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Course Description 

 
This course examines the drivers and dynamics of war and peace in the modern Middle East and 
North Africa (MENA) region. The prevalence of war, conflict, and instability remains one of the 
defining features of the MENA today, and conflicts in the region – from the Arab-Israeli conflict 
to the Syrian crisis to the war in Yemen – continue to occupy the world’s attention and have vast 
global consequences. What drives these conflicts, and shapes how they play out? What are their 
prospects for successful resolution? How well do existing theoretical explanations and accounts 
help us understand them? 
 
This course takes a thematic approach to examining these issues. After a short introduction and 
“crash course” in regional geography and history, it is structured around a number of important 
debates about different facets of conflict and violence in the region (and beyond). They include 
debates about the drivers of rebellion and terrorism, the reasons resistance groups use violence, 
and the factors that facilitate peace. We will delve into competing arguments about each one of 
these issues and others, applying the ideas to cases around the region. In the latter stages of the 
course, we will shift more towards broader regional conflicts – such as the Arab-Israeli dispute 
and the Sunni-Shia confrontation – as well as special topics on the frontier of conflict research. 
Ultimately, students will gain a working knowledge of the modern MENA region as well as an 
understanding of the dynamics of modern armed conflicts. 
 

Course Readings 
 
In order to provide students with a holistic understanding of these issues, this course will rely on 
a mixture of scholarly articles and books supplemented by other materials such as war reporting, 
documentaries, and memoirs from conflict situations. While there is no required textbook for the 
course, we will read two excerpts from the following text (provided to you on Canvas): 
 

-The Middle East, 13th Edition, ed. by Ellen Lust, 2013 (henceforth TME) 
 
You will also see readings marked “Recommended” in the syllabus. These are optional readings 
that will allow you to gain more exposure to a particular topic; they are not required but you are 
free to bring them up in class and ask me about any of them. Occasionally, I may bring them up 
myself with a brief explanation so that we can discuss them if they are especially relevant to the 
topic at hand. 
 

Course Evaluation 



 
Attendance and participation: 
Your attendance – as well as your active and thoughtful participation – are critical to our success 
this semester. Toward this end, I will take attendance every time we meet, with 3 points awarded 
for being on time, 1 point for being up to 5 minutes late, and 0 points after that (as well as for all 
unexcused absences). I will also monitor your participation throughout the semester and will use 
this to adjust your attendance grade up to 2 points (out of 15) in a positive or negative direction. 
Attendance and participation are worth 15% of your final grade. 
 
NOTE FOR ONLINE TRANSITION: after spring break, this policy will be slightly more flexible. 
We will still have required attendance, as described above, but the lectures will be recorded and 
posted on Canvas. Students who miss a specific class for logistical reasons (e.g. internet failure) 
can still earn attendance credit by watching the video and emailing me a 1-paragraph response 
with their thoughts or reactions by the following class period. 
 
Reading check quizzes: 
Successful participation and discussion hinges on engagement with course materials before class. 
All students must carefully read the assigned materials before class and come ready to participate 
in each session. To ensure this occurs, in addition to the participation grade, we will have a series 
of short “reading check” quizzes throughout the course. These will be relatively straightforward 
exercsises with 3-5 questions about the readings since the last quiz. Additionally, I will also add 
one bonus question on each quiz based on a MENA-related news story from the same timeframe. 
Thus, it is to your benefit to follow regional current events, which will be discussed frequently in 
our course. Develop the habit of browsing some of the sources below. The reading check quizzes 
will be worth a collective 25% of your final grade. 
 

-NYT ME section: http://www.nytimes.com/pages/world/middleeast/  
-BBC News ME section: http://www.bbc.com/news/world/middle_east/  
-Aljazeera ME section: http://www.aljazeera.com/news/middleeast/  
-Al-Monitor: https://www.al-monitor.com  
-Middle East Eye: http://www.middleeasteye.net  

 
NOTE FOR ONLINE TRANSITION: after spring break, we will have online take-home quizzes. 
These will be posted on Canvas on Tuesday and are due that Thursday by 6pm. 
 
