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Time Line for the Middle East

 The time line below provides facts and information about this time period. It shows when 
important events took place. It shows in what order they occurred. It also shows the amount of time 
that passed between events.
 You often see dates with a B.C. after them or an A.D. before them. In the western world, we 
refer to dates by whether they happened before or after the birth of Jesus Christ. The year 1 has 
been set as the date of Christ’s birth. 
 The years before Christ are noted by how many years before that date they occurred. It is 
like you are counting backward from the year 1. They are written with the abbreviation B.C. after the 
dates. Therefore, 500 B.C. came before 200 B.C. because 500 is farther from the year 1 than 200.
 After the birth of Christ, we use the abbreviation A.D. This stands for Anno Domini. This is a 
Latin phrase meaning “the year of our Lord.” For A.D., we count the years forward from year 1 up to 
the present year. So A.D. 400 came before A.D. 1200. 
 In the very ancient past, we do not know the exact dates. The abbreviation ca. is written be-
fore the date. This comes from the Latin word circa, which means “around” or “about.” So ca. 2100 
B.C. means the event happened around the year 2100 B.C.

ca. 3000 B.C.  Narmer unites Egypt.
ca. 2686–2160 B.C. The Egyptian Old Kingdom.
ca. 2600 B.C.  The Pyramid of Khufu is constructed.
ca. 2500 B.C.  Lugals or kings appear in Mesopotamia.
ca. 2334–2279 B.C. Sargon is king of Akkad.
ca. 2040 B.C.  Nebhepetre Mentuhotep reunifies Egypt.
ca. 2040–1633 B.C. The Egyptian Middle Kingdom.
ca. 2000 B.C.  The Epic of Gilgamesh is written.
ca. 1800–1600 B.C. Phoenicians develop alphabet.
ca. 1800 B.C.  Hyksos invasion of Egypt begins.
ca. 1800 B.C.  Abraham leads people out of Ur.
ca. 1792–1750 B.C. Hammurabi is king of Babylonia.
ca. 1558–1085 B.C. The Egyptian New Kingdom.
ca. 1558–1533 B.C. Pharaoh Amosis I drives out the Hyksos.
ca. 1512–1500 B.C. Thutmose I rules Egypt.
ca. 1490–1469 B.C. Queen Hatshepsut rules Egypt.
ca. 1490–1436 B.C. Thutmose III rules Egypt.
ca. 1450–1200 B.C. Hittite empire thrives.
ca. 1353–1336 B.C. Amenhotep IV (Akhenaton) rules Egypt, also known as the Amarna period.
ca. 1334–1325 B.C. Tutankhamen rules Egypt.
ca. 1300 B.C.  Moses leads Hebrews out of Egypt.
ca. 1300–1287 B.C. Pharaoh Seti I wins back lost lands.
ca. 1286 B.C.  The battle of Kadesh.
ca. 1270–1220 B.C. Ramses II, ruler of Egypt, builds Karnak.
ca. 1198–1166 B.C. Pharaoh Ramses III resists invasion of Sea Peoples.
ca. 1000–961 B.C. David is king of Israel.

The Narmer Pallette from ca. 
3100 B.C. shows the pharaoh 
smiting the enemies of Egypt.
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ca. 961–922 B.C. Solomon oversees golden age of Israel.
ca. 922 B.C.  Judah breaks off from Israel.
ca. 722 B.C.  Assyrians destroy Israel.
ca. 700–500 B.C. Assyrian Empire thrives.
ca. 586 B.C.  Chaldeans destroy Jerusalem and begin the Babylonian captivity.
ca. 571 B.C.  Phoenician city of Tyre falls to Chaldeans.
ca. 550 B.C.  Cyrus the Great establishes the Persian Empire.
ca. 550–350 B.C. Persian Empire thrives.
460–430 B.C.  The golden age of Athens.
338 B.C.  Philip II of Macedon defeats Athens.
336–323 B.C.  Reign of Alexander the Great.
264 B.C.  Rome controls all of Italy.
31 B.C.   Battle of Actium.
ca. 4 B.C.  Jesus Christ born.
29 B.C. to A.D. 14 Most of the Middle East falls under Roman control.
A.D. 10–200  Pax Romana.
A.D. 70   Jerusalem destroyed by Titus and beginning of the Diaspora.
A.D. 284–305  Diocletian is emperor of Rome and the empire is divided. 
312   Emperor Constantine issues Edict of Milan, granting toleration to Christians.
330   Constantinople is constructed and beginning of Byzantine civilization.
610   Muhammad called upon to begin Islam.
632   Islam begins to spread to Middle East.
640   Persia comes under Muslim rule.
711   Muslim invasion of Spain.
738   Arab merchant colony in Canton, China.
762 Abbasid Caliph al-Mansur moves capital to Baghdad.
813 The mathematician Chwarazmi thrives in Baghdad; coins the term algebra.
925   The Arab physician al-Razi dies.
1055   Seljuk Turks seize Baghdad.
1099   First Crusade captures Jerusalem.
1154   Muhammad al-Idrisi finishes circular map of the world.
1187   Saladin recaptures Jerusalem from Crusaders.
1204   Fourth Crusade captures Constantinople from Byzantine emperor.
1258   Mongols capture Baghdad and end the Caliphate.
1353   Alhambra completed in Granada, Spain.

The Alhambra was a palace and fortress built by the Moors on a hill overlooking the city of Granada, Spain.
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1453   Constantinople falls to the Ottomans and ends the Roman Empire in   
   the East.
1492   Last Muslim stronghold in Spain (Granada) falls to Ferdinand and Isabella.
1498   Portuguese explorer Vasco de Gama sails to India via the Cape of Good 
   Hope.
1520   Suleiman the Magnificent begins his 46-year reign.
1529   Ottoman siege of Vienna fails.
1699   Ottoman Empire begins to lose territory in Europe.
1774 Ottomans lose territory to the Russians at the treaty of Kuchuk Kainarji.
1798 Napoleon invades Egypt.
1805 Muhammad Ali becomes ruler of Egypt.
1828 First Arab language newspaper established in Egypt.
1829 Greece wins independence from Ottomans.
1839 The Tanzimat era of reform begins in the Ottoman Empire.
1853–1856 Crimean War.
1869 Suez Canal opened.
1897 First Zionist congress in Basel, Switzerland.
1898 Ottomans persuaded to extend railroad to Baghdad by German Kaiser.
1907 Britain and France agree to divide domination of Persia between them.
1908 Young Turks seize control of the Ottoman Empire.
1914 Assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand begins World War I.
1915 Gallipoli landing fails to capture Dardanelles. 
 Lawrence of Arabia operating against Turks.
1917 United States enters the war. 
 Wilson announces Fourteen Points. 
 The British cabinet approves the Balfour Declaration.
1918 Ottoman Empire surrenders. 
 World War I ends.
1918–1920 Mandate system established.
1922 Ataturk deposes last Ottoman sultan; proclaims Turkey a republic.
1925 French crush rebellion in Damascus and Reza Khan comes to power in Iran.
1930 Syria writes a constitution but remains under French control.
1931 Iraq granted independence.
1936 British troops leave Cairo but occupy the Suez Canal.
 Palestinian Arabs riot.
1937 Peel Commission sent to Palestine.
1939 World War II begins.
 British White Paper denies policy of creating Jewish state.
1941 Lebanon granted independence. 
 Rashid Ali becomes premier of Iraq.
 Mohammad Reza Pahlavi becomes Shah of Iran.
1942 Battle of El Alamein.   
1945 Syria granted independence.
1946 Transjordan granted independence.
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1948 Jewish state of Israel created.
 War between Israel and Arab States.
1949 Ben-Gurion becomes prime minister of Israel.
1951 Iranian Premier Mossadegh nationalizes Anglo-Iranian Oil Company.
1953 Hussein becomes king of Jordan.
 U.S.–aided coup overthrows Mossadegh.
1954 Nasser comes to power in Egypt.
1956 Suez Canal Crisis.
1958 United Arab Republic formed.
 Iraqi coup kills king.
1960 OPEC formed.
1961 Kuwait granted independence.
1964 Ayatollah Khomeini exiled from Iran.
 Foundation of Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO).
1967 Six-Day War.
1968  Charter of the PLO drafted.
1969 PLO chooses Arafat as leader.
1970 PLO expelled from Jordan.
1973 Yom Kippur War.
 OPEC raises price of oil 400 percent.
1977 Kuwait nationalizes oil wells.
 Egyptian President Anwar Sadat visits Israel.
1978 U.S.-brokered peace between Israel and Egypt. 
 Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi imposes martial rule in Iran.
1979 Egypt expelled from Arab League. 
 Radical Muslims seize Grand Mosque in Mecca.
 Failed coup attempt in Saudi Arabia.
 Iranian revolution, led by Khomeini, expels shah from Iran. 
 U.S. hostages taken in Iran. 
 Saddam Hussein becomes President of Iraq.
 Egyptian-Israeli treaty signed by Sadat and Israel’s Prime Minister, Menachem 

Begin, at Camp David in the United States.
1980 Iran-Iraq War begins.
 U.S. attempt to free hostages in Iran fails.
1981 U.S. hostages held by Iranian militants are released.
1985 Egypt re-admitted to Arab League.
1987 Intifada begins and Iraqi missiles hit U.S. destroyer.
1988 Iran-Iraq War ends.
1990 Iraq invades Kuwait.
1991 Operation Desert Shield/Desert Storm launched against Iraq.
1992 Madrid Peace Conference creates plan for Palestinian self-rule.
1993 Oslo Accords: PLO recognizes Israel’s right to exist in peace; Israel recognizes 

the PLO as the representative of the Palestinian people.
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2001 Islamic terrorists attack 
the United States. 

 United States, Great Brit-
ain, and Afghan United 
Front launch Operation 
Enduring Freedom, the 
official name of the war in 
Afghanistan.

2003 United States declares war 
on Iraq as part of the War 
on Terror.

2011 Osama bin Laden, founder 
of al-Qaeda, killed by Spe-
cial Forces of the United 
States.

 President Obama started troop withdraw from Afghanistan and announced 
withdrawal of forces from Iraq.

 Arab Spring, a democratic uprising started in one Arab country and then rapidly 
spread across the Middle East.

Time Line for the Middle East
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The Rise of Ancient Egypt

 By 2700 B.C., the people who lived along the Nile River had created a civilization that last-
ed for thousands of years. These ancient Egyptians built huge stone monuments and temples. 
They also created a system of writing. 

 Egyptian history can be divided into three eras. These time periods are known as the 
Old Kingdom (2686–2160 B.C.), the Middle Kingdom (2040–1633 B.C.), and the New Kingdom 
(1558–1085 B.C.). There were years between each of the kingdoms. During these time periods, the 
central government broke down. These years are known as Intermediate Periods. 

The Nile River 
  Egypt has been described as “the gift of the Nile.” The nation of Egypt 

depended on the Nile River. Egypt was a dry land. The people used irriga-
tion to collect and send water to where it was needed. The Nile was a way 
to get from one Egyptian city to another. The river could be used to move 
food, fuel, and the building materials that were needed to build the pyra-
mids. All year long, water from the Nile could be channeled to dry lands 
located away from the river. The Nile River created a fan-shaped delta of 
fertile land. Almost all of the people lived in the delta and along the banks 
of the Nile. 

 The Nile River runs from south to north. The people called the land in 
the south Upper Egypt. They called the delta in the north Lower Egypt. 
The area had annual floods. People looked forward to the floods. It brought 
water and fresh, black soil from upriver to rejuvenate the land. As a re-
sult, farming in Egypt was the best of any 
place in the ancient world. 

 The Nile River is protected on the east and west by des-
erts. The deserts were too vast for most invaders to cross. Thus, 
Egypt built a homogeneous nation. It was built without much out-
side meddling. There was plenty of water and rich farm land. This 
caused the people to be optimistic. For instance, they believed 
in an afterlife.  Each year the Nile brought new life to farmers. 
This led them to believe that death must only be a brief season 
before an afterlife in the next world. 

 The people of Egypt had faith in the unchanging nature 
of life. It is believed that this faith helped to promote the idea of 
a single, all-powerful king. The king was known as the pharaoh. 
This ruler made sure that Egypt had a strong central government. 
The ruler also made sure the water system worked. The pha-
raoh was worshipped as a god. This allowed the life of the people 
to stay the same for centuries. A day in the life of an Egyptian 
changed little during the 3,000 years we call ancient Egypt.

The Rise of Ancient Egypt

This small statue repre-
sented the spirit of the 
Nile River in flood, which 
brought the Egyptians 
fertile soil.

An Egyptian 
Woman and Man
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The Pyramids and the Sphinx

 Ask people to name three things about ancient Egypt. They will probably answer “pyramids, 
the Sphinx, and mummies.” Now ask them how the pyramids were built or how mummies were made. 
They will be stumped. We can only guess about the methods used by the ancient Egyptians. 

Mummies 
 The Egyptians were strong believers in life after death. They believed a complete body was 
needed to house the soul, or ka. They came up with a way to keep the body from decaying. The 
bodies of rich Egyptians were taken to the City of the Dead. There, trained workers would turn a 
body into a mummy. Those who knew the secret did not write it down. They did not want other 
people to know how to do their job. There were many steps to making a mummy. We do have a 
good idea of how it was done. We don’t know the exact chemicals and methods used. It is most 
likely they used a salt called natron. This would have dried out the body. We know it was a long 
process. The time between death and burial was 70 days. 

