and switched sides. He sent his army, along with Syrian-backed Palestinian factions (including 

the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine) to fight alongside the radical right-wing Christian Phalangist 

forces against the PLO and the LNM. Phalangist forces killed 26 Fatah trainees on a bus in 1975, marking the 

official start of the 15 year long Lebanese civil war. Later that year, an alliance of Christian militias overran the 

Palestinian refugee camp of Karantina, killing over 1000 civilians. The PLO and LNM retaliated by attacking a 

Phalangist stronghold, killing 684 civilians. As the civil war progressed over two years of urban warfare, both 

parties resorted to massive artillery duels and heavy use of sniper nests, while atrocities and war crimes were 

committed by both sides. 

 

PLO cross-border raids against Israel increased during the late 1970s. In response to a coastal attack on Israel 

by the PLO in 1978, the Israel Defence Forces took control of Southern Lebanon up to the Litani River, forcing 

Fatah to withdraw to the north into Beirut. Israel invaded Lebanon again in 1982, laying seige to Beirut. To end 

the siege, the US and European governments brokered an agreement guaranteeing safe passage for Arafat 

and Fatah (guarded by a multi-national force) to exile in Tunis. Despite the exile, many Fatah commanders and 

fighters remained in Lebanon.  

 

Since Arafat's death, factionalism within the ideologically diverse movement has become more apparent and in 

the 2006 election, the party lost its majority in the Palestinian parliament to Hamas, leading to a conflict between 

Fatah and Hamas, but with Fatah retaining control of the Palestinian National Authority in the West Bank.  

 

Hamas  

Based on the principles of Islamism (political Islam) gaining momentum throughout the Arab world in the 1980s, 

Hamas was founded in 1987 as an offshoot of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, with the aim of 

liberating Palestine (including Israel) from Israeli occupation and to establish an Islamic state in the area that is 

now Israel, the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. The group has more recently stated that it may accept a 10-year 

truce if Israel withdraws to the 1967 borders and allows Palestinian refugees from 1948, as well as their 

descendants, to return to what is now Israel. 

 

In the 2006 Palestinian parliamentary elections, Hamas won a decisive majority in the Palestinian Parliament, 

defeating the PLO-affiliated Fatah party. Tensions over control of Palestinian security forces soon erupted in 

the 2007 Battle of Gaza,  after which Hamas took control of Gaza, while its officials were ousted from 

government positions in the West Bank. Israel and Egypt then imposed an economic blockade of the Gaza 

Strip, on the grounds that Fatah forces were no longer providing security there. The military wing of Hamas in 

Gaza has launched attacks against Israeli soldiers and civilians.  

 

Hezbollah  

Hezbollah is a Shia Islamist militant group and political party based in Lebanon, conceived by Muslim clerics 

and funded by Iran, following the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982, and was primarily formed to offer 

resistance to the Israeli occupation. Its leaders were followers of Ayatollah Khomeini, and its forces were trained 

and organized by a contingent of 1500 Iranian Revolutionary Guards that arrived from Iran with permission from 

the Syrian government. After the 1982 invasion, Israel occupied a strip of south Lebanon, which was controlled 

by the South Lebanon Army, a militia supported by Israel, against which Hezbollah waged a guerilla campaign, 

causing the collapse of the SLA and Israel's withdrawal in 2000. Its paramilitary wing is considered more 

powerful than the Lebanese Army. In 2008 Hezbollah gained legitimacy by winning a third of the cabinet seats 

in Lebanon's government of national unity and since 2012 has actively supported the Syrian government during 

the civil war in Syria, in particular training forces and deploying militia to fight the Islamic State. 
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Ba'ath 

Ba'athism (meaning renaissance or resurrection) is a secular ideology based on principles of Arab nationalism, 

pan-Arabism, Arab socialism, as well as social progress, promoting the development and creation of a unified 

Arab single-party state through the leadership by a dominant party of a progressive revolutionary government, 

rejecting political pluralism. A Ba'athist society seeks enlightenment, renaissance and rebirth of Arab culture, 

values and society.  

 

A Ba'athist state supports socialist economics to a varying degree, and supports public ownership over the 

freedom of a market economy but opposes the confiscation of private property. Socialism in Ba'athist ideology 

does not mean state socialism or economic equality, but modernisation. Ba'athists believe that socialism is the 

only way to develop an Arab society which is truly free and united. 

 

The two Ba'athist states which have existed (Iraq and Syria) used authoritarian governance to forbid criticism of 

their ideology. These governments have been labelled as neo-Ba'athist, because neither actually pursued a 

policy of unifying the Arab world. 

