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Behind the Headlines: An Introduction to the Middle East

A Let’s Talk About It series developed for the Maine Humanities Council by

 Prof. Mahmud Faksh, University of Southern Maine  

The Middle East region has held great significance since the beginning of recorded history, and its historical importance remains undiminished to this day. It is a center of ancient civilizations, the birthplace of the three major monotheistic religions and the cauldron of world power politics. Indeed, few regions in the world provoke more interest, controversy and passion, or generate more international crises and violent conflicts than the Middle East.
Behind the Headlines provides a public forum for thoughtful discussion on current issues related to the Middle East. The series offers participants the opportunity to explore the dynamics of Middle East politics and the forces that have helped shape them over the last century. The Contemporary Middle East, a recently published anthology, provides the basis for the discussions.  This anthology was selected because it provides even those with no previous background in the Middle East with an integrated and accessible introduction to basic topics in current Middle East affairs, with articles by leading scholars, observers, and foreign policy analysts on the historical-cultural context, social-religious factors, the ideological-political forces that influence political developments in the region, and the interplay between regional and international politics. More specifically, the book focuses on key countries and questions such as Israel and Palestine, Iran and Iraq, Saudi Arabia and Egypt, the roots of Arab grievances against the US and the West, the forces of nationalism and Islamism, and U.S. Middle East policy, all to further our understanding of the complexities of the region.

STRUCTURE: 

The series will consist of 3 sessions, each focusing on a specific topic. Please read the suggested sections of the book before each session.

Behind the Headlines is not a typical Let’s Talk About It program because each session begins with a 45 minute talk by the facilitator about the articles read for that session. The talk will be followed by about an hour and a quarter of discussion. This is not meant to be a lecture; the facilitator’s talk is meant to help clarify the information that has been read and to provide context. It is the discussion that follows the talk that is the heart of the program, as with any Let’s Talk About It program, and it is meant to be more than a question & answer period. We encourage participants to discuss issues with one another as much as with the facilitator.

SESSION 1: A Brief History of the Middle East; The Israeli / Palestinian Quest for Peace 

 (Discussion of pages 1-117)

We will delve into the history, cultures, and peoples of the Middle East, coupled with an examination of the Israeli-Palestinian quest for a peaceful settlement. Some questions to consider: 

· Why is the Middle East such a pivotal strategic area both historically and looking forward into the future?

· Who are the peoples of the Middle East? The region is marked by great cultural diversity manifested in a complex mosaic of peoples.

· What are the roots of Arab historical grievances that spawned anti-Western Arab nationalism? 

SESSION 2: Saudi Arabia and Egypt
(Discussion of pages 185-229)

We will focus on the two key countries of Saudi Arabia and Egypt, assess their political stability in the face of mounting Islamist challenge, and examine their relations with the United States. Some questions to consider: 

· Why have Saudi Arabia—a Wahhabi fundamentalist Islamic kingdom—and the United States—a Western liberal democracy—maintained a long-standing relationship? And how did the September 11 attacks impact the relations between the two countries?

· How has Egypt under Mubarak been able to maintain a semblance of stability, while facing deteriorating economic and social conditions and rising Islamist opposition? 

SESSION 3: Iraq and Iran; American Foreign Policy in the Middle East
(Discussion of pages 119-184; 231-270)

We will examine the two Gulf countries of Iraq and Iran, surveying the tumultuous and violent history of the Iraqi state and its lack of coherence as a national political community, and analyze the 1979 Khomeini Islamic Revolution in Iran, assessing its consequences for security and stability in the Gulf region and for the rebirth of militant jihadist Islam. 

In light of all these developments in the Middle East, we will explore U.S. foreign policy in the region and ask why it has led to the current pervasive popular antagonism toward the United States, especially since the invasion of Iraq. 
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