The Sphinx 
 The great Sphinx was built between c.a. 
2575 and 2467 B.C. It sits proudly near the 
pyramid of the pharaoh Khafre. The Sphinx 
was built with blocks of stone left over after the 
pharaoh’s pyramid was built. It is believed the 
face is that of Khafre. It is thought the Sphinx 
was built to honor him. Later, pharaohs used 
the Sphinx as a symbol of their god-given right 
to rule. The human head wears the royal head-
piece. It rises 66 feet above the base. The base 

looks like a lion’s body. It is 240 feet long. The Sphinx today suffers from abuse by man and desert 
sandstorms. 

The Pyramids of Egypt 
 The largest projects of the Middle Eastern world were the pyramids. Each pyramid was 
built to honor a pharaoh. The pyramid provided him with a tomb worthy of his glory. Work on the 
pyramid began while the pharaoh was alive. The work went on many years after his death. Around 
the bases of the pyramids, large palaces, temples, and storerooms were built. Here priests would 
oversee the worship of the pharaoh’s spirit long after he was dead. Outside the temple complex, 
there were much smaller pyramids for the queens. Beyond those were flat tombs called mastabas. 
These tombs were for the pharaoh’s officials. In the Old Kingdom, an afterlife was only for the 
pharaoh and his officials. The pharaoh was thought to be a god. He was believed to be the child of 
Re, the Sun god. This god-king ruled over his realm according to the ideas of ma’at. Ma’at meant 
order, justice, and truth. 
 The 80 pyramids of Egypt were located west of the Nile River. They were built in the desert 
beyond irrigated land. Most of the large pyramids were built in the period of the Old Kingdom. This 
is the time period between the third and sixth dynasties. They were all built within 20 miles of the 
ancient capital of Memphis at a place called Gizeh (also spelled Giza). 

The Pyramids and the Sphinx
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Pyramid Construction 
 The base of each pyramid was 
square. The so-called Great Pyramid built 
in honor of Khufu (Cheops) had a base of 
755 feet long. It stood 481 feet tall. Con-
struction was so accurate that the mea-
surements at the base were correct within 
six-tenths of an inch. The angles of the 
sides make an almost perfect triangle. 
 Building the pyramid involved using 
math. Workers did not have the aid of a 
computer. Consider the problems. Every-
thing had to be built perfectly level. They 
used water in trenches to keep it level while 
it was being built. The Great Pyramid is so 
level that the northwest corner stands only a half-inch lower than the southeast corner. Builders 
had to find the rock to cut. Then they had to move it from the quarry 600 miles away to the building 
site. At the site, groups of 18 to 20 men pulled the two-and-a-half-ton stone block up a ramp. Then 
they fitted it into its proper spot on the pyramid.
 The body of the pharaoh was placed in a burial chamber. This was built deep inside the 
pyramid. The Pyramid Texts were left inside the chamber. The texts gave instructions to the pha-
raoh on how to guide his vessel through the underworld to reach Re, the Sun god. Workers had to 
prepare the chamber. A tunnel was built so the workers could climb to the tomb. After their work 
was done, it was their route for leaving. Stones were dropped in place when the workers left. This 
kept grave robbers out. The tunnels could cause the whole structure to collapse. This required 
heavy granite slabs to be laid over the king’s chamber. 
 Not all pyramids looked exactly alike. The first one was built for King Djoser. It was called 
the stepped pyramid. Its sides resemble six steps climbing to the top. The pyramid of King Snefru 
is called the bent pyramid. The angle was steeper at the base than in the top half. The later pyra-
mids also differed in size and the types of stone used. 
 The pyramids are proof of how much the Egyptians knew about math and the skills needed 
to build huge structures. The pyramids stand today as testimony to the religion of ancient Egypt 
and the glory of the pharaohs. 

The Pyramids and the Sphinx

The Great Pyramid Built for Khufu

The stepped pyramid (left) was built for King Djoser, and the bent pyramid (right) was built for King Snefru.
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The Egyptian Gods

Egyptian Religion
 The religion of the ancient Egyptians was a mixture of many beliefs. 
Egyptian mythology taught that the sky was a goddess named Nut. Her 
body stretched over the earth. At other times, it was believed the sky was a 
very large cow. Six different gods represented the Moon. Mixing conflicting 
beliefs is called syncretism. This did not bother the Egyptians. To them, 
these different beliefs were all valid ways of describing nature. 

A Land of Many Gods
 Egyptian gods took many forms. From earliest 
times the most important god was Re, or Ra. He was 
the god of the sun. Re was worshipped by all Egyp-
tians. Other gods were worshipped only in certain cities 
or regions. In the Old Kingdom, he became the official 
god of the nation. However, the Egyptians worshipped over 2,000 different 
gods. The most common forms were animals. Horus was portrayed as a fal-
con. Anubis was the judge of the dead. He had the head of a jackal. Other 
gods combined parts of many animals. Tawert was the goddess of childbirth. 
Her body was made up of the body parts of a hippopotamus, crocodile, and 
lioness. Live animals associated with gods were often kept and worshipped. 
For example, crocodiles represented the god Sobek. They were worshipped 
and lived a life of luxury in the temple pool of Crocodilopolis. When they died, 
they were made into mummies. They were placed in tombs like humans. 
 Sometimes the Egyptians turned real people into gods. The pharaohs 
were worshipped while still alive. A few pharaohs or 

great men were even worshipped after they died. For example, Imhotep 
built the very first pyramid. He was considered a god of wisdom. 

Worshipping
 Most ancient Egyptians could not go to the temples. These were 
places where the gods were worshipped. The people might only see the 
statues at festival time. The priests would bring out the images and carry 
them around the city on their shoulders. However, the Egyptian people 
could always express their devotion in other ways. They could worship 
a god or goddess by owning small amulets or statuettes. Sometimes 
furniture was decorated with the face of a god or goddess. For example,  
Bes was one of the gods of the family. This god’s image was placed on 
eating utensils or children’s cradles. Also, there were parts of the temples 
set aside for people who wanted to make special appeals to the gods. 
Sometimes, gods were asked to grant special requests. Pouring water 
over the image of Hor-pa-khered was believed to cure poisonous bites 
and stings.

The Egyptian Gods

The Sun God Ra

Horus, the
God of Light

Sobek was the god of the 
Nile. Crocodiles were so 
feared, they were wor-
shipped as gods.
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The End of the Old Kingdom

Fall of the Old Kingdom
 The Old Kingdom came to an end with the reign of Pepi II. He 
was eight years old when be became pharaoh. He ruled for the next 
90 years. At that time, rulers were not supposed to worry about 
anything. Pharaohs left details of state to be handled by others. This 
gave power to those who ruled in the name of the pharaoh. When 
Pepi II died, Egypt entered an era where pharaohs commanded no 
respect. A person didn’t need to be a member of the pharaoh’s fam-
ily in order to become a high official. The reigns of these pharaohs 
were short. One pharaoh would be overthrown by another. 

 Historians and archaeologists are uncertain why the Old 
Kingdom fell. One likely reason is the cost of building so many 
pyramids. Pharaohs borrowed money from nobles. In return, the 
nobles would get land or special rights from the pharaoh. In time, 
the provincial governors, called nomarchs, became very powerful. 
Their offices became hereditary. The pharaohs were no longer 

powerful rulers. There was no one to oversee justice or the irrigation system that was so important. 
At the same time, the monsoon rains in Ethiopia decreased. This water was needed to fill the 
Nile River. As a result, Egypt was swept with drought 
and famine. The tombs of pharaohs were robbed. It 
was a period of anarchy. It was a period of time with 
brother fighting brother. Egypt was divided between 
two opposing kingdoms. This time is known as the 
First Intermediate Period. It came to an end when 
the country was at last reunified under Pharaoh 
Nebhepetre Mentuhotep in 2040 B.C. 

The Middle Kingdom 
 The strain of the First Intermediate Period had 
a deep effect on the Egyptians. As a result, many 
things changed. The new pharaohs left the old capital 
of Memphis. They moved to a new one further south called Thebes. They began to make their sons 
co-rulers. This gave their sons a chance to gain experience ruling. This way no one would test their 
right to rule when the old pharaoh died. They wanted to avoid the anarchy of the First Intermediate 
Period. 

 The feelings toward the pharaoh changed. No longer was he seen as a remote god-king. 
The pharaoh now appeared more like the good shepherd of his people. In the Middle Kingdom, 
statues were made to look more realistic. The writings from the Middle Kingdom show a more seri-
ous Egyptian society. It was interested in a sense of common humanity and ethics.

The End of the Old Kingdom

Pepi II Shown With His Mother

A Stela From the First Intermediate Period
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The Middle Kingdom

The Afterlife Opens to Ordinary People
 During the days of the Middle Kingdom, Egyptians be-
came interested in ethics, or right and wrong. This meant 
that the afterlife became open to other people besides the 
pharaoh. If people could afford to buy funeral prayers and 
spells, they could be sure of an eternal life. This was made 
easier by the making of paper, or papyrus. The papyrus plant 
grew along the Nile. The fibers from the plant were woven 
together to make paper.

Hieroglyphic Writing
 Egyptians first began to use writing before the days of the Old Kingdom. They used hiero-
glyphic writing to record prayers and spells on papyrus. This type of writing was done by draw-
ing pictures. For example, a picture of a basket meant a basket. People found this too limiting 
and hard. The Egyptians found that they could be more precise if they used pictures to represent 
sounds. This made it easy to spell out things that would be hard to show by pictures. 

 There were 600 different pictures that stood for the sounds found in the spoken Egyptian 
language. These pictures were used the same way we use the letters of the alphabet. Some pic-
tures still continued to mean what they represented. For example, the hieroglyph showing an ox 
meant just that. 

 The Egyptian scribes were professional writers. They also 
had another way of writing called hieratic. This was shorthand 
used for items such as legal papers. As a result of contacts be-
tween Egypt and Greece, the writing finally turned into an alpha-
bet known as Coptic. 

 Most Egyptians couldn’t read or write. Reading and writing 
were skills learned only by the scribes. Like other jobs in ancient 
Egypt, a scribe would pass down his skills to a student scribe. Many 
times this was from father to son. Many of the scribes worked for 
the pharaoh. They became powerful men. 

 In their tombs, Egyptians were buried with all that they be-
lieved they would need in the next life. Archaeologists have found 
papyrus scrolls containing prayers and spells. They also found oth-

er writings, such as historical records, poetry, and business contracts. It is because these papyrus 
records survived that we know so much about Egyptian life during that time. 

 Most of the great stories of Egypt were written during the era of the Middle Kingdom. The 
life described in the works was peaceful, balanced, and refined. 

The Middle Kingdom

Model of an Egyptian House Made of 
Pottery and Used in a Burial

An Egyptian Scribe



CD-404160  ©Mark Twain Media, Inc., Publishers 21

Egypt and the Middle East: 
Alternate Version Download

The End of the Middle Kingdom

Improving Egyptian Life
 The Egyptians of the Middle Kingdom were travelers and traders. They traveled to the Punt 
region on the east coast of Africa. They went to get frankincense and myrrh. They used these 
products in religious ceremonies. Traders also traveled to Nubia in the south. They brought back 
gold. In the northeast, ships sailed to Byblos on the coast of Lebanon. They brought back cedar 
logs. From the island of Crete came olive oil. Imported products were needed for many parts of 
Egyptian life. 
 The Middle Kingdom pharaohs wanted to improve the life of the people of Egypt. They 
hoped trading with other countries would help. The pharaohs wanted to avoid some of the prob-
lems that had led to the fall of the Old Kingdom. They wanted to weaken the powerful provincial 
governors. These men had defied the pharaohs of the Old Kingdom. Also, a very large water sys-
tem was built. It moved water from the Nile to a natural depression called Lake Faiyum. The water 
was stored there for use during the dry season. 

The Hyksos
 The Middle Kingdom, however, was weak-
ened by extreme flooding of the Nile. At the same 
time, the ruling family of the pharaohs died out. 
The governors argued over who was to sit on the 
throne. Egypt again split into two kingdoms. Each 
tried to control the other. There was now a new 
danger from beyond its borders, the Hyksos. 
 Around 1800 B.C. these invaders began to 
cross the border into Egypt. They came from Syria 
and Palestine. The Egyptian armies were no match for them. The invaders brought new weapons. 
These weapons helped them to defeat the Egyptians. The Hyksos rode in a war machine that had 
not been seen before in Egypt. It was the horse-drawn chariot. 

 The Hykos burned cities and destroyed temples. 
Their leaders set themselves up as pharaohs. This 
began the period in Egyptian history known as the 
Second Intermediate Period (1674–1558 B.C.).

  An Egyptian pharaoh still ruled in Upper Egypt. 
He was under the control of the Hyksos pharaoh in 
Lower Egypt. The Hyksos pharaohs ruled wisely. In-
stead of imposing their own ways, they adapted and 
borrowed from the Egyptians. Much of the running of 
the country stayed in Egyptian hands. Hyksos kings 
also built temples to Egyptian gods. They adopted 

Egyptian hieroglyphics and copied Middle Kingdom styles of sculpture. 
 At first the Egyptians and Hyksos lived together without difficulty. Later, the Egyptian pha-
raoh in Upper Egypt grew stronger. They challenged the invaders for control of Egypt. They soon 
discovered that the Hyksos would not leave without a fight.

