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The vast territory stretching from the Gulf of Suez to China’s
Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region has become, in effect, a
modern Balkans: home to roughly 500 million people, of decisive
geopolitical importance, and beset by intense ethnic and regional
conflicts fuelled by political turmoil and foreign domination. Such
external dominance — too often imposed by military means —
frequently collides with local cultures and religious traditions.

Today, approximately six million Jewish Israelis, five
million Palestinian Arabs and some thirty million Kurds live on
ancestral lands that have been partitioned among neighbouring
states (Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and Syria). Two nuclear-armed
neighbours, India and Pakistan, remain locked in a perpetual
struggle over Kashmir. Meanwhile, currents of Islamic
fundamentalism continue to widen cultural and political cleavages
across the region.

The modern Arab states are comparatively young: Saudi
Arabia (September 1932), Kuwait (June 1961), Yemen
(November 1967) and the United Arab Emirates (December
1971). The Palestinians gained a measure of autonomy on 13
September 1993, under the Oslo I Accord between the
Government of Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organisation
(PLO). Israel’s self-portrayal as a victim is frequently mobilised
to justify violent policies, while its critics are accused —
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sometimes hyperbolically — of endangering the state’s very
existence.

The region has endured major upheavals: the US invasion
of Iraq in 2003, Algeria’s brutal civil war (26 December 1991-8
February 2002) that cost some 100,000 lives, and protracted
ethnic violence in Sudan claiming over two million victims. The
spectre of a renewed Arab Spring unnerves regimes such as
Morocco’s monarchy, which watched the overthrow of Muammar
Gaddafi in Libya, the fall of Saddam Hussein in Iraq and the
abolition of the Tunisian monarchy. Meanwhile, Sudan offers
scant prospects for a stable future, Jordan remains among the
region’s poorest states, and wealthy Gulf monarchies such as
Kuwait and the UAE — despite extraordinary private affluence —
continue to depend strategically on the United States. Excluding
oil revenues, the combined exports of twenty-two Arab countries
barely equal those of Finland.

In the wake of Western withdrawal, many Arab regimes
founded on nationalism and socialism hardened into authoritarian
forms that, paradoxically, became prominent vectors of
state-sponsored Islamophobia. Gamal Abdel Nasser, triumphant
after the 1952 revolution, suffered a profound reversal when Israel
routed the Egyptian—Syrian—Jordanian coalition in the Six-Day
War of 1967. Authoritarian strongmen — Gaddafi, Saddam
Hussein and Bashar al-Assad among them — failed to construct
resilient societies. Equally, attempts to fashion cohesive theocratic
or Islamist states have faltered in Afghanistan, Sudan and Iran.
With the Taliban’s return to power, Afghanistan’s future — and the
wider implications for international security — remains precarious.

This eastern horizon of politics is defined by stark contrasts:
ancient grievances and modern weapons, prodigious energy
wealth and crippling poverty, fragile states and ambitious regional
projects. Its uncertainties reverberate far beyond the region’s
borders, shaping global geopolitics in the twenty-first century.
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