 

Al-Qaeda 

Founded in 1988 by Osama bin Laden and others, Al-Qaeda (meaning foundation or base, but also "military 

base") is a global  militant Islamist organization. Its origins are traceable to the Arab volunteers who fought 

against the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in the 1980s. It operates as a network comprising both a multi-

national, stateless army and an Islamist, fundamentalist, extremist group engaged in "jihad" (struggle). It has 

been designated as a terrorist group by the United Nations Security Council, the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization (NATO), the European Union, the United States, the United Kingdom, Russia, India, and many 

other countries.  

 

Al-Qaeda has mounted attacks on civilian and military targets in various countries of "unbelievers" (non-

Muslims), including the 1998 bombings of US embassies, the 11 September 2001 attacks on New York and 

Washington, and the 2002 bombings in Bali. The US government responded to the 11 September attacks by 

launching the "War on Terror". With the loss of key leaders, culminating in the 2011 death of Osama bin Laden, 

al-Qaeda's operations have devolved from actions that were controlled from the top down, to actions by 

associated franchise groups and lone-wolf operators. Characteristic techniques employed by al-Qaeda 

include suicide attacks and the simultaneous bombing of different targets.  

 

Activities ascribed to it may involve members of the movement who have made a pledge of loyalty to Osama bin 

Laden, or the much more numerous "al-Qaeda-linked" individuals who have undergone training in one of its 

camps in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq or Sudan who have not. Al-Qaeda ideologues envision a complete break 

from all foreign influences in Muslim countries, and the creation of a new worldwide Islamic caliphate. During 

the Syrian civil war, al-Qaeda factions started fighting each other, as well as the Kurds and the Syrian 

government. 

 

Among the beliefs ascribed to al-Qaeda members is the conviction that a Christian-Jewish alliance is conspiring 

to destroy Islam.  As Salafist jihadists, they believe that the killing of non-combatants is religiously sanctioned, 

but they ignore any aspect of religious scripture which might be interpreted as forbidding the murder of non-

combatants and internecine fighting. Al-Qaeda opposes what it regards as man-made laws, and wants to 

replace them with a strict form of sharia law. Al-Qaeda is also responsible for instigating sectarian violence 

among Muslims. Al-Qaeda leaders regard liberal Muslims, Shias, Sufis and other sects as heretics and have 

attacked their mosques and gatherings.   

 

Islamic State  

The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), previously and also known as the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant 

(ISIL, for which the Arabic acronym is Da'esh), is an Islamist, fundamentalist, extremist militant group engaged 

in jihad. It has established a self-proclaimed Islamic state and caliphate in northern Iraq, led by and mainly 

composed of Sunni Arabs from Iraq and Syria. The group originated as Jama'at al-Tawhid wal-Jihad in 1999, 

which pledged allegiance to al-Qaeda in 2004. In June 2014, it proclaimed itself to be a worldwide caliphate, 

with Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi being named its caliph, and renamed itself "Islamic State". As a caliphate, it claims 

religious, political and military authority over all Muslims worldwide, and that "the legality of all emirates, groups, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pan-Arabism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arab_socialism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_progress
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vanguard_party
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pluralism_(political_philosophy)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Renaissance
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Private_property
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Modernisation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ba%27athist_Iraq
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Syria
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Authoritarianism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Osama_bin_Laden
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Militant_Islamist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Al-Qaeda#History
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Soviet%E2%80%93Afghan_War
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Islamist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Islamic_extremist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_designated_terrorist_groups
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations_Security_Council
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/North_Atlantic_Treaty_Organization
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/North_Atlantic_Treaty_Organization
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/European_Union
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1998_U.S._embassy_bombings
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/September_11_attacks
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2002_Bali_bombings
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/War_on_Terror
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Death_of_Osama_bin_Laden
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Suicide_attack
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Muslim_world
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caliphatism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Syrian_civil_war
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kurds
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Salafist_jihadism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Non-combatants
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Man-made_law
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sharia_law
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sectarian_violence_among_Muslims
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sectarian_violence_among_Muslims
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liberal_movements_within_Islam
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sufi
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Islamist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Islamic_extremist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Islamic_state
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caliphate
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sunni_Islam
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iraq
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Syria
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jama%27at_al-Tawhid_wal-Jihad
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Al-Qaeda
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Worldwide_caliphate
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abu_Bakr_al-Baghdadi
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caliph


 

Arab nations                                                           extracted from  "Daddy Why…..?"  ©  David Foster 2016                             Page 34 of 36 

states, and organisations, becomes null by the expansion of the caliphate's authority and arrival of its troops to 

their areas". 