The End of the Middle Kingdom

Chariots helped the Hyksos defeat the Egyptians.

These sphinxes represent Hyksos pharaohs.
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The New Kingdom

 Around 1500 B.C., Pharaoh Amosis defeated and expelled 
the Hyksos. For the first time in Egyptian history, Egypt had a 
skilled army. A career in the army became a way for men of talent 
to move up in rank. In the Old and Middle Kingdoms, only noble-
men could hold high office. 

The Egyptian Empire Expands
 This period of warlike expansion is known as the New 
Kingdom (1558–1085 B.C.). Under Thutmose III, the Egyptian Empire spread into Syria and Pales-
tine. Here, the Egyptian armies clashed with rival empires for control of the Middle East. Thutmose 
III fought 17 military campaigns during his reign. To run his empire, he 
brought nobles from conquered lands to Egypt. He educated and trained 
them. Then the nobles returned to their homelands. They were given the 
job of ruling the lands as loyal servants of the pharaoh. 
 The chief rivals of the Egyptians were the Hittites. The two em-
pires faced off in the epic battle of Kadesh. The battle had 2,500 Hittite 
chariots. The chariots could carry three men. The Egyptians had fewer 
of the lighter, two-man chariots. Ramses II led the Egyptian army. For a 
time, it seemed that the Egyptian army would lose the battle. Then the 
Hittites broke off the battle to raid the Egyptian camp. When they did, the 
Egyptians attacked and scattered the Hittite army. There were many more 
years of warfare. Finally, the two sides agreed to be at peace. Ramses 
even married a Hittite princess.

Temple Building 
 The New Kingdom pharaohs were also great 
builders. Ramses II was the greatest of the builders. 
He ordered the huge temple of Abu Simbel to be 
cut from the rock of a cliff overlooking the Nile. Work-
ers removed around 365,000 tons of rock to create 
the structure. The design was special. Two mornings 
each year, the sun’s rays could reach into the 200 
feet of darkness to light up the statues deep inside 
the temple. These days were 30 days before the sp-
ing equinox and 30 days after the equinox in the au-
tumn. Four statues stood on either side of the door-
way to the temple. There were four 67-foot statues of 
a seated Ramses. The statues were built to guard the 
entrance of the temple. 

 Ramses II also made Thebes into a monumental capital city. He added to the already huge 
temple of Amon-Re at Karnak. It covered an area of over 200 acres. It was probably the largest 
religious structure ever built. 

The New Kingdom

Thutmose III is shown 
smiting Egypt’s enemies.

Ramses II at the 
Battle of Kadesh

The huge statues at Abu Simbel 
represent Ramses II.
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Queen Hatshepsut

Divine Rulers
 Egyptian pharaohs were considered divine. This made it important for them to find godly 
wives. The only other divine beings in Egypt were in the royal family. This meant pharaohs often 
married their sisters. One such sister and wife of a pharaoh was Hatshepsut. She broke with tradi-
tion when her husband died. She ruled as pharaoh in the place of her stepson, Thutmose III. She 
took on the official title “she who embraces Amun, the foremost of women.”
 

The Pharaoh Queen
 Throughout Egyptian history, many of the 
queens wielded equal power with their husbands. 
Hatshepsut was the first woman to seize the throne 
and become pharaoh. She was also the most suc-
cessful until Cleopatra 1,400 years later. 
 Hatshepsut is known for building a huge and 
beautiful terraced mortuary temple at Deir-el-Bahri. 
Unlike most temples, it is open to the sun. A visitor 
can study the 190 statues and carvings in the full 
light of day. 
 Hatshepsut is also famous for restoring Egypt 
to its former wealth. She did this by renewing foreign 
commerce. In the ninth year of her rule, she sent 
five, large cargo ships on a trip to trade with the land 
of Punt.

 Hatshepsut proved to be an able ruler for about 20 years. She avoided war when she could. 
This gave Egypt time to recover its strength. Yet her position on the throne was not secure. As a 
woman, Egyptian law said that she could not rule as pharaoh. She tried to make her people believe 
that she was a pharaoh by disguising herself as a male. She adopted the ceremonial false beard 
of the pharaohs. She dressed like a male pharaoh. In some of her inscriptions she even calls 
herself “His Majesty.” 

Thutmose III
 Thutmose III had been declared pharaoh before his stepmother, 
Hatshepsut, took the throne. He was only a child at the time. As he grew 
into manhood, his dislike toward the queen grew. In time, he gathered the 
supporters that he needed and overthrew the queen. We do not know the 
details of this event. It is likely that the queen was killed as a result. 
 Thutmose III tried to undo all that his stepmother had done. He 
stopped the peaceful relations with neighboring countries. He attacked 
Nubia and Palestine. He destroyed the queen’s statues. He also erased 
her name from all the temples and monuments that she had built during 
her rule.

Queen Hatshepsut

This statue of Hatshepsut at her mortuary temple 
shows her wearing a ceremonial false beard.

Thutmose III
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Akhenaton the Bizarre

 One of the most unusual pharaohs in Egyptian history is Amenhotep 
IV. His statues show a grotesque figure. His statues show a huge, narrow 
head perched on top of a very long, thin neck and a potbelly. Archaeologists 
have come up with reasons why he was so strangely portrayed. Some say 
that he had a disorder that deformed his body. Others say that he wanted to 
stress his closeness with a creator god. 

 Early in his reign, he clashed with the powerful priests of the god 
Amon-Re. This god was known as the king of the gods. Amenhotep IV re-
placed Amon-Re with a new god called Aton. This god was represented 
by the sun disc. The pharaoh changed his own name to Akhenaton, which 
meant “pleasant to Aton.” 

The Amarna Period
 Historians refer to Akhenaton’s reign as the Amarna period. It 
is named after the city of Amarna. This city was built by Akhenaton on 
the edge of the desert. The ancient Egyptians called the city Akheta-
ton. It is believed that Akhenaton was not just jealous of the priests of 
Amon-Re. He was devoted to the god Aton. He thought of Aton as the 
benevolent god of all nations, not just Egypt. Worship of all other gods 
was discouraged. Because of this, Akhenaton is often called the first 
monotheist in history. A monotheist is someone who worships only 
one god. 

 The Amarna period is also known for producing more realistic 
art forms. Egyptian artists for the first time tried to create more natural 
and life-like images. Artists painted scenes of plants and animals seen 

along the Nile. Court sculp-
tors were not allowed to make 
art that showed the pharaoh 
looking god-like. 

 The writings of the time also show a new creativity. 
Akhenaton introduced everyday language into the writ-
ing. Writers began to use idiomatic expressions. These 
were sayings that only Egyptians said. Egyptian poets 
tried new ways of expressing their ideas. 

 Despite Akhenaton’s efforts, he failed. His veneration of Aton did not live on after him. 
When he died, the priests of Amon-Re quickly took back their control. His name and the name of 
his god Aton were erased. His city was abandoned to the desert. Akhenaton left a very weakened 
and confused Egypt.

Akhenaton the Bizarre

Amenhotep IV
or Akhenaton

Akhenaton and 
His Wife Nefertiti

Realistic Art From a Wall at Amarna
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The Tomb of Tutankhamen

  Most of the tombs of the New Kingdom pharaohs were raided by 
grave robbers. Tutankhamen’s tomb was not found by grave robbers. 
Instead, his tomb was discovered by Howard Carter in 1922. 

The Reign of Tutankhamen
 When Akhenaton died, Egypt was thrown into turmoil for a few 
years. Finally, order was partially restored when his ten-year-old son-in-
law was crowned pharaoh. He took the name Tutankhamen. Under the 
new king, the priests of Amon-Re regained power. The worship of Aton 
was abolished. The temples to Aton were dismantled. The materials 
were used to build new temples to Amon-Re. The power of the Amon-
Re priesthood was never again tested. 

 The boy king ruled only nine years. 
He was buried in the Valley of the Kings 
like the rest of the New Kingdom pha-
raohs. His mummy reveals that he prob-

ably died from a genetic bone disease and malaria. He probably had 
weak bones that broke easily. He also had malaria. When he fell and 
broke his leg, the illness and injury combined to kill him. 

 No matter what caused it, his death was premature. He left 
no heirs. His widow tried to keep order by finding another husband. 
She appealed to the Hittite king to send one of his sons to marry her 
and become pharaoh. The Hittite prince was murdered before he 
could marry the widow.  

Ramses II
 A military commander named Ramses II seized the throne. He set up a new dynasty. The 
next pharaoh, Ramses III, successfully fought off an invasion of the so-called Sea Peoples. It is 
believed the Sea People were probably early Greeks. 

 By the end of Ramses III’s rule, Egypt was in decline. The pharaoh’s treasury was running 
out of money. It cost a lot to keep a huge army. It was also costly to build monumental temples and 
keep the priests of Amon-Re happy. Grave robbing had become common. To keep this from hap-
pening, a number of mummies from the Valley of the Kings had been removed. They were placed 
in a common tomb where they could be better guarded. 

 After the death of Ramses III, eight more pharaohs ruled with the name Ramses. Egypt 
slid into chaos. They were invaded by one foreign army after another. The armies battled amongst 
themselves for control. The Libyans were the first to take over. Then they were overthrown by the 
Nubians, who were overthrown by the Assyrians. By the eighth century B.C., Egypt was merely a 
part of somebody else’s empire.

The Tomb of Tutankhamen

Tutankhamen was known as the 
boy king.

This small coffin held 
Tutankhamen’s mummi-
fied liver.
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The Rise and Fall of Empires in the Middle East

The Hittites
 The Hittites had mighty chariots. They used them to defeat most of the Middle East, except 
for Egypt. The Hittites were more than just horsemen and conquerors. They borrowed cuneiform 
writing from the Babylonians. They used it to keep detailed records and preserve hymns and 
myths. They also built a beautiful capital city at Hattusa in Anatolia. This area is part of modern-

day Turkey. 
  From Hattusa, the Hittite kings ran their empire 

through a humane law code. They did not follow the 
old Babylonian law codes. These codes required an eye 
for an eye. The Hittite codes were based on restitution. 
Arsonists were required to replace property that they 
set afire. Murderers could go free after they paid the 
family of the victim a large amount of silver, slaves, or 
land. Hittite society was feudal. Nobles held land from 
the king. In return, they gave promises of troops and 
chariots in time of war. Yet, after only 500 years, Hattusa 
was attacked by the Sea Peoples. It was destroyed, 
along with most of its people. 

The Assyrian Empire 
 The Middle East wasn’t to be without an empire for long. The Assyrian Empire stepped 
into the space once filled by the Hittites. They came from the northern part of Mesopotamia. Their 
empire, however, was far different. Their chief deity was Ashur.  He was the god of war. As a result, 
they were interested only in traditions of armed conflict. Instead of law codes, the Assyrians relied 
on terror to control the Middle East. Many of those who had suffered under Assyrian control rose 
up and destroyed the empire. 

The Persian Empire
 The last and greatest Middle Eastern empire 
of the ancient world was that of the Persians. Their 
empire stretched from the Indus Valley across the 
Middle East to include Egypt and the Ionian coast. 
Much of their empire is in modern-day Iran. The 
Persian kings, beginning with their founder Cyrus, 
ruled with wisdom and toleration. The Persians 
respected local traditions. They honored the local 
gods. They tried to interfere as little as possible with 
the affairs of the people within their empire.
 Darius was a descendant of Cyrus. He built 
a great capital at Persepolis. The Persian builders 
borrowed architectural styles from all over the Middle East. The city was built on terraces like 
Babylon. Its walls were decorated with reliefs of Assyrian human-headed bulls. The doorways 
looked like those found in Egyptian temples. Columns from far-off Greece held up the roof of the 
audience hall. Eventually, the Greeks came to take over the political and cultural life of Persia.

The Rise and Fall of Empires in the Middle East

Relief Showing 12 Hittite Gods of the Under-
world at Hattusa

Drawing of the Palace of Darius I of Persia at 
Persepolis
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The Creative Nations of Phoenicia and Israel

The Phoenicians
 The Phoenicians were the first great navigators of the 
Middle East. They built solid ships that sailed on the stormy 
Mediterranean Sea. Their ships carried cargo for trade to the 
Middle East, North Africa, and the coasts of Europe. They 
learned to sail these ships by the stars. 

 The Phoenicians left other legacies. In order to make 
trade easier, they came up with a simple alphabet of 22 sym-
bols. This later became the basis for the alphabet that you’re 
reading right now. They also left colonies all over the Mediter-
ranean. The colonies became important cities like Cadiz and 
Carthage. Finally, they spread the skills of weaving, glass-
making, and metallurgy developed by their neighbors in the 
Middle East throughout the ancient world. 

The Hebrews
 Another small nation that had a large impact was that of the Hebrews. We know a great 
deal about the history of the Hebrews. Their history is told in the first half of the Bible. This part is 
known to Christians as the Old Testament. The Hebrews believed in one god. This type of belief is 
known as monotheism. Central to their religion was the belief that they had a covenant with God. 
They called God Yahweh or Jehovah. They believed that they were to worship and be obedient to 
him alone. In return, he would bring blessings to them. 

