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Standard classes about the U.S. and the Middle East focus on American policymaking after 
World War II and the Cold War. Although I have used such a framework myself, I have more 
recently asked student to think about American relations with the world before the U.S. became a 
Superpower. How did the U.S. engage the so-called Middle East look like before World War II?  

I begin the semester by asking students to consider the boundaries of the Middle East on a screen 
shot from google maps. They email their response before class, providing an explanation of the 
lines they drew. Responses tend to make broad assumptions about language, ethnicity, political 
frontiers, shared history, natural features, and culture, especially Islam. I select a few maps for 
discussion, and the class can discuss the various criteria used to define the Middle East as a 
region. I jump in as needed to address questions about linguistic, religious, and ethnic diversity 
as well as showing maps about economic growth, urbanization, and environmental conditions.  

Before ending class, I show students a map of the U.S. My university is in Indiana, and I ask 
students to identify the Midwest. This is another mental map that does not formally exist on 
paper, and it sparks a lot of discussion. It also helps students understand regions are not defined 
so much as political entities or physical features, but as a free-flowing set of ideas. As the class 
period ends, I find most students leave class still debating this question with those next to them.   

I assign readings that help to drive this point home, often excerpted from the following books: 
• Michael E. Bonine, Abbas Amanat, and Michael Ezekiel Gasper, ed., Is There a Middle 

East?: The Evolution of a Geopolitical Concept (Stanford University Press, 2012). [esp. 
Roger Adelsons “British and U.S. Use and Misuse of the Term “Middle East,” 36-55]  

• Mark Lynch, “The End of the Middle East: How an Old Map Distorts a New Reality,” 
Foreign Affairs, 22 February 2022, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/africa/middle-east-
map-new-reality. Lynch published the short book What Is the Middle East? as part of the 
“Elements” series of Cambridge University Press in 2025. 

• Cemil Aydin, The Idea of the Muslim World: A Global Intellectual History (Harvard 
University Press, Spring 2017).  

I refer to this early discussion of the artificiality of geographic regions throughout the semester. 
Students will consider places within the Ottoman Empire, like Greece, and places that were not, 
like Oman and Morocco. The term “Middle East” dates to the early nineteenth century, so their 
challenge is to consider how historians can study early U.S. engagement with a vague “East.”    

The other semester-long conversation that I ask students to consider is continuity and change in 
discussions of American interests and values. We broadly discuss and define the concept of 
interests and values in an early class. This conversation infuses our assessment of the various 
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case studies they will discuss over the course of the semester while also providing a set of 
criteria and concepts to help them discuss ideas and strategies of U.S. foreign policy in the past.  
  