Map quiz: 
In order to gain a working knowledge of regional geography, there will also be a map quiz on the 
countries in the region. This will take place on Tuesday, February 4th. There will be at least one 
practice map quiz (and possibly more) before then to help students prepare. The map quiz will be 
worth 5% of your final grade. 
 
In-Class Debates: 
Students must participate in one of three debates throughout the semester (see dates and topics in 
the course schedule below). They will be allowed to rank their preferences of which debates they 
would prefer to participate in (1-3), and indicate the sides they would prefer to argue in each one. 
I will do my best to accommodate these preferences, but cannot ensure that everyone will receive 



their first (or second) choice. Each debate will take up a class period, with opening statements by 
each team, followed by cross-examinations and then questions from the audience (and from me). 
The class will vote on which side won, which will add 1 bonus point to the grade of each student 
on that team (out of 10). Debates will make up 10% of your final grade. 
 
Final paper: 
Students will write a final research paper at the end of the course. There are three options: 

1) Pick a violent conflict in the MENA region today, or its recent past. Briefly describe the 
conflict and its regional and global significance. Then, answer one of the following core 
questions about it: 

a. Initiation: what caused it/why did it start? 
b. Duration: why did it last as long as it did/has it lasted so long? 
c. Termination: why was it resolved/has it failed to be resolved? 

Do the theoretical arguments in the course help us understand this question, or are there 
other dynamics at work here? Develop an argument about what happened in your paper 
based on the literature as well as your own research and investigation. 
 

2) Pick a resistance group in the MENA region today, or in its recent past. Briefly describe 
the resistance organization and its regional and global significance. Then, answer one of 
the following core questions about it: 

a. Terrorism: why has it (not) used terrorism? Has this proven effective? 
b. Violence: why has it used violence or nonviolent methods of resistance? Has this 

choice been effective for the group? 
c. Recruitment/participation: why have people in the conflict environment joined or 

not joined this organization? 
d. Support: has the group attracted substantial civilian support? Why have people in 

the conflict situation supported or not supported it? 
e. Leadership: Who has led the group? What are the major choices they have made, 

and how have these furthered or hindered its goals? 
Do the theoretical arguments in the course help us understand this question, or are there 
other dynamics at work here? Develop an argument about what happened in your paper 
based on the literature as well as your own research and investigation. 
 

3) Pick a conflict management or conflict resolution policy employed by a state (can be the 
U.S. or another country) in a specific conflict in the region. Describe the policy and why 
it is important. What are its objectives, and where, when, and how has it been employed? 
Has it proven effective as a way of managing or resolving the conflict? Why or why not? 
Draw on existing scholarship and ideas from the course as well as your own research and 
investigation to develop and substantiate your argument. 

 
The paper (for any of these three options) must be at least 15 pages double spaced, with standard 
formatting (Times New Roman size 12 font, 1 inch margins). It must include a title page and full 
bibliography (Chicago style) which can count toward the page requirement. It will be worth 30% 
of your final grade and is due by Sunday, May 10th at 10pm. 
 
Short Paper/Final Proposal: 



Students will also complete a short paper/final paper proposal in the middle of the term. This is a 
stepping stone toward your final paper. For this paper, students should begin thinking about their 
final paper choice and should write about one violent conflict, resistance group, or conflict policy 
in the region that interests them. They should briefly describe the conflict, group, or policy in 2-3 
pages and discuss its regional and global importance in 1-2 more. Then, they should propose the 
aspect or dimension of it they want to explore in the final paper (see options above) and why this 
is especially interesting or important in light of the literature and the phenomenon’s significance. 
Finally, they must identify at least 5 academic and 5 journalistic sources on the topic and include 
1-2 line summaries of each one at the end of the piece. The paper must be at least 5 pages double 
spaced with the same formatting requirements (Times New Roman font, size 12, 1 inch margins) 
as the final. It is worth 15% of your final grade and is due by Friday, March 20th at 6pm. 
 