 At first, the Hebrew people were nomads. Later, they were enslaved in Egypt. They fled 
into Sinai. Moses was their leader. After many years, they at last entered the promised land of 
Canaan. There they defeated the local people, called the Canaanites. For two centuries their king-

dom thrived. Under King Solomon, they enjoyed a golden age. 
Solomon got cedar logs from the Phoenicians. He built a huge 
temple for Yahweh at Jerusalem. 

 When Solomon died, the Hebrews split into separate 
kingdoms, called Israel and Judah. In 722 B.C., the Assyrians 
captured much of Israel. A century and a half later, Jerusalem, 
the capital of Judah, was destroyed by the Chaldeans. Many of 
the Hebrew people were marched off to Babylonia. From this 
point on, the Hebrews were known as Jews. 

 At last, the Jews were allowed to return to their home-
land. They rebuilt the temple at Jerusalem. They had become 
a tight-knit group. They stressed law, ritual, and tradition. They 
preserved their traditions in two important collections of books. 
These books are called the Talmud and the Torah. These 
books record the early history and laws of the Jewish people.

The Creative Nations of Phoenicia and Israel

Example of Phoenician Writing

King Solomon Dedicating the 
Temple at Jerusalem
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Alexander the Great Conquers His World

 Alexander had inherited the powerful kingdom of Macedonia from his father, Philip II. Un-
der Philip’s rule, the kingdom began to absorb much of the advanced Greek civilization. Greece, 

however, was not a single state. It was made up 
of many warring city-states. Philip used these 
divisions to bring most of Greece under his 
control. He decided to attack Persia. Before he 
could launch his attack, he was assassinated. 

Alexander Marches East
  Alexander was 20 years old when he be-

came the king of Macedonia. He wanted to car-
ry on what his father had begun. He also want-
ed to unite the known world under his power. 
First, he conquered Egypt. He founded a new 
city called Alexandria. This became the most 
important city in his empire. Next, he defeat-
ed the Persian emperor, Darius III. Alexander 
was then named the new Persian emperor. He 

marched his army east to the sacred Indus River of India. Here, he met the king of the Punjab in 
battle. The king’s army used elephants during the fight. This did not stop Alexander and his men 
from winning the battle.

 By this time, Alexander’s men were weary of their conquests. They wanted to return home. 
Alexander at last began the long trip home. The trip was very hard, and the men had little water to 
drink. They became very tired. Most of the men died along the way home. 

 At last, Alexander arrived in Susa. There was a big wedding. Eighty of his men married 
eighty Persian women. This showed the union of the Greek and Middle Eastern parts of his em-
pire. Alexander married Stateira, the daughter of Darius. He later traveled to Babylonia to oversee 
the building of a new temple. He also made plans to explore the Caspian Sea. While there, he fell 
ill with fever and died. He was 33 years old. 

The Hellenistic Era
 Alexander’s empire did not last long. His generals were soon fight-
ing for control. Even so, he had a huge impact on the Middle East. He left 
an exciting new civilization that mixed ideas from Greece with ideas he 
found from Egypt to India. The empire grew for 300 years after the death 
of Alexander. This time period is called the Hellenistic era. It was a time 
when people from different cultures got along with each other and could 
freely mix. There were many great achievements in art, philosophy, and 
science. Lands very far away were able to trade with each other. 

Alexander the Great Conquers His World

Alexander at the Battle of Gaugamela Where He De-
feated Darius III

This piece of jewelry shows 
a Hellenistic king as Ares 
the Greek god of war.
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The Middle East and the Roman Empire

The Roman Empire
 The Roman fleet attacked the Egyptian war-
ships of Antony and Queen Cleopatra. The queen’s 
ship fled, and Antony was left behind. Within a 
year, the Roman forces took over Egypt. To avoid 
capture, Queen Cleopatra and Antony killed them-
selves. Egypt became just another part of the Ro-
man Empire. 

 Rome started out as a small village. It was 
controlled by neighboring powers. Romans were 
very good in the art of government. In time, Rome 
took over Italy and then the whole Mediterranean. 
From 29 B.C. to A.D. 14, most of the Middle East 
came under Roman control. 

 The Roman emperors allowed local kings, 
who were helpful to the Roman cause, to keep their thrones. The Roman army was strong and 
could not be defeated. The army protected the local kings from attack. For several centuries, the 
Middle East settled down to enjoy the Pax Romana. This was the Roman Peace. Alexander the 
Great left behind a rich Greek culture. This made it easy for the Middle East to accept Roman con-
trol. The Romans had borrowed many ideas in art, philosophy, and architecture from the Greeks.

Jews Revolt
  Not all people of the Middle East were happy with Roman rule. Caligula 

decided to make himself a god. Everyone accepted it except the Jews. The 
Jews would not bow to his statues at Alexandria. This led to an attack on Jews. 
The Roman general Titus attacked Jerusalem in A.D. 70. Thousands of Jews 
were killed. Their temple was destroyed. Only the west wall of the temple was 
left standing. Today, this wall is known as the Wailing Wall.

 
  In 132, another revolt broke out that lasted over three years. Many of the 

Jews were killed. Others were sold into slavery. Some were forced to leave 
Jerusalem. Many of those went to Galilee. Eventually, a Jewish ruler called the 
ethnarch was appointed. That seemed to solve the problem. For 200 years, 
there were no revolts. 

 A long period of exile from their homeland and persecution followed. This time is known 
in Jewish history as the Diaspora. The Jews who fled Jerusalem went in many directions. Some 
went to Europe. Others went to North Africa or the Middle East. A major center for the Jews was 
Baghdad. The Jewish people remained there until the Muslims swept into the region in the 7th 
century. Some moved on to Europe where other Jews had already located. Spain had an impor-
tant Jewish community. After the breakup of the Roman Empire, they came under Christian rule. 
Some converted to Christianity, but others kept their faith. 

The Middle East and the Roman Empire

The Roman General Antony Joins Egyptian 
Queen Cleopatra on Her Barge

Roman 
General Titus
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Christianity Conquers Rome

A New Religion
 Christianity is a religion. It was founded in Judea about 2,000 years ago. It grew out of the 
teachings of Jesus of Nazareth. People who study history and religion rely on the first four books 
of the New Testament. These books are called the Gospels. They contain facts about the life of 
Jesus. From these books, we learn that he was born to a 
Jewish family. At about age 30, he began to preach. His mes-
sage was of love and forgiveness. Some Jews accepted his 
message. Most did not because it was different from normal 
Jewish teachings. In time, the Jewish officials in Palestine 
saw him as a threat to the peace. Crowds had begun calling 
him king or Messiah. The officials feared that the Romans 
would think this was a revolt. They had Jesus arrested. He 
was turned over to the Roman governor, Pontius Pilate. He 
didn’t want to decide the matter, but Pilate ordered the death 
of Jesus by crucifixion. 
 After his death, Jesus’s followers reported seeing and 
talking to him. They called him the Messiah. They said that 
he would soon return to set up the kingdom of Heaven on 
Earth. They fanned out and told others about him. Christian-
ity spread all over the eastern Mediterranean and all the way 
to Rome. 

Christianity Spreads 
 Christians suffered persecution by Roman officials. 
This did not stop the religion from spreading. Many people 
converted throughout the Middle East and North Africa. Ro-
man emperors even converted to Christianity.
 At this time, the Roman Empire was in decline. Tribes 
from the north called barbarians threatened the borders. 
High taxes, plagues, and civil wars also upset life within the 
empire. Emperor Diocletian decided that the empire was too 
big for one man to rule. He divided it into two parts. One 
part was the Eastern Roman Empire. The Eastern Empire 
included most of the Middle East and North Africa. The other 
part was the Western Roman Empire. 
 Constantine became emperor. He founded a new 
capital for the Eastern Empire at Byzantium. This is in pres-
ent-day Turkey. He named his new capital Constantinople. 
Here, the Roman way of life was preserved for a thousand 
years. The Eastern Empire was also called the Byzantine 
Empire. It had parts of Hellenistic and Middle Eastern cul-
ture. Long after Rome fell in the West, the Middle East con-
tinued to enjoy the benefits of a rich Christian civilization. The Byzantine civilization combined 
the best of East and West.

Christianity Conquers Rome

This shows Roman governor Pontius 
Pilate washing his hands to signify he was 
not responsible for the death of Jesus.

Emperor Constantine is shown with a 
model of the city of Constantinople in this 
mosaic from the Hagia Sophia in what is 
now Istanbul.
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From the Sands of Arabia Comes Islam

A New Religion Comes From Mecca
 Around A.D. 610, Muhammad founded the religion of Islam. He was born in the Arabian 
town of Mecca. His teachings were written in the Koran (Qur’an ). He taught there was a special 
place in heaven for those who died for their faith. When the leader or caliph called for a Holy War 
called a jihad, the loyal follower’s duty was to respond. 

 Islam shares many of the beliefs of Judaism and Christianity. In fact, many of the early 
prophets like Abraham and Moses are also respected by Muslims. They are found in the Koran. 
The Muslims also believe in only one God, whom they call Allah. The Koran also mentions Jesus. 
It sees him as a prophet like Muhammad. 

The Five Pillars of Islam
 The Koran requires Muslims to fol-
low the five pillars of Islam. The first pillar 
is the Shahadah. Muslims must say and 
believe that there is no god but Allah and 
Muhammad is his messenger. 

 The second pillar is Salat. Five 
times a day, a good Muslim should face 
Mecca. He should bathe his face, arms, 
feet, and hands, and recite prayers. On 
Friday at noon, all Muslims should gath-
er at the mosque and pray together. 

 The third pillar is Sawm. Each year 
during the month of Ramadan, Muslims 
must neither eat nor drink from sunrise 
to sunset. When the sun sets, Muslim families gather to celebrate. They eat a feast of specially 
prepared food. 

 The fourth pillar of Islam is Zakat. All Muslims must pay part of their income to help provide 
for the poor. 

 The fifth pillar of Islam is Hajj. At least once in a Muslim’s life, he or she should make the trip 
to Mecca. Here he or she performs certain rituals set up by Muhammad. These include circling the 
Ka’ba. This is a very ancient stone enclosure. Muslims believe it was rebuilt by Abraham. Today, 
millions of Muslims from all over the world come to Mecca on Hajj.

Islam Spreads Throughout the Middle East
 At first, the people of Mecca laughed at Muhammad. They believed he was insane. In time, 
he gathered a group of followers. His followers believed he was the messenger of God. As the 
number of Muhammad’s followers grew, he became a threat to the rulers of Mecca. His enemies 
tried to kill him. He had to seek shelter in the nearby city of Medina. Here, he won over the people 
by settling a dispute that divided the city. The Meccans sent armies to defeat Muhammad’s fol-
lowers. The armies were defeated in battle after battle. Finally, Muhammad was able to return to 
Mecca. While still alive, his message spread all over Arabia. After he died in 632, the new religion 
was carried throughout the Middle East.

From the Sands of Arabia Comes Islam

Visiting the sacred stone in Mecca called the Ka’ba is part of 
the Hajj, the fifth pillar of Islam.
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The Islamic Golden Age

Islam Spreads
 After Muhammad died, Islam quickly spread all over the Middle East. Within 200 years after 
the prophet’s death there was an Islamic empire. It reached from Iran in the east to Spain in the 
west. For a time, all of this was united under the control of the caliph in Baghdad. Caliph means 
successor to Muhammad. It was under these men that the new religion spread. 

 Islam grew quickly for many reasons. First, the Ar-
abs were great warriors. They were led by brilliant gen-
erals. They believed they were fighting a jihad, or holy 
war. Many Muslims believed that if they were killed in a 
holy war, they went to heaven. Second, people in the 
Middle East were tired of Byzantine control. The Byzan-
tine Empire imposed heavy taxes. Many splinter groups 
had grown within Christianity. The Byzantine emperors 
called these groups heresies. They tried to crush them 
by force. Heresy was any belief that church leaders  
thought would split the church. Finally, the empire was 
worn out by warfare against the other great power of 
the Middle East, Persia. As a result, all of Persia and all 
of the Byzantine Empire except Turkey quickly fell to the 
caliph’s warriors. 

The Golden Age of Islam
 After the Islamic conquest, the Middle East enjoyed a 
new golden age under Islam. All trade routes between Europe, 
Asia, and Africa passed through the Middle East. Muslim cities 
like Baghdad became thriving trade centers. Also, non-Arabic 
peoples like the Persians were little by little brought into the 
empire.

 From the 8th to the 12th centuries, the Muslim world was 
a place of learning. Al-Razi was a Persian scientist. He was the 
first physician to use plaster casts to set bones. Muslim scholar 
al-Idrisi changed geography. The maps he created showed a 
round earth. 

 Islamic art and architecture were beautiful. As in the sci-
ences, Muslims borrowed from other cultures. However, they 
synthesized their own styles. Islam did not let artists create works that showed natural things like 
animals and people. Muslim artists used geometric designs to decorate their mosques. They also 
used the art of beautiful handwriting, called calligraphy. They used it to decorate their mosques.