 

The group participated in the Iraq war, then the Iraqi insurgency, which followed the March 2003 invasion of 

Iraq by Western coalition forces. In January 2006, it joined other Sunni insurgent groups to form the Mujahideen 

Shura Council, which proclaimed the formation of the Islamic State of Iraq (ISI) in October 2006. After the Syrian 

Civil War began in March 2011, the ISI, under the leadership of al-Baghdadi, sent delegates into Syria in August 

2011. These fighters named themselves the al-Nusra Front and established a large presence in Sunni-majority 

areas of Syria, within the governorates of Ar-Raqqah, Idlib, Deir ez-Zor, and Aleppo.  

 

In April 2013, al-Baghdadi announced the merger of the ISI with al-Nusra Front and that the name of the 

reunited group was now the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant. However, the respective leaders of al-Nusra 

and al-Qaeda rejected the merger. After an eight-month power struggle, al-Qaeda cut all ties with ISIL in 

February 2014, citing its failure to consult and "notorious intransigence". In Syria, the group has conducted 

ground attacks on both government forces and rebel factions in the Syrian Civil War. The group gained 

prominence after it drove Iraqi government forces out of key cities in western Iraq in an offensive initiated in 

early 2014. Iraq's territorial loss almost caused a collapse of the Iraqi government and prompted a renewal of 

US military action in Iraq. In March 2015 it held control over territory occupied by ten million people in Iraq and 

Syria 

 

The group also operates or has affiliates in other parts of the world, including Yemen and South Asia. It has 

participated in the second Libyan civil war, the Boko Haram insurgency in Nigeria, the wars in north-west 

Pakistan and Afghanistan, the Yemeni civil war and other conflicts. It has also established limited territorial 

control over parts of Libya and Nigeria. The United Nations has held IS responsible for human rights abuses 

and war crimes, and Amnesty International has reported ethnic cleansing by the group on an "historic scale". 

The group has been designated as a terrorist organisation by the United Nations, the European Union, the 

United Kingdom, the United States, India, Indonesia, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Syria and other governments. Over 

60 countries are directly or indirectly waging war against IS. 

 

IS is very adept at social media, posting internet videos of beheadings of soldiers, civilians, journalists and aid 

workers, and is notorious for its destruction of cultural heritage sites. Muslim leaders around the world have 

condemned IS's ideology and actions, arguing that the group has strayed from the path of true Islam and that its 

actions do not reflect the religion's true teachings or virtues. The group's adoption of the name "Islamic State" 

and claim of a caliphate have been widely criticised, with the United Nations, various governments, and 

mainstream Muslim groups rejecting both. 

 

Taliban  

(Taliban is not an Arab organisation) 

The majority of the Taliban (Pashto,  meaning "students") is made up of Afghan Pashtun tribesmen. Under the 

Taliban regime, Sharia law was strictly and controversially interpreted to forbid a wide variety of previously 

lawful activities in Afghanistan. In particular, the Taliban were condemned internationally for their brutal 

treatment of women. Their ideology combined Pashtun tribal codes with radical interpretations of Islam, 

including contributions from the extremist jihadism and pan-Islamism of Osama bin Laden. The Sunni Taliban 

do not consider Shi'ites to be Muslims. 

 

One Taliban list of prohibitions included satellite dishes, cinematography, musical equipment, pool tables, 

chess, face masks, audio tapes, computers, video recorders, television, nail polish, firecrackers, statues, sewing 

catalogues, artworks. They also got rid of employment, education and sports for all women, dancing, clapping 

during sports events, kite flying and images of living things (including drawings, paintings, photographs, stuffed 

animals and dolls). Many of these activities were hitherto lawful in Afghanistan. Men are required to wear a fist 

size beard, their head hair short and a head covering. Critics complain that most Afghans previously followed a 

different, less strict, and less intrusive interpretation of Islam.  

 

The Taliban movement traces its origin to the mujihadeen (fighters of jihad) trained in north Pakistan during 

the 1979-1989 invasion and occupation of Afghanistan by the Soviet Union. When Muhammed Zia ul-

Haq became president of Pakistan he feared that the Soviets were planning to invade Baluchistan, so he 

obtained Saudi Arabian and United States financial and military support for the Afghan resistance against Soviet 
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forces. About 90,000 Afghans, including the Taliban founder, Mohammad Omar, were trained by Pakistan's 

intelligence services during the 1980s.  

 

After the fall of the Soviet-backed regime in 1992, sovereignty of Afghanistan was vested formally in the newly 

created Islamic State of Afghanistan, but due to the sudden initiation of the civil war, there was not time to form 

working government departments, police units or a system of justice and accountability. Horrific crimes were 

committed by criminals and individuals inside different factions. Meanwhile southern Afghanistan was neither 

under the control of foreign-backed militias nor the government in Kabul, but was ruled by local leaders and their 

militias. In 1991, the Taliban (a movement originating from religious schools for Afghan refugees in Pakistan) 

also developed in Afghanistan as a politico-religious force. Mullah Omar started his movement with fewer than 

50 armed madrassah students in his home town of Kandahar.   