Map quiz     5% 
5 reading checks  25% 
In-class debate   10% 
Paper proposal   15% 
Final paper   30% 
Attendance/Participation 15% 
 
Grading Scale: 
A = 90-100  B = 80-89.9  C = 70-79.9 
D = 60-69.9  R = <60 
 
Proper documentation of a medical or personal emergency is needed for late work to be excused, 
otherwise it will be penalized at a rate of 10% per day. Barring exceptional conditions, late work 
that is excused must be submitted within one week of the original deadline. Any grievances with 
a grade must be submitted in writing to the instructor within one week of the grading as well, and 
will lead if appropriate to a re-grading of your assignment. Do note that your grade may be raised 
or lowered in this process. Final grades will be based on the following grade scale, with rounding 
at instructor discretion: 
 

Content Warning: 
 
The content and discussion in this course will of necessity engage with violence and conflict eve-
ry week. Some of it may be emotionally and intellectually challenging to engage with. I will flag 
especially graphic or intense content that discusses or represents violence, including descriptions 
of murder, torture, or sexual violence, and will do my best to make this classroom a space where 
we can engage successfully with such content when it arises. 
 

Inappropriate Technology Use: 
 
Cellphones should be silenced and stowed during class. Laptops may be used for class purposes. 
Inappropriate or disruptive technology use may affect your participation grade. 
 

Academic Integrity/Misconduct: 
 



All work you do in this course is expected to be your own. Absolutely no cheating or plagiarism 
(use of someone else’s words or ideas without properly citing them) will be tolerated. Any cases 
of cheating or plagiarism will be reported to the university according to the University Policy on 
Academic Integrity. For questions about this policy, see http://www.cmu.edu/policies/student-
and-student-life/academic-integrity.html  
 

Accommodations for Disabilities: 
 
If you have a disability and have an accommodations letter from the Disability Resources office, 
please discuss your accommodations or needs with me as early in the semester as possible. I will 
work with you to ensure appropriate accommodations are provided. If you suspect you may have 
a disability and would benefit from accommodations but are not yet registered with the Office of 
Disability Resources, I encourage you to contact them at access@andrew.cmu.edu. 
 

Maintaining Personal Wellness: 
 
Take care of yourself. Do your best to maintain a healthy lifestyle this semester by eating well, 
exercising, avoiding drugs and alcohol, getting enough sleep, and taking time to relax. This will 
help you achieve your goals and cope with stress. All of us benefit from support during times of 
struggle. You are not alone. There are many helpful resources on campus and an important part 
of the college experience is learning how to ask for help. Asking for support sooner rather than 
later is often helpful. If you or anyone you know experiences any academic stress, difficult life 
events, or feelings of anxiety or depression, we strongly encourage you to seek support. Counsel-
ing and Psychological Services (CaPS) is here to help. Call 412-268-2922 and visit their website 
at http://www.cmu.edu/counseling/. Consider reaching out to a friend, faculty, or a family mem-
ber you trust for help in getting connected to support services. 
 

Course Calendar/Schedule: 
 
Tuesday 1/14 & Thursday 1/16. Intro and historical context, part 1. Practice map quiz 
 Required 

• Ch 1 (Gasper) TME, “The Making of the Modern Middle East,” pp. 1-72 
Recommended 
• Islam Empire of Faith, PBS documentary 

 
Tuesday 1/21 & Thursday 1/23. Intro and historical context, part 2. 
 Required 

• Lustick, Ian. 1997. “The Absence of Middle East Great Powers: Political ‘Backward-
ness’ in Historical Perspective,” International Organization 51(4): 653-83. 

• Danforth, Nick. 2013. “Stop Blaming Colonial Borders for the Middle East’s Prob-
lems,” The Atlantic. 

o https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2013/09/stop-blaming-
colonial-borders-for-the-middle-easts-problems/279561/  

Recommended: 
• Anderson, Lisa. 1987. “The State in the Middle East and North Africa.” Comparative 

Politics 20(1): 1-18. 



