
WASHINGTON SEMESTER - MAKING AMERICA’S POLICY 
TOWARD THE MIDDLE EAST AND RELATED REGIONS 
SEMINAR COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 
Background 
President Obama faces a daunting task in the Middle East. Despite the problems we have 
encountered in Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Lebanon, the Palestinian areas, and in 
countering terrorism, the Administration has to deal with the profound impact of the loss 
of faith in the region over American intentions and principles. For the President to 
accomplish progress in bringing stability to and withdrawal from Iraq, pushing back the 
Taliban in Afghanistan, reinforcing the government of Pakistan, moving forward on the 
Palestinian problem, dealing with the threat of Iran and international terrorism, and of 
engaging with Europe and Asia to protect our interests in the Middle East it will take 
enormous effort, strong leadership, continued US military engagement, financial 
resources, good luck and a lot more time. Much will also depend on how the President 
deals with each of these problems. The President will be hard pressed to make good on 
his pledges regarding withdrawal from Iraq and Afghanistan without pushing those 
countries into civil conflict. 
 
In Iran, the President is confronted by a drive to develop a nuclear capability that could 
destabilize the entire region and have a profound impact on our efforts in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. President Obama opened the door to constructive dialog, but Iran refused to 
walk through.  He has strengthened the sanctions regime, but few believe that sanctions 
alone will change the course of Iran’s drive for a nuclear capability.  The President has 
left a military option on the table and has recently adjusted the tone of his statements to 
convey the message that he will not accept a nuclear-armed Iran. However, the military 
option has great costs and is by no means a certain solution. 
 
Iran continues to support terrorism, with cadres of dedicated special operations fighters 
from the Revolutionary Guards who have been active throughout the Gulf region. Iran 
also has potential in the form of Hezbollah in Lebanon and its adherents around the world 
and Hamas in Palestine. The al Qaeda terror centralized leadership, including Osama bin 
Laden, has diminished capacity to lead but the threat is growing through franchise 
operations in some 60 countries in the world. Control of Al Qaeda in Iraq and pressure in 
Afghanistan is leading to increasing al Qaeda attention to other softer targets in the 
Middle East with North Africa, Yemen, Somalia and Sudan becoming major training 
grounds for terrorists. We face the reality that the threat is becoming increasingly 
decentralized, based on local option, and has the potential to engage some of our closest 
allies in key countries like Saudi Arabia and Egypt. The war on terror is likely to become 
more complex, more widespread, and more dangerous. 
 
 
The Palestinian issue, which the Bush Administration tried to put on the back burner, has 
now become entangled in the internal problems between Hamas and Fatah as well as in 
the problems in Lebanon and the appeal of Hezbollah in the Arab world as it stands 
against Israel. Hezbollah’s perceived success has emboldened Hamas in Gaza.  Enhanced 



security in Israel is taking the pressure off the Israelis to pay a price for peace.  The 
Palestinians and other Arabs have lost confidence in Obama and in US leadership.  There 
is increasing skepticism that either indirect or direct negotiations between the Israelis and 
Palestinians will have a positive outcome. 
 
In addition to these problems, assuming global economic recovery, we will again face a 
massive problem with energy as demand for oil and gas grows beyond the capacity of oil 
producers to supply the market with reasonably priced energy. At the same time we face 
the pressures of global warming. In the short term President Obama will not be able to 
change the world’s reliance on Persian Gulf oil and particularly on Saudi Arabia. 
 
It is clear, that each of the problems the President faces is linked to the others. And what 
he decides to do in one area will have ramifications for all