 

In the beginning the Taliban numbered in the hundreds, were badly equipped and low on munitions. Within 

months however 15,000 students arrived from the madrassahs in Pakistan. The Taliban's first major military 

activity was in 1994, when they captured Kandahar and the surrounding provinces, losing only a few dozen 

men, forcing the surrender of dozens of local Pashtun leaders who had presided over a situation of complete 

lawlessness and atrocities. The Taliban initially enjoyed goodwill from Afghans weary of the warlords' corruption, 

brutality, and incessant fighting. However, this popularity was not universal, particularly among non-Pashtuns. 

 

The Taliban took control of 12 of 34 provinces not under central government control, establishing the Islamic 

Emirate of Afghanistan in 1996 and during their rule from 1995-2001, the Pakistani intelligence services and 

military continued to support to the Taliban, developing it into a proxy force for Pakistan's regional interests. 

Between 1994-1999, an estimated 80,000-100,000 Pakistanis trained and fought in Afghanistan on the side of 

the Taliban. In 1997 alone, after the capture of Kabul by the Taliban, Pakistan gave USD $30 million in aid and 

a further $10 million for government wages. The Pakistan intelligence services helped with the construction and 

operation of training camps for both the Taliban and Al-Qaeda and from 1996-2001 the Al-Qaeda of Osama Bin 

Laden became a state within the Taliban state. Al-Qaeda also supported the Taliban with regiments of imported 

fighters from Arab countries and Central Asia, while Saudi Arabia provided financial support. The Taliban and its 

allies committed massacres against Afghan civilians, denied UN food supplies to 160,000 starving civilians and 

conducted a policy of scorched earth, burning vast areas of fertile land and destroying tens of thousands of 

homes, forcing hundreds of thousands of people to flee.  

 

After the New York attacks of 2001, the Taliban were overthrown by the American-led invasion of Afghanistan 

and Pakistan claimed to have ended its support to the Taliban. But with the fall of Kabul to anti-Taliban forces, 

Pakistan worked with and helped Taliban militias who were in full retreat, evacuating Taliban, Al-Qaeda 

combatants and Pakistani operatives on Pakistan army cargo aircraft to Pakistan Air Force bases. Later the 

Taliban regrouped as an insurgency movement to fight the American-backed administration and the NATO-

led international security force. The Taliban have been accused of using terrorism as a specific tactic to further 

their ideological and political goals. According to the United Nations, the Taliban and their allies were 

responsible for 75% of Afghan civilian casualties in 2010, 80% in 2011, and 80% in 2012.  
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Arab countries Arabs in non-Arab countries 

 

Country Arab 

Population 

Total 

Population 

  Country Arab 

Population 

Total 

Population 

% Arabs 

 Egypt 86,895,099   Brazil 10,000,000 200,000,000 5.0% 

 Algeria 38,700,000   France 5,880,000 65,350,000 9.0% 

 Sudan 35,482,233   Indonesia 5,000,000 237,420,000 2.1% 

 Iraq 32,585,692   Argentina 3,500,000 41,280,000 8.5% 

 Saudi Arabia 27,345,986   United States 3,500,000 315,700,000 1.1% 

 Yemen 26,052,966   Turkey 1,600,000 80,500,000 2.1% 

 Syria 17,951,639   Venezuela 1,600,000 28,000,000 6.0% 

 Somalia 10,428,043   Iran 7,800,000 80,000,000 9.0% 

 Tunisia 10,937,521   Chad 1,400,000 10,330,200 12.3% 

 UAEmirates 8,264,070   Mexico 1,100,000 115,300,000 1.0% 

 Jordan 7,930,491   Chile 1,000,000 17,400,000 5.8% 

 Morocco 6,729,390 32,987,206  Spain 800,000 46,750,000 2.4% 

 Libya 6,244,174   Italy 760,000 60,920,000 1.2% 

 Lebanon 5,882,562   Colombia 705,000 46,370,000 1.5% 

 Palestine 4,225,710   United Kingdom 500,000 63,180,000 0.8% 

 Mauritania 3,516,806   Germany 500,000 82,000,000 0.6% 

 Oman 3,219,775   Canada 450,000 33,500,000 1.4% 

 Kuwait 2,493,784 4,156,306  Netherlands 480,000 16,750,000 2.8% 

 Qatar 2,123,160   Australia 350,000 22,970,000 1.5% 

 Israel 1,718,000 8,238,300  Greece 250,000 10,900,000 2.2% 

 Bahrain 1,314,089       

 Djibouti 810,179       

 Comoros 766,865       
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