• “How the Arabs Compare: Arab Human Development Report,” Middle East Quarter-
ly (Fall 2002): 59-67. 

 
Tuesday 1/28 & Thursday 1/30. Conflict in the MENA region. 1st reading quiz. 
 Required 

• Sorli, Mirjam E., Nils Petter Gleditsch, and Havard Strand. 2005. “Why is There so 
Much Conflict in the Middle East?” Journal of Conflict Resolution 49(1): 141-65. 

• Solingen, Etel. 2007. “Pax Asiatica versus Bella Levantina: The Foundations of War 
and Peace in the Middle East.” American Political Science Review 101(4): 757-80. 

Recommended 
• Gleditsch, Nils Petter, and Ida Rudolfsen. 2016. “Are Muslim Countries More Prone 

to Violence?” Research and Politics (April-June): 1-9. 
• Fish, M. Steven, Francesca R. Jensenius, and Katherine E. Michel. 2010. “Islam and 

Large-Scale Political Violence: Is There a Connection? Comparative Political Studies 
43(11): 1327-62. 

 
Tuesday 2/4 & Thursday 2/6. Conflict initiation. Map quiz. 
 Required 

• Gurr, Ted Robert. 1993. “Why Minorities Rebel: A Global Analysis of Communal 
Mobilization and Conflict Since 1945.” International Political Science Review 14(2): 
161-201. 

• Fearon, James D., and David D. Laitin. 2003. “Ethnicity, Insurgency, and Civil War.” 
American Political Science Review 97(1): 75-90. 

• Yemen case study: McFarland, Kelly. 2018. “Yemen: Understanding the conflict.” 
The Conversation. 

o https://theconversation.com/yemen-understanding-the-conflict-98296  
Recommended: 
• Collier, Paul, and Anke Hoeffler. 2004. “Greed and Grievance in Civil War.” Oxford 

Economic Papers 56: 563-95. 
 
Tuesday 2/11 & Thursday 2/13. Conflict duration. 
 Required 

• Cunningham, David. 2006. “Veto Players and Civil War Duration.” American Jour-
nal of Political Science 50(4): 875-92. 

• Lujala, Paivi. 2010. “The Spoils of Nature: Armed Civil Conflict and Rebel Access to 
Natural Resources.” Journal of Peace Research 47(1): 15-28. 

• Libya case study: Guerin, Orla. 2019. “Libya in Chaos as Endless War Rumbles On.” 
BBC News. 

o https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-49971678  
Recommended 
• Buhaug, Halvard, Scott Gates, and Paivi Lujala. 2009. “Geography, Rebel Capability, 

and the Duration of Civil Conflict.” Journal of Conflict Resolution 53(4): 544-69. 
 
Tuesday 2/18 & Thursday 2/20. Use of terrorism. 2nd reading quiz. 
 Required 



• Pape, Robert A. 2003. “The Strategic Logic of Suicide Terrorism.” American Politi-
cal Sience Review 97(3): 343-61. 

• Abrahms, Max. 2008. “What Terrorists Really Want: Terrorist Motives and Counter-
terrorism Strategy.” International Security 32(4): 78-105. 

Recommended 
• Kydd, Andrew, and Barbara Walter. 2006. “The Strategies of Terrorism.” Interna-

tional Security 31(1): 49-80. 
• Bin Laden, Osama. 1996. “Declaration of War against the Americans Occupying the 

Land of the Two Holy Places.” PBS News Archive. 
1st Debate on 2/18: “Without the U.S. occupation of Iraq, there would be no ISIS.” 

Debate readings (required for debaters, recommended for others): 
-“Blowback: How ISIS was Created by the U.S. Invasion of Iraq,” Medhi Hasan 2018 
-“The True Origins of ISIS,” Hassan Hassan 2018 
-“The Rise of ISIS,” PBS Frontline 2014 

 
Tuesday 2/25 & Thursday 2/27. Violence vs. nonviolence. 
 Required 

• Cunningham, Kathleen G., Marianne Dahl, and Anne Fruge. 2017. “Strategies of Re-
sistance: Diversification and Diffusion.” American Journal of Political Science 61(3): 
591-605 

• Acosta, Benjamin. “Exclusionary Politics and Organized Resistance.” Terrorism and 
Political Violence, Forthcoming. 