The Islamic Golden Age

The Persian scientist al-Razi 
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Al-Idrisi’s World Map With 
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CD-404160  ©Mark Twain Media, Inc., Publishers 45

Egypt and the Middle East: 
Alternate Version Download

Crusaders Descend Upon the Middle East

Capturing the Holy City
 The heat of the summer sun made the armor of the Crusaders too hot to touch. It was 
miserable to wear. Yet, here they stood outside Jerusalem, the Holy City itself. The Muslim de-
fenders were weakening. The Crusaders pushed the battering ram down the dusty slopes of their 

earthworks. Others carried ladders to 
mount the walls. They were met by ar-
rows and rocks from the defenders. This 
time, however, the gate gave way. The 
attackers felt victory was at hand. They 
found new strength to push into the city 
itself. The long years of fighting, illness, 
and weariness were coming to an end. 
The Crusaders celebrated the capture 
of the Holy City by killing most of the 
people who lived in the city. They killed 
Muslims, Christians, and Jews. 

 The capture of Jerusalem was one of the European invasions of the Middle East. These are 
called the Crusades. For centuries, the Christian Church in Europe had fought against pagans 
and even Christian kings. By the 11th century, the church had become very strong. The Byzantine 
Emperor Alexius Comnenus I sent envoys to the pope in Rome. He asked the pope for help. Byz-
antium was threatened by a tribe from Central Asia called the Seljuk Turks. The Turks converted 
to Islam. After converting, they defeated much of the Middle East. They wanted to take the Byz-
antine Empire. Alexius Comnenus I wanted an army to defend his realm. He wanted to protect 
Christians who wanted to go on pilgrimage to Jerusalem and lands where Jesus had lived. Visit-
ing holy places was important in medieval Christianity. 

The First Crusade
 Pope Urban II called on all of Christian Europe to take part in a holy Crusade. This was a 
holy war against the infidels. Christians called all Muslims infidels. The support for the Crusade 
was huge. Soon, men from all over Europe sewed crosses on their clothing and marched to war. 
People who study history think somewhere between 5,000 and 10,000 mounted knights took part 
in the first Crusade. They were joined by over 25,000 foot soldiers. Wives, servants, families, and 
religious men set out for the Holy Land, too. Why did they go? There were many reasons. Some 
had a religious desire to take back Jerusalem. Others wanted adventure and wealth. Poor knights 
without their own land hoped to be given the title of lord or even prince.

 The Crusaders faced hardships on their trip to Palestine. Some marched through Germany, 
Hungary, and Bulgaria to Constantinople. One of the first groups was led by Peter the Hermit. His 
group was badly organized. When they got to Bulgaria, they stole food from other Christians. As a 
result, they were attacked and many were killed. What was left of the group was ferried across the 
Bosporus by the Byzantine Emperor. They were killed or sold into slavery by the Turks. 

Crusaders Descend Upon the Middle East

Crusaders Fighting in the Holy Land
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 A second group was made up of knights and soldiers. This group was 
led by Godfrey of Bouillon. They had more success. Because it was an 
organized army, it arrived in Byzantium intact. The army went on to attack 
Seljuk Turkish strongholds. The battles were long and bloody. On July 5, 
1099, Godfrey and his men captured the city of Jerusalem. 
 
 After taking over the city, some Crusaders went home. Others set up 
Crusader states and lived off the wealth they had gained. Some became 
lords or counts. Christian control of Palestine was short. Within 50 years, 
the Crusader states were fighting with each other. Muslim warriors took 
advantage of these divisions. They began to win back lands lost in battle. 
Saladin was a great and wise Muslim prince. He attacked and recaptured 
Jerusalem. 

Results of the Crusades
 More Crusades were called over the next century. They were not successful. In fact, they 
weakened Christian control of Byzantium. The Fourth Crusade captured the city of Constantinople 
in 1204. It was a very rich city. The Byzantines later took back control, but they were weakened. 
The Byzantine Empire fell to the Turks in 1453. 

 The Crusades failed to con-
quer the Holy Land for Christian 
Europe. However, they did have an 
effect on Europe. First, it exposed 
Europeans to new ideas in technol-
ogy and medicine. Second, the Cru-
sades increased trade between Eu-
rope and the Middle East. Crusaders 
liked the silks, spices, and fruits that 
they had never seen before. Third, 
the Crusades sped up the economic 
change that was already happening 
in Europe. For example, banks had 
to be invented to supply Crusaders 
with credit. That way they didn’t have 
to carry money. Finally, the Crusades 
caused a need for the people of Eu-
rope to develop new kinds of ships 
and navigation. These were needed 
to carry Crusaders to the Holy Land. 
These helped Europeans to explore the coasts of Africa, Asia, and the Americas.

Crusaders Descend Upon the Middle East

Godfrey of Bouillon

Saladin Accepting the Surrender of the Crusaders After the Muslim 
Victory in 1187.
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The Middle East Under the Power of the Turks

The Ottoman Empire
 The people of the Middle East fought off the Crusaders. They now 
faced the Mongols. These people were a more fearsome enemy. They 
conquered China. Then these warriors swept into the Middle East. They 
burned and looted great Islamic cities like Baghdad. Yet their control did 
not last long. Osman was a Turkish prince in the 15th century. He carved 
a new empire from what was left of the old empire. 

 This new empire is known as the Ottoman Empire. With amazing 
speed, the rulers after Osman spread the empire in all directions. After 
Turkey, they defeated the Serbians. Then they captured Constantinople, 

bringing the Byzantine Empire to an end. Finally, they took over all of the Middle East and North 
Africa. 

 When the Ottomans captured Constantinople, they changed the 
name to Istanbul. Suleiman the Magnificent was the greatest of the Otto-
man rulers. He ruled over a well-run empire from Istanbul.  

 For the first 200 years, the Ottoman Empire was ruled by sul-
tans. These rulers counted on loyal slaves. The slaves were collected 
by the system of devshirme. This system was a tax paid to the sultans. 
Instead of money, people had to give young boys to the sultan as slaves. 
The slaves were trained to be administrators, scribes, and soldiers. One 
group of these slaves was the Janissaries. They were educated in spe-
cial schools. These slaves made up an elite group of infantry. The Janis-
saries were kept in closed barracks. They spent their time in endless 
military drill. They were only allowed out to fight the sultan’s enemies. 

Decline of the Ottoman Empire
  However, the empire showed signs of weakness. The Ottomans fell 

behind the Europeans in technology. The Europeans built faster ships. The 
Ottomans still used oar-driven ships. Soon, even the Janissaries were no 
match for European armies with better firearms. European discoverers 
found new trade routes. These routes went around the coast of Africa and 
across the Atlantic to the New World. Sea travel was cheaper than carrying 
goods by land across the Middle East. Commerce and trade in the Otto-
man Empire crumbled. 

  Corruption had weakened the sultan’s ability to rule. When Suleiman 
died, the line of strong sultans came to an end. As the world entered the 
19th century, the Middle East found itself less advanced than Europe.

The Middle East Under the Power of the Turks

Osman I

A Janissary

Ottoman Artist
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New Forces for Change in 
the Ottoman Empire

Napoleon Invades Egypt
 The Ottoman Empire became a battleground at the end of the 
18th and the start of the 19th century. Russia tried to take land along its 
border that was held by the Ottomans. France sent Napoleon Bonaparte 
to invade Egypt. The invasion failed, but it had profound effects. Napo-
leon brought with him scholars who began to study the ancient remains 
of Egypt. This was the first time ancient Egypt had been studied. They 
also found the Rosetta Stone. The stone helped them to decipher 
Egyptian hieroglyphics. 

 Napoleon’s troops defeated the Egyptian army. This was a great 
shock. People saw that the armies of Europe had modern weapons. 
Napoleon was only driven out with British help. The people of the Mid-
dle East pleaded for reform. They wanted their countries to change and 
adopt more modern ways. 

Reforming the Middle East
 Muhammad Ali was the governor of Egypt. He felt that the Ottomans would never improve 
the system, so he declared Egypt independent. He began a program of updating his country. He 
printed the first Arab-language newspaper in 1828. Soon, other Arab newspapers started in the 
Middle East. Such changes created a sense of nationalism among the people of the Middle East. 
This is the idea that people with the same language and culture should have their own country. 

 Around the same time, the people of Greece rebelled. They were able to win their freedom 
from the Ottomans. In time, the Ottomans lost most of their European holdings. The European 
powers fought over Ottoman lands. The Crimean War occurred from 1853 to 1856. Russia fought 
Britain, France, and Sardinia for control of Ottoman lands around the Black Sea. 

 The Egyptians finished the Suez Canal in 1869. This was 
used as a waterway for ships between the Mediterranean and 
the Red Sea. The Egyptians borrowed a lot of money from the 
French and British to finish it. Egypt was not able to pay off its 
debts. In 1882, Britain used this as an excuse to invade and oc-
cupy Egypt. They stayed for the next 60 years. 

 The Ottomans finally passed reforms called the Tanzimat. 
In 1908, a group of reformers called the Young Turks rebelled 
against the sultan. He was replaced by his brother. A new gov-
ernment was formed under the control of the Young Turks. They 
faced huge problems. But they worked to bring what was left of 
the Ottoman Empire into the 20th century.

New Forces for Change in the Ottoman Empire

The Rosetta Stone had writ-
ing in Egyptian hieroglyphs 
(top), Demotic Egyptian 
(middle), and Greek (bottom).

Young Turk Revolutionaries Enter-
ing Istanbul
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World War I and the Middle East

 A bullet was fired in Sarajevo, Bosnia, on June 
28, 1914. Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand slumped 
over dead. No one imagined that this event would lead 
to World War I. For the Middle East, it was the start of a 
new era. 

The Oriental Railroad
 European powers tried to control the Middle East 
for many years. A German company built a railroad in 
Turkey from the Bosporus to Ankara. The next year, it 
got control of the Oriental railroad linking Austria with 
Constantinople. Germany wanted to extend the railroad 
to Baghdad. Prime Minister Bismarck feared that would 
cause problems with Russia. The German king, the Kai-
ser, ignored Bismarck’s concerns. In 1898, he talked 
Turkey into allowing a railroad to be built to Baghdad. 
Russia and England both opposed it. Russia feared 
Germany might block their entrance to the Black Sea. 
England thought their interests in Persia and India would be threatened. The British offered to 
protect the sheik of Kuwait. The sheik promised to make no deals without British approval. 

Turkey and Germany Become Allies
 Turkey was ruled by a council. They used brute force to hold power over Christian and Arab 
subjects. The Young Turks were no more able to reform the Ottoman Empire than those they had 
replaced. The real leaders were Talaat Pasha and War Minister Enver Pasha. They did not realize 
the risks they were taking in foreign policy. They were eager to get into Europe’s war on Germany’s 
side.  With the Kaiser’s help, they thought they could seize land in the Caucasus area from Rus-
sia. In August 1914, they signed a secret alliance with Germany. They waited until October to an-
nounce it. By getting involved, they were going to cross England, Russia, and France. 

 When World War I began, Turkey expelled Greeks from their soil. This caused tension with 
Greece. The United States sold Greece two old battleships. These ships were better than any 
ships in the Turkish navy. The Turks had paid the British to build two battleships for them. The ships 
were not sent before the war began. Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill decided not to send 
the ships because England needed them. He did not know that Turkey had already signed on the 
enemy side. Two German cruisers sailed to Turkey. They flew the Turkish flag, but the captains and 
crews were Germans. These ships kept the Russians from getting through the Bosporus to the 
Mediterranean. Russia asked England for help. England was eager to get involved. 

Britain Invades Gallipoli Peninsula
 The British navy changed over to ships powered by oil. They needed to keep Middle East-
ern oil fields in friendly hands. Churchill pushed to invade the Gallipoli Peninsula. If successful, 

World War I and the Middle East

Allied troops from Australia and New Zealand 
landed at ANZAC Cove for the invasion of the 
Gallipoli Peninsula on April 25, 1915.
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they could attack Constantinople. An English army was raised for the at-
tack. These soldiers were thrilled they were getting to fight. The Turks were 
trained by the Germans. They were also eager for a fight. Their leader, Gen-
eral Mustafa Kemal, told them: “I don’t order you to attack; I order you to 
die.” About 20,000 invaders were killed or injured. The attack stalled. The 
British people grew angry over the loss of life, so the prime minister fired 
Churchill. A new attack was planned and carried out. Eventually the British, 
Australian, and New Zealand troops were withdrawn. 

Lawrence of Arabia
 Thomas E. Lawrence was more successful. Lawrence was a scholar. 
He had traveled through Syria on foot while studying Crusader architecture. 
He knew the language, culture, and people. When World War I started, he 
went to Egypt. While there, he organized the Arab Bureau. His purpose 
was to organize Arabs unhappy under Turkish rule. He made friends with 
Emir Faisal. An emir is a prince in an Islamic country. He asked the emir to 
help him drive the Turks from Arab soil. Lawrence became famous for his 
use of guerilla warfare. He was known as “Lawrence of Arabia.” The Arabs had supported the 

British. In return, the Arabs expected the British to be on 
their side after the war. Lawrence later criticized Britain 
for not protecting Arab interests better.
 
World War I Ends
 War began between Britain and Turkey in Novem-
ber 1914. A British-Indian army was sent to Iraq. It cap-
tured the Turkish fort at Fao, Iraq. The job of the army 
was to keep the oil fields from enemy use. They wanted 
to keep the Germans from using Basra as a submarine 
base. They also protected India from German attack. In 
1917, the British captured Baghdad. Russia withdrew 
from the war and pulled its troops out of northeastern 
Iraq. Then the British moved northward. They took over 
Kirkuk in May 1918. As the war ended, the British were 
near Mosul, Iraq. After Turkey surrendered, the British 
took Mosul. 

 Persia, now known as Iran, was barely independent. Russia was willing and able to force its 
will on Persia. England and France had agreed in 1907 to divide control of Persia. Russia would 
control northern Persia. The Persians tried to take control of their own affairs. But the Russian 
army marched into Tehran. With Germany as a threat, the British ignored terrible crimes committed 
by Russian troops against Iranians. 

 Germany surrendered and the war ended. The fates of Germany, Austria-Hungary, and 
Turkey were decided by the victors. Those decisions had a major effect on the Middle East.

World War I and the Middle East

Turkish General Mus-
tafa Kemal and His 
Officers

Emir Faisal (front) led the Arab delegation 
to the Paris Peace Conference of 1919. T.E. 
Lawrence is in the second row, second 
from right.
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The Mandate System

 Three men sat around a table at Versailles. They 
talked about the future of the world. We all wish we could 
make the world a better place to live. What those three 
men talked about was different. They had the power to 
decide how millions of people in Europe, Asia, Africa, 
and the Middle East were going to be ruled in the years 
ahead. 

President Wilson’s Fourteen Points
 U.S. President Woodrow Wilson thought war 
was a terrible thing. He wanted to make sure that World 
War I was the last of its kind. When the United States 
entered World War I in 1917, he said: “The world must 
be made safe for democracy.” To make that happen, he 
proposed his famous Fourteen Points to bring about 
world peace. Point 12 called for Turkey to be independent. It also wanted the peoples formerly 
ruled by Turkey to have self-rule. Point 14 would lead to the creation of the League of Nations. 

 Prime Minister David Lloyd George of Great Britain wanted to take control of German colo-
nies around the world. Premier Georges Clemenceau of France wanted to punish Germany by tak-
ing its land and making it pay for the war. It was decided that German colonies could not be made 
free. The colonies were made mandates of “advanced nations.” All mandates in the Middle East 
were given to England and France. The desires of the people for independence were ignored. 

Middle East From 1920 to 1939 
 TURKEY went through major changes. Mustafa Kemal replaced the sultan in 1922. He 
ruled as president of Turkey. In 1935, he added Ataturk as his last name. The legislature was no 
problem for him. He chose all its members himself. Under his rule, polygamy ended. This is the 
practice of having more than one wife at a 
time. Women no longer had to wear veils and 
were allowed to go to school. Highways and 
railroads were built, and industry expanded. 

 SYRIA and LEBANON were French 
mandates. The French had trouble con-
trolling Syria. French officials were bossy, 
and the people wanted to be free. In 1925, 
French tanks rolled against rebels in Damas-
cus. About 1,000 people were killed. Syria 
was allowed to write a constitution in 1930. 
It permitted France to control Syria’s foreign 
policy. It was not until 1945 that Syria gained 

The Mandate System

British Prime Minister David Lloyd George, 
Italian Premier Vittorio Orlando, French Pre-
mier Georges Clemenceau, and American 
President Woodrow Wilson at the Paris Peace 
Conference in 1919

Circassian (or Adyghe) Troops in Damascus Under the 
Command of a French Officer During the Time of the 
French Mandate
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its freedom. Lebanon had a large Christian population. Even the Turks had allowed them freedom 
in economic matters. In 1941, Lebanon finally gained full independence.  

 TRANSJORDAN was the region east of Palestine. It was a British mandate until 1946. This 
mandate ran smoothly under the rule of King Abdullah 

 IRAQ was also a British mandate ruled by Emir Faisal. He was the brother of Transjordan’s 
king. Much progress was made in Iraq. A parliament was formed. Transportation was greatly im-
proved. The oil resources in Iraq were developed. By 1936, it was the eighth-leading oil producer in 
the world. There were serious problems, however. The people resented British rule. Relations with 
Turkey were poor. They argued over where to draw the boundary. Iraq was given its independence 
in 1932. After King Faisal’s death in 1933, the nation was troubled by riots. Hundreds of Christians 
were killed by Iraqi troops. Some tried to overthrow the government. 

 IRAN was still independent. Its great 
oil wealth was controlled by the British-owned 
Anglo-Iranian Oil Company. Reza Khan came 
to power as Shah in 1925. He modernized the 
nation. He replaced religious courts with regu-
lar courts. He created the first university in the 
country in 1934. He increased the number of 
roads and built the 1,000-mile-long railroad 
across Iran. In 1937, the shah gave Ameri-
can companies the right to develop oil fields in 
eastern Iran. 

 ARABIA had many warring tribes. The 
most important leader of that desert region 
was Ibn Saud. He was an able leader. He took the warring tribes of the desert and built them into 
a nation. Between the wars, major trade came from tourists. They visited the Muslim holy cities. Oil 
fields were just beginning to be developed. In 1930, there were only 1,500 cars in the country. 

 EGYPT had its own king, but the British military controlled the country. In 1936, British 
troops left Cairo. To protect the Suez Canal, 10,000 troops and 400 planes were left behind. 

 Great Britain, France, and the United States became more and more involved in the af-
fairs of the region. Some of the people of the area saw the need to modernize. They were called 
progressive. Others feared their way of life would be lost forever. They were called conservative 
because they did not like change.

The Mandate System

Construction of the Trans-Iranian Railray
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The Middle East and World War II

Middle-Eastern Oil
 In the 1930s, the nations of Europe and Asia moved closer to war. During this same time, 
the Middle East became important. Oil in the Middle East was a big factor in deciding which side 
won the war. There was also a need for a supply line to Russia. The supply line could best be 
reached by a route through Iran. 

 Turkey had learned its lesson in World War I. It did not plan to get involved. Germany was 
stopped at the English Channel. Hitler needed oil. This caused him to create a bold but risky policy 
that involved the Middle East. Germany would go around Turkey. One part of the German army was 

to drive into Russia. Germans would punch through 
the Caucasus Mountains and Georgia. Then the 
army could reach the oil fields from the north. The 
other part of the German army was to attack Egypt. 
After reaching the Suez Canal, nothing could stop it 
from reaching the oil fields from the south. 

 At first, it looked like the plan was working. In 
1942, General Rommel’s Afrika Korps reached El 
Alamein. This town is only 70 miles from Cairo. The 
northern German army got as far as Stalingrad, 
Russia. That was as far as either army was able to 
move, however.

Important Areas of the Middle East
 Four areas of the Middle East were important to the United States and Great Britain after 
the war ended. 

 IRAQ was ruled by a three-year-old king when World War II began in 1939. The most pow-
erful leader in the country was Nuri al-Sa’id. Nuri 
was too pro-British for many officers in the army. 
A group known as the “Four Colonels” overthrew 
Nuri in 1941. The group made Rashid Ali the pre-
mier. Within a month, the British began working to 
overthrow Rashid. A small army marched out of 
Transjordan. They defeated the larger Iraqi army. 
Rashid was forced into exile. Nuri returned to pow-
er. Iraq declared war on Germany in 1943. The Four 
Colonels remained heroes in the minds of Iraqis. 
They had tried to free the country from British influ-
ence. 

 SAUDI ARABIA was neutral in the war 
until 1945. It hoped that England would win. The 
war caused the number of tourists to Mecca and 
Medina to drop. The nation no longer had tourists’ 

The Middle East and World War II

Part of the Panzer Division of the Afrika Korps on 
the Move in North Africa in 1942

Saudi Arabian King Ibn Saud and American Presi-
dent Franklin D. Roosevelt talk while on a ship 
returning from a war conference in 1945.
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money. Great Britain and the United States gave them money to keep the country running. The 
United States had four good reasons to help the Saudis. (1) They were concerned about the 
amount of oil being pumped from American fields. (2) The United States worried about the future 
of the Arabian-American Oil Company. (3) They wanted to keep military bases on Arabian soil. 
(4) The United States wanted to keep the friendship of the king. 

 IRAN was the best route for sending aid to Russia. The United States and Great Britain 
joined Russia in meddling in Iranian affairs. The Tudeh Party was an Iranian version of the Com-
munist Party. This party was very active. To work against Russian influence in northern Iran, the 
British moved troops into southern Iran. The British and Russians agreed that their troops were to 
leave Iran six months after the war ended. The United States also sent troops and advisers to help 
Iran handle its money and to keep the peace within the country. 

 PALESTINE had once been the home of the Jews. They had been scattered around the 
world. Jews dreamed of one day having a homeland again. That idea got stronger when Russia’s 
czars attacked Jewish people and property. These were called pogroms. These caused millions 
of Jews to go to the United States. Others planned to go to Palestine. Some leaders saw the need 
for a Jewish nation in the 19th century. 

 In 1917, the British cabinet approved the Balfour Declaration. This statement favored set-
ting up a home for the Jews in Palestine. How it could be achieved was a mystery. 

 Jews began moving to Palestine after World War I. They 
bought land from absentee landlords. The number of Jews in Pal-
estine was 174,000 in 1931. The number of Jews rose to 382,000 
by 1936. Palestinian Arabs felt threatened by their lack of influ-
ence with the British government. They were also concerned by 
the growing number of Jewish settlers. The Arabs rioted in 1936. 
The British agreed to limit Jewish immigration. In 1937, the Peel 
Commission was sent to Palestine. It came up with a plan to di-
vide Palestine into one nation for Jews and another for Arabs. Jew-
ish leaders were opposed to the plan. They thought the amount of 
land allowed them by the plan was too small. 

 Other Arabs were growing concerned about Palestine. 
Great Britain knew they would need Arab oil in case of a war with 
Germany. So, British leaders issued the “White Paper” of 1939. 
The paper stated that it was not their policy that Palestine should 
become a Jewish State. During World War II, Zionist groups inside 
Palestine attacked British troops. They hoped this would make the 
British troops want to leave. There were groups like the Irgun and 
the Lehi or Stern Group. Some saw them as the freedom fighters 
of Israel. Others saw them as terrorists. 

 During World War II, over six million Jews were killed by the German Nazis. Many villages 
were wiped out. Jews were taken to concentration camps. They were either killed or held pris-
oner in horrible conditions. This led to public pressure in the United States and Britain for a Jew-
ish state to be created. In 1947, the United Nations approved the new State of Israel. On May 14, 
1948, Israel became a nation.

The Middle East and World War II

This Irgun poster from 1931 
promotes establishing an Israeli 
homeland.
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Israel

Israel Becomes a Nation
 From the time it was formed, Israel had to fight in 
order to survive in the Middle East. They knew what they 
were up against. They moved quickly to get ready for the 
struggle. 

 The Jewish underground army in Palestine was the 
Haganah. This army had armed itself with modern weap-
ons from Europe. Its officers were well trained. They knew 
the fight would not be easy. The Arab nations had left no 
doubt that they wanted to wipe Israel off the earth. 

 Trouble began on May 15, 1948. This was the day 
after Israel formally moved in. Five Arab nations, from 
Egypt to Iraq, sent troops to attack Israel. The attacks 
were poorly planned. Within a year, all the nations agreed 
to an armistice with Israel. During that war, many Arabs 
left Israel. Arab nations did not want them. They ended up 
in camps behind barbed wire. By 1949, the number of Arabs in Israel had dropped from the 1.3 
million it had been in 1946 to only 160,000. Those who had lost their homes or who were born in 
the camps had bitter feelings against Israel. They also didn’t like the United States. They blamed 
them for creating Israel. By January 1, 1956, almost 775,000 Jews moved to Israel. 

 The government of Israel was democratic. From 1949 to 1963, the prime minister was 
David Ben-Gurion. The legislature, the Knesset, included members from many different parties. 
The largest party was the Mapai. The Mapai did not have a majority. The Mapai had to make deals 
with the smaller parties to get anything done. 

 Israel was surrounded by enemy nations. Israel felt a need to build up its military. Men 
served three years in the army and then served in the reserves. Unmarried women served 20 
months and then entered the reserves. The Israeli navy in 1968 had two destroyers and four sub-
marines. Their air force had 350 of the most advanced planes available. Their pilots were some of 
the best pilots in the world. 

Nations Surrounding Isreal
  EGYPT was ruled by Gamal Abd al-Nasser after 

1954. Nasser had ideas about making his nation stron-
ger. His grand dream was to build the Aswan Dam on 
the Nile River to increase Egypt’s electrical output. The 
dam would stop yearly floods. The United States and 
Great Britain agreed to pay for the first studies. Nasser 
hinted that the Russians would give him a better deal. 
The United States and Britain withdrew their offer to 
help. Nasser then threatened to take the Suez Canal 
back from its British and French stockholders. Israel at-

Israel

Aswan High Dam on the Nile River in Egypt
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tacked Egypt on October 29, 1956. British and 
French paratroops landed near the canal on 
October 31. Russia threatened to send “volun-
teers” to help Egypt. President Eisenhower used 
U.S. influence in the United Nations. A cease-
fire was arranged. 

 SYRIA was divided by religion. It was an 
Islamic nation. But there were a large number of 
Christians. Some wanted Egyptian leadership. 
Some wanted Iraqi leadership. Some wanted 
to be modern. Others wanted the old Arab life-
style. The largest Syrian political party was the 
Ba’ath [Ba-kth]. It wanted Arab unity. In 1957, 
the Ba’ath Party asked to join with Egypt. They 
joined in 1958 as the United Arab Republic 
(UAR). The union did not work. In 1961, the UAR broke up. 

 IRAQ had some rich people who owned land. Most people were poor. In 1958, a coup tried 
to overthrow the government. The coup was led by Colonel Qasim. The king was killed. This was 
the beginning of a constant struggle for power. One ruler after another was overthrown. There was 
another reason for tension in Iraq. The Iraqi Kurds wanted to unite with other Kurds in Iran and Tur-
key. The Kurds wanted their own nation. Meanwhile, Iraq’s foreign policy turned away from Britain 
and the United States. They now looked to toward Russia for support. 

 JORDAN was east of Israel. This country was home to Palestinian refugees. In 1953, King 
Hussein became ruler. There were many attempts to overthrow him. He kept power with the help 
of his army. Egypt, Syria, Iraq, and Jordan had one thought: to destroy the State of Israel. 

The Six-Day War (War of 1967)
 The Six-Day War was a war between Israel and its neighbors. In 1966, Syria began picking 
fights with Israel. Israel responded with air raids. Egypt agreed to help Syria. Nasser closed the 
Suez Canal to Israeli ships. Jordan joined the other Arabs. The war lasted only six days, from June 
5 to 10, 1967. Israel captured the entire Sinai desert to the east bank of the Suez Canal. They 
also took the West Bank area of the Jordan River from Jordan. They captured the Golan Heights 
from Syria. Israel offered to trade the captured land for peace treaties. The defeated neighbors 
refused. 

 The Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) began as a result of this war. In 1969, it 
chose Yasser Arafat as its leader. Many Palestinians in Jordan joined the PLO. They threatened 
King Hussein’s control of Jordan. In 1970, his troops put down the PLO. The PLO moved its opera-
tions to Lebanon instead. 

The Yom Kippur War
 The Yom Kippur War of 1973 was another war against Israel. Egypt and Syria jointly at-
tacked Israel on October 6, 1973. This attack caught Israel off guard. The people of Israel had been 
celebrating the holiday of Yom Kippur. After some ground had been taken, the Israelis regrouped 
and stormed back. They recovered the ground they had lost. They also drove the Egyptians be-
yond the Suez Canal. Now Israel held both banks of the canal. 

Israel

Egypt’s Gamal Abd al-Nasser (front row, fourth from 
left) with Syrian and Egyptian Cabinet Members of the 
United Arab Republic in 1958
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Oil Brings Changes to the Middle East

Rising Oil Prices
 Generations in every country share different experienc-
es. Your grandparents lived through times that seem like ancient 
history to you. But think of the changes that occurred between 
1940 and 1980 in the Middle East. The grandfather’s camel 
was replaced by the grandson’s car. The grandfather was un-
educated. His grandson had a college degree. Grandfather had 
fought his wars with a sword. The grandson piloted a jet fighter. 
The world ignored the grandfather, but it paid close attention to 
the grandson. Oil was the difference between them. 

 In 1960, a group called the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) was 
formed. Iran, Iraq, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and Venezuela were a part of OPEC. By 1973, OPEC had 
grown to 13 members. OPEC wanted to raise oil prices. Oil improved the Middle East’s standard 

of living. Gasoline was cheap. This did not make people want or need 
to conserve oil. Cars only got 12 to 15 miles per gallon. Home insu-
lation wasn’t needed when fuel oil sold at 12 cents a gallon. Energy 
resources were wasted. One day, people were going to pay for all that 
waste. 

 On January 1, 1973, oil sold for $2.74 a barrel. A barrel holds 
55 gallons of oil. A year later, a barrel was $11.65. The price went up 
400 percent. The rise in price was due to Arab reaction to the Yom 
Kippur War in 1973. When the war began, President Nixon sent $2.2 
billion worth of military aid to Israel. To get back at Israel’s allies, Saudi 
Arabia cut all oil shipments to the United States and Europe. OPEC 
pumped less oil. Lines formed at gas pumps in the United States. Peo-
ple had been paying 26 cents per gallon for gas. They were now pay-
ing 40 to 50 cents. The United States did have its own oil resources. 
Many countries did not. They had to rely on Arab oil. 

Wealth and Influence Affect the Region 
 SAUDI ARABIA was a traditional Arab nation. It stood at the top of the class for oil re-
serves. Iran was ranked third. Kuwait was ranked fourth. Other Persian Gulf nations ranked fifth. 
The only outside nation in the top five was Russia. The United States ranked seventh. To the 
common people of Saudi Arabia, life went on pretty much as before. They prayed five times a day. 
Women wore long black veils. There were no theaters or bars. Workers from the United States and 
other countries lived in areas set apart from the Saudis.

 King Faisal Al Saud followed a policy of modernization. He built sewage and water treat-
ment plants, hospitals, and schools. He paved roads. The air force was strong and had the latest 
planes. This did not change the lifestyle of Muslims. Saudi homes had separate entrances for 

Oil Brings Changes to the Middle East

The OPEC Flag

Rising gas prices led to the 
Energy Crisis of 1973.
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women. Women were not allowed to drive cars or ride alone in taxis. People were punished using 
the same methods that had been used in the past. After being caught three times for theft, a hand 
was cut off. The method of capital punishment for a crime was beheading. 

 There were two reasons why Saudi power was not used against the United States. The 
first reason was that the skilled oil workers were American. The other reason was that the United 
States was their friend and protector. In 1979, some military officers attempted a coup against 
King Khalid. The attempt to overthrow the king was put down. The Saudis signed an agreement 
with the United States. It promised the king would stay in power and rule the country. In return, 
Saudi Arabia produced more oil. 

 In 1979, Muslim fanatics took control of the Grand Mosque at Mecca. The worshippers 
were held hostage until the National Guard captured the fanatics. This problem became worse 
when the Ayatollah Khomeini came to power in Iran. 

 KUWAIT was a small nation squeezed between Saudi Arabia and Iraq on the Persian Gulf. 
It had been independent since 1961. Its greatest threat to survival was Iraq. Kuwait’s oil had more 
sulphur than was normal. It did not get the highest prices for its oil. However, with the price of oil 
jumping in 1973, Kuwait became an important player in the oil business. In 1977, the government 
took over the foreign oil companies. They made them part of the Kuwait Petroleum Corporation 
(KPC). The higher price of oil made it possible for Ku-
wait to create a welfare state. The government pro-
vided medical care, education, and even free drinking 
water. 

 IRAN had been ruled since 1941 by Shah 
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. During World War II, 
British and Russian troops were sent there. When 
the war ended, the Russians stayed until the United 
States and Great Britain pressured them to leave. 
Iranians resented the British-owned Anglo-Iranian 
Oil Company (AIOC). In 1951, Premier Mossadegh 
claimed the company for Iran. The British did not 
agree with this move. In 1953, a coup aided by the 
United States and Britain overthrew him. A new deal 
was made. Oil companies would now share profits 
equally with Iran. 

 The shah’s program included land reform and modernizing the country. He did not permit 
political freedom. The price of oil rose in 1973. The shah dreamed of making Iran a world power. 
Progress led to high inflation and political protest. Critics were arrested by SAVAK, the secret po-
lice. In 1964, the shah exiled the Ayatollah Khomeini, who ended up in Paris. Mass protests broke 
out against the shah in January 1979. This time, nothing could stop the protests. The shah and his 
wife left Iran on January 16. Khomeini returned to Iran on February 1, 1979.

Oil Brings Changes to the Middle East

The Shah of Iran, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, (right) 
met with members of OPEC during an OPEC 
session in Tehran, Iran, in 1970.
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Khomeini Takes on the United States

 Ruhollah Khomeini was born in 1900. He was a Shiite Muslim. He 
hated the changes that were taking place by modernizing Iran. He felt 
it was eating away at the heart of Islam. He was a scholar of Islamic 
teachings. In the 1950s, he was honored with the title of ayatollah. This 
title means teacher. He often said he disliked the Shah of Iran. This led 
to Khomeini being put in prison. In 1964, he was exiled to Iraq. He still 
talked against the shah. This caused Iraq to expel him. In 1978, he was 
exiled to Paris. 

 Khomeini blamed the United States for his problems. He called the 
United States the “great Satan.” He was angry with the United States for 
backing the shah. Khomeini did not like the things the shah did. The shah 
did not pay taxes. He spent millions on weapons. The United States liked 

the shah. He sold oil to the United States. The United Sates made the mistake of ignoring the 
abuses by SAVAK. SAVAK was the Iranian secret police. The United States did not notice the prob-
lems between the shah and his people. The United States blamed the trouble on a few religious 
zealots or the Communist Tudeh Party. 

The Shah Leaves Iran and Americans Are Taken Hostage
 Khomeini sent taped messages into Iran. The tapes were broadcast to the country by his 
supporters. In October 1978, he called for a general strike. This followed with a month of strikes 
by oil field workers. The success of these efforts brought the economy to a standstill. The strikes 
made it clear that Khomeini had more power among the people than the shah. 

 The shah was forced to leave Iran in 
January 1979. He began moving from one 
country to another. Khomeini returned to Iran 
on February 1, 1979. Also in February, the Tu-
deh Party took over the U.S. embassy. The 
people inside were held hostage. Khomeini or-
dered that they be freed. They were set free. 
Then the shah came to the United States in 
October for cancer treatment. Khomeini was 
furious with President Jimmy Carter for letting 
the shah enter the country. 

 Many Iranian people protested outside 
the U.S. embassy in Tehran. Mobs stormed the 
embassy. This time, embassy workers were 
captured with Khomeini’s permission. People in the United States rallied around the hostages. 
Yellow ribbons were put around trees as a sign of support. The United States demanded that the 
embassy workers be set free. 

 Khomeini held no government titles, but no Iranian official acted without his approval. Presi-
dent Carter tried to get the Americans out of Iran. As soon as the shah was healthy enough to 

Khomeini Takes on the United States

Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini

President Jimmy Carter speaks at a state dinner during 
the Shah of Iran’s visit to America in 1977.
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travel, he was sent to Panama. He died in 1980. The United States placed an embargo on oil from 
Iran. In April 1980, the United States sent two helicopters into Iran to take the hostages out. The 
rescue attempt did not work. 

Problems in the Region Grow
 Problems broke out in the region. The United States got into a fight between rival leaders 
in Afghanistan. The American ambassador was kidnapped and killed. The Russians took charge 
of the Afghan problem. They moved troops into the country. The United States saw this as a sign 
of Russian imperialism. The United States took actions to punish the Soviets. They would not sell 
grain to the Soviet Union. They would not send athletes to the 1980 Olympic Games held in Moscow. 

 Iran was also having troubles. A struggle was going on for control of the government. Peo-
ple who backed Khomeini formed the Islamic Republic Party (IRP). It controlled the parliament. 
They opposed the elected president, Bani-Sadr. The president lost the support of Khomeini and 
was impeached. The Mujahedin opposed the IRP. They backed Massud Rajavi. Both sides used 
terror. Political murders and arrests became common. 

 Iran was unpopular with both the United States and Russia. Iran was torn by conflict. Presi-
dent Saddam Hussein of Iraq decided this was the time to push Iran back from oil fields along the 
border between the two nations. In September 1980, Iraq attacked Iran. For two years, Iran had the 
upper hand. The Iranians were able to take back most of the lost territory by 1982. Khomeini kept 
the war going in the hope of defeating Hussein. 

 The United States also struggled for power—but more peacefully. Carter ran for a second 
term as president. Ronald Reagan ran against Carter. Reagan won the 1980 election by a large 
margin. One reason Carter lost was his failure to solve the problems with Iran and Afghanistan. 
Reagan was no friendlier toward the Iranians than Carter. He called them “nothing better than 
criminals and kidnappers.” Like Carter, he did not pay any ransom for the return of the captives. 

 Both countries want-
ed to see the issue settled. 
A deal was worked out in 
January 1981. As Reagan 
was being inaugurated 
president, the Iranians re-
leased the hostages. They 
had been held for 444 days. 
Both nations had been hurt 
by the crisis. Iran had been 
hurt by the war with Iraq. The 
country stepped backward 
under strict Islamic rules. 
The United States was hurt 
from the rise in the cost of 
oil. The United States also 
lost the friendship of Iran. 

Khomeini Takes on the United States

The freed American hostages finally landed in the United States on January 
25, 1981.
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Saddam Hussein and Desert Storm

Fireworks in the Middle East
 In 1991, Americans sat glued to their television sets. They 
saw an amazing display of fireworks in the Middle East. The world 
watched Saddam Hussein, the ruler of Iraq. He said that if the United 
States tried to stop him, he would create the “mother of battles.” His 
name, Saddam, means “one who confronts.” He had faced the Ira-
nians in war. Thousands of people on both sides died. He had faced 
the Kurds. This was a group of people who wanted to form a nation 
separate from Iraq. Saddam killed thousands of them with chemical 
weapons. He had the fourth largest army in the world. He said that 
Iraq could beat any group of countries that might go against him. 

 Hussein was considered a “bad guy” by most of the world. 
Many of the people of Iraq did not share this view. They thought he 
was a bold leader. He took care of his people. He was the one who stood up against the Western 
imperialists. His oil money went to building a strong military. He also spent oil money on food and 
education programs. Iraq’s literacy rate was the highest in the region. He was popular, but feared. 
His secret police punished anyone who opposed him. He had traitors put to death. 

Iraq Invades Kuwait
 In July 1990, Hussein threatened Kuwait. Kuwait is Iraq’s small neighbor 
to the south and east. He resented the wealth and rich lifestyle of Kuwait’s 
people. With a small population and prosperity, Kuwaitis had an easy life. 
The government provided everything. They provided everything from edu-
cation through college to free drinking water. Saddam made four charges 
against Kuwait.
 (1)  Kuwait was really a province of Iraq. 
 (2)  It was illegally stealing oil from the Iraqi Rumaili oil field. 
 (3)  It had over-produced oil beyond its OPEC limits. 
 (4)  Kuwait had lent millions to Iraq during the Iraq-Iran conflict. Then 

it had the nerve to want the money paid back. 

Hussein said Kuwait’s actions amounted to an armed attack. 

 On August 1,1990, Iraq invaded Kuwait. Many Kuwaitis, including the 
royal family, fled the country. The people who did not leave suffered at the hands of the Iraqis. The 
United States demanded Iraq’s withdrawal.

President Bush Builds a Coalition of Nations
 British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher advised President George H. W. Bush to build a 
coalition of nations to force Iraq out. By the time war began, 28 nations had sent 698,000 troops. 
Even Egypt and Syria sent troops. West Germany and Japan sent no troops, but they gave money. 
Russia stopped arms shipments to Iraq. Russia also tried to talk Iraq into pulling out of Kuwait. 
Saddam Hussein refused to leave. 

Saddam Hussein and Desert Storm

Iraqi President
Saddam Hussein

Bergan Oil Field Set on 
Fire During the Iraqi 
Invasion of Kuwait, 
January 1991
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 U.S. General Norman Schwarzkopf led the coali-
tion forces. Iraq faced new Tomahawk missiles and older 
Patriot missiles. Ground forces were supported by the 
Abrams tanks. A variety of aircraft were used, including 
stealth bombers. This aircraft was not visible on radar 
screens. Warships were used against Iraqi positions along 
the coast. 

 On November 29, 1990, the United Nations warned 
Iraq that it had to be out of Kuwait by January 15, 1991. 
Iraq had to return all Americans and British that were be-
ing held hostage. The United States and Russia held talks 
with Iraq. The talks did not work. On January 13, Iraq made 
it clear that it would not give in to the demands. Hussein 
warned this would be the “mother of all wars.” He warned 
that thousands of Americans would die. 

Coalition Forces Attack Iraq
 On January 16, Operation Desert Storm began. This was the name of the military action 
against Iraq. It started with an air attack on Iraq. Within days, most of the Iraqi air force was de-
stroyed. To save his best 142 planes, Hussein sent them to neutral Iran. Iraq’s radar systems had 
been the first targets of the stealth bombers. This left Baghdad and other Iraqi cities defenseless. 
Russia tried to get Hussein to stop the war. He would not give a date for leaving Kuwait. 

 Saddam Hussein wanted to force Israel to attack Iraq. If this happened, Arab members of 
the coalition might withdraw. Scud missiles were aimed at Tel Aviv. Some hit the city. The United 
States talked Israel into not striking back. Patriot missile teams were sent to Israel. The only Arab 
country giving Iraq any real help was Jordan. 

 The ground war started on Sunday, Feb-
ruary 24. The “mother of all battles” was over in 
100 hours. Units of Iraqi troops surrendered. With 
Kuwait about to be lost, Iraqis set fire to oil rigs. 
This created a blanket of smoke over the coun-
try. Kuwait City was recaptured on February 27. A 
cease-fire was signed the next day. Iraq agreed to 
give up any claim to Kuwait, give up its prisoners, 
and return all stolen property. 

Desert Storm Ends
 The war is now known as the Persian Gulf 
War. It ended on February 28, 1991. Hussein was 

still in power. It was believed Iraq was able to make chemical and nuclear weapons. The United Na-
tions sent people to check the factories. Hussein would not let the sites be checked. Many nations 
became concerned that Iraq would make powerful weapons. The United Nations put economic 
sanctions on Iraq. Nations refused to trade with Iraq. This only made Hussein more stubborn.

Saddam Hussein and Desert Storm

U.S. Navy F-14A Tomcat flies over burning 
Kuwaiti oil well during Operation Desert 
Storm.

A field artillery unit from the Arkansas Army Na-
tional Guard heads into battle during Operation 
Desert Storm.
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The PLO and Israel

Yasser Arafat
 In 1969, Yasser Arafat became the leader of the Palestine Lib-
eration Organization (PLO). This group wanted to unite Palestinian 
Arabs who had been moved out of their homeland when Israel was 
created. Arafat was born in Egypt. He was trained in the Egyptian 
army. In 1964, he had become the leader of al-Fatah. This was a 
group that wanted to drive the Israelis from Palestine. 

Israel Faces Many Problems
 Israel faced big problems af-

ter the Yom Kippur War of 1973. The nation was surrounded by 
Arabs. By seizing the West Bank during the war, Israel added 
one million Arabs to their population. 

 Israel gave the people of the West Bank the right to hold 
elections. The men elected were more radical than the Israelis 
wanted. The elections did not calm the Palestinians down. In-
stead, it caused stone-throwing and terrorist attacks. The PLO 
blamed Israeli soldiers. The Israelis blamed Iraq, Syria, and 
Egypt for stirring up trouble.  

 In 1977, President Anwar Sadat of Egypt went to Israel 
with a plan. In return for peace, Israel was to give up the Sinai 
Desert. Israel had taken the desert area from Egypt in 1967. The 
final treaty was signed in 1979. Israel was to pull back from the Sinai in three stages. If Israel did 
pull back, trade and diplomatic relations with Egypt would begin the next year. 

 Egypt and Israel were happy with the 
plan. Palestinians were not. They felt that 
Sadat had ignored their needs. PLO raids 
out of Lebanon increased. Israel’s air force 
bombed Palestinian bases in Lebanon. 

 Young Palestinians were fed up with 
the PLO. They felt the PLO had done noth-
ing for them. They saw the Israelis as colo-
nial rulers who were denying them a home-
land and jobs. They called their movement 
the Intifada. This means “shaking off.” They 
struck back at the Israeli army that had shot 
and tear-gassed them. They were angry at 
the Israelis for building homes on the West 

The PLO and Israel

Egyptian President Anwar Sadat (left) spoke to the Israeli 
Knesset in Jerusalem in November 1977.

Yasser Arafat
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Bank. The Intifada began in 1987. Settlers and Intifada fighters traded terrorist acts against each 
other. This created a crisis for Israel. Israel’s two major political parties disagreed on how to handle 
the problem. The people of Israel were evenly divided on the issue. This Intifada came to an end 
after 1991. A new round of peace talks began then.

 A second Intifada broke out from 2000 to 2004. The fighting between Palestinians and Is-
raelis was deadly. Over 3,200 Palestinians and 950 Israelis were killed during that time. After 2004, 
there was less violence. However, attacks do still occur.

Attempts at Peace
 Arafat was in trouble. He had backed Iraq in the Gulf War. He could no longer expect money 
from Russia. He had angered the Saudis and other Arab states that had fought Iraq. Inside the 
PLO, a more radical Hamas group was growing. Arafat had no choice except to talk with Israel. 

 In 1991, a Middle East peace 
conference was held at Madrid. The 
goal was to start peace negotiations, 
or talks. They hoped these would 
lead to more cooperation among 
the countries of the Middle East. In 
1993, meetings called the Oslo Ac-
cords were held. The PLO recognized 
Israel’s right to exist in peace. Israel, 
in turn, recognized the PLO as the 
representative of the Palestinian 
people. The Palestinians would also 
have the right to govern themselve in 
the Gaza Strip and the city of Jericho 
in the West Bank. The Palestinian Na-
tional Authority was created in 1994. 
This was supposed to be a temporary 
group that would govern these areas. 
However, no final talks between the 
PLO and Israel have taken place. The 
Palestinian National Authority is still 
in control of the West Bank. The Hamas government has control over the Gaza Strip. 

 Yasser Arafat died in 2004. Mahmoud Abbas was then elected the president of the Palestin-
ian National Authority and the leader of the PLO. New elections are to be held in the Palestinian 
territories in May 2012. However, there have been recent uprisings along with the Arab Spring 
movement of 2011. These may delay the elections.

The PLO and Israel

Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin (left) and PLO Chairman Yasser 
Arafat (right) shake hands in front of President Bill Clinton at the 
White House September 13, 1993. It was believed to be the first such 
handshake between Israel and the PLO. The two signed agreements 
made possible by the Oslo Accords.
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The United States and the Middle East

 Since the end of World War II, violence had grown in the 
Middle East. This caused trouble for people living in the area. Many 
Muslims did not like the new ideas and ways of thinking brought to 
the region by people from other countries. They wanted to return to 
strict Islamic law. Some people used violence to carry out this goal. 
These people were labeled terrorists. 
 The United States has been a target for terrorists. This 
is because of its presence in the Middle East. In 2000, the USS 
Cole, a naval destroyer, was in a port in Yemen. It was struck by a 
bomb. This attack killed 17 U.S. sailors. Al-Qaeda, a terrorist group, 
claimed credit for attacking the ship.

A Day of Terror
 On September 11, 2001, Islamic terrorists hijacked four jet 
planes. Two planes were flown into the Twin Towers of the World 
Trade Center in New York City. One jet flew into the Pentagon. The 
fourth plane crashed into a wooded area in Pennsylvania. Passengers had tried to take back con-
trol of that plane. About 3,000 people died in these attacks. Al-Qaeda planned and carried out the 
attacks. The United States found out that members of al-Qaeda were hiding in Afghanistan. 

Afghan War
 The United States planned an attack on al-Qaeda in Afghanistan. This 
was during President George W. Bush’s administration. On October 7, 2001, 
Operation Enduring Freedom began. This was the name used by the United 
States for the war. The three goals were to
 1) get rid of the al-Qaeda terrorist group,
 2) remove the Taliban regime from power, and
 3) create a democratic state.
  In 2002, a new government took power in Afghanistan. The new role of 
the United States and allied troops was to help keep the peace. Osama bin 
Laden was the founder of al-Qaeda. He was the mastermind behind the 9/11 
terrorist attack. In 2011, he was killed by United States Special Forces. These 
included Navy SEALs and members of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). 
In the same year, President Barack Obama started moving troops out of Afghanistan. He pledged 
to turn over control of the country to the Afghan people by 2014.

Iraq War
 In January 2003, a United States-led coalition invaded Iraq. President Bush was told that 
Iraq might have weapons of mass destruction. People were sent to Iraq by the United Nations to 
see if these weapons really did exist. President Saddam Hussein refused to let them check for 
weapons. This led to the invasion of Iraq. In 2004, the United States turned over control of Iraq to 
a new Iraqi government. Saddam Hussein was captured. He was tried in an Iraqi court of law. He 
was found guilty and put to death. In 2011, President Obama said that U.S. forces would leave Iraq 
by the end of the year. This ended the U.S. war in Iraq.

The United States and the Middle East

Planes hijacked by terrorists hit 
the Twin Towers of the World Trade 
Center on September 11, 2001.

Osama bin Laden 
was the leader of 
the terrorist group 
al-Qaeda.
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Arab Spring

 In late 2010, a democratic uprising started in Tunisia. It rapidly spread across the Middle 
East. People wanted the right to rule themselves. They wanted to elect their leaders. This rebel-
lion is known as the Arab Spring. It is also called the Arab Awakening. The movement has lasted 
longer than the spring season. The people used social networking on the Internet and cell phones 
to spread the rebellion to other countries. 

 TUNISIA: The uprising began with the Tunisian Revolution. It began in December 2010. In 
2011, a new Islamic government was formed. It agreed to bring reform and democracy to Tunisia. 

Rebellion Spreads
 EGYPT: In January of 2011, protests began in Cairo, Egypt. 
They quickly spread all over the country. In February, President Hosni 
Mubarak resigned. He handed power over to the army. In March, the 
country held elections. Mubarak was put on trial for crimes against the 
people of Egypt.

 LIBYA: An uprising in Libya became violent. The Libyan leader, 
Muammar Qaddafi, used military force against the protesters. NATO 
led aerial bomb strikes on the Libyan military. Their goal was to stop 
the attacks. In October of 2011, Qaddafi was killed by rebel forces. 
Rebel leaders formed an interim government. They would remain in 
control until elections could be held.

 JORDAN: In January of 2011, protests began in Jordan. The 
protesters did not want to get rid of the king. They had two goals. They 
wanted lower food prices. They also wanted to have free and fair elec-
tions. The king met with them and listened to their demands. In Octo-

ber, he promised reforms. He broke up the government and removed the prime minister. 

 BAHRAIN: Protests began in Bahrain in February of 2011. It began online. Troops from 
Saudi Arabia stopped the violence. Five different groups formed a coalition. They demanded 
changing over to a constitutional monarchy.

 SAUDI ARABIA: The king of Saudi Arabia started a series of reforms. The king wanted to 
stop the spread of protests before it got to his country. While this did not stop the protests, it did 
help to keep the protests smaller than others in the Middle East. 
 SYRIA: Protests in Syria began in January of 
2011. The protesters had three goals. They wanted 
freedom. They wanted human rights. They also wanted 
an end to the law that banned political parties opposed 
to the president of Syria. The Syrian government 
cracked down on the protesters. Thousands of people 
were killed. To try to stop the violence, the president 
broke up the government. Protests and violence con-
tinued, however.

Arab Spring

Protestors in Cairo, Egypt’s, 
Tahrir Square, were sup-
ported by the military.

Libyan Rebel Fighters