• Palestinian case study: Asloos, Imad, and Wendy Pearlman. 2017. “Why a New Pal-
estinian Intifada Could be Nonviolent: Because That’s What Hamas Wants.” 

o https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2017/08/29/if-
theres-a-new-nonviolent-palestinian-intifada-keep-an-eye-on-hamas/  

Recommended 
• Stephan, Maria J., and Erica Chenoweth. 2008. “Why Civil Resistance Works: The 

Strategic Logic of Nonviolent Conflict.” International Security 33(1): 7-44. 
 
Note: guest speaker/visit from Abby Schachter on Israeli elections on Tuesday 2/25. 
 
Tuesday 3/3 & Thursday 3/5. Participation/recruitment. 
 Required 

• Parkinson, Sarah. 2013. “Organizing Rebellion: Rethinking High-Risk Mobilization 
and Social Networks in War.” American Political Science Review 107(3): 418-32. 

• Tezcur, Gunes. 2016. “Ordinary People, Extraordinary Risks: Participation in an Eth-
nic Rebellion.” American Political Science Review 110(2): 247-64. 

Recommended: 
• Humphreys, Macartan, and Jeremy Weinstein. 2008. “Who Fights? The Determinants 

of Participation in Civil War.” American Journal of Political Science 52(2): 436-55. 
• Beah, Ishmael. 2007. A Long Way Gone. New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux. 

 
Tuesday 3/10 & Thursday 3/12 – No Class (Spring Break)! 
 



Thursday 3/19 & Tuesday 3/24.  Civilian support. 3rd reading quiz (take-home: posted Tuesday, 
due Thursday). 
 Required 

• Lyall, Jason, Graeme Blair, and Kosuke Imai. 2013. “Explaining Support for Com-
batants during Wartime: A Survey Experiment in Afghanistan.” American Political 
Science Review 107(4): 679-705. 

• Shapiro, Jacob N., and C. Christine Fair. 2010. “Understanding Support for Islamist 
Militancy in Pakistan.” International Security 34(3): 79-118. 

Recommended 
• Silverman, Daniel, Karl Kaltenthaler, and Munqith Dagher. 2019. “Seeing is Disbe-

lieving: The Depths and Limits of Factual Misinformation in War.” Working Paper. 
• Filipovic, Zlata. 1993. Zlata’s Diary: A Child’s Life in Wartime Sarajevo. London: 

Penguin Random House. 
 
***Short paper/final paper proposal due Monday March 23rd by 6pm*** 
 
Thursday 3/26. Leader decision-making. 
 Required 

• Prorok, Alyssa. 2016. “Leader Incentives and Civil War Outcomes.” American Jour-
nal of Political Science 60(1): 70-84. 

• Kurdish Case Study: Aljazeera. 2013. “Profile: Abdullah Ocalan.” 
Recommended 
• Silverman, Daniel, Benjamin Acosta, and Reyko Huang. 2019. “Age, Wisdom, and 

the Outcomes of Rebel Campaigns.” Working Paper. 
• Abrahms, Max, and Philip B.K. Potter. 2015. “Explaining Terrorism: Leadership Def-

icits and Militant Group Tactics.” International Organization 69(2): 311-42. 
 
Tuesday 3/31 & Thursday 4/2. Conflict termination/peace.  
 Required 

• Hartzell, Caroline, and Matthew Hoddie. 2003. “Institutionalizing Peace: Power Shar-
ing and Post-Civil War Conflict Management.” American Journal of Political Science 
47(2): 318-32. 

• Luttwak, Edward N. 1999. “Give War a Chance.” Foreign Affairs 78(4): 36-44. 
Recommended 
• Walter, Barbara F. 1997. “The Critical Barrier to Civil War Settlement.” Internation-

al Organization 51(3): 335-64. 
• Toft, Monica D. 2010. “Ending Civil Wars: A Case for Rebel Victory?” International 

Security 34(4): 7-36. 
2nd debate on 3/31: “The best outcome in Syria is a decisive military victory by Assad” 

Debate readings (required for debaters, recommended for others): 
• “The Price for Peace in Syria is Cooperation with Assad,” John Mueller 2018 
• “Power-Sharing in Syria: Lessons from Lebanon,” Stephan Rosiny 2013 
• “To Resolve the Syrian Crisis, Partition is Necessary,” Jamsheed K. Choksy and Car-

ol E.B. Choksy 2017 
 



Tuesday 4/7 & Thursday 4/9. Arab-Israeli conflict. 4th reading quiz (take-home: posted Tuesday, 
due Thursday). 
 Required 

• Ch 7 (Tessler) TME, “The Israeli-Palestinian Conflict” 
• Pressman, Jeremy. 2003. “Visions in Collision: What Happened at Camp David and 

Taba?” International Security 28(2): 5-43. 
Recommended 
• Pearlman, Wendy. 2009. “Spoiling Inside and Out: Internal Political Contestation and 

the Middle East Peace Process.” International Security 33(3): 79-198. 
• 50 Years War, PBS documentary 

 
Tuesday 4/14 & Thursday 4/16. Shi’a-Sunni conflict. 
 Required 

• Nasr, Vali. 2007. “The Shia Revival.” Military Review (May-June): 9-13. 
• Hashemi, Nader. “Toward a Political Theory of Sectarianism in the Middle East: The 

Salience of Authoritarianism over Theology.” Journal of Islamic and Muslim Studies 
1(1): 65-76. 

Recommended 
• Tabatabai, Ariane, and Annie Tracy Samuel. “What the Iran-Iraq War Tells Us About 

the Future of the Iran Nuclear Deal.” International Security 42(1): 152-85 
 
3rd debate on 4/14: “Iran is a greater threat to regional stability than Saudi Arabia.” 

Debate readings (required for debaters, recommended for others): 
• “Rogue Iran is a Global Threat,” Danny Danon 2017 
• “Iran is Dangerous, But Saudi Arabia is Worse,” Charles Bandow 2016 
• “Saudis and Extremism: ‘Both the Arsonists and the Firefighters,’” Scott Shane 2016 

 
Tuesday 4/21 & Thursday 4/23. Gender and conflict. 
 Required 

• Cohen, Dara Kay. 2017. “The Ties That Bind: How Armed Groups Use Violence to 
Socialize Fighters.” Journal of Peace Research 54(5): 701-14. 

• Thomas, Jakana L., and Kanisha D. Bond. 2015. “Women’s Participation in Violent 
Political Organizations.” American Political Science Review 109(3): 488-506. 

• Syria Case Study: Di Giovanni, Janine. 2013. “Syria’s Unspoken Crimes.” 
Recommended 
• Wood, Reed, and Jakana Thomas. 2017. “Women on the Frontline: Rebel Group Ide-

ology and Women’s Participation in Violent Rebellion.” Journal of Peace Research 
54(1): 31-46. 

 
Tuesday 4/28 & Thursday 4/30. The environment and conflict. 5th reading quiz (take-home: 
posted Tuesday, due Thursday). 
 Required 

• Lin, Erin. 2016. “How War Changes Land.” Southeast Asia Research Group Paper. 
• Kelley, Colin, et al. 2015. “Climate Change in the Fertile Crescent and Implications 

of the Recent Syrian Drought.” PNAS 112(11): 3241-46. 



Recommended 
• Selby, Jan, et al. 2017. “Climate Change and the Syrian Civil War Revisited.” Politi-

cal Geography 60: 232-244. 
 
***Final paper due Sunday, May 10th at 10pm*** 

 
 
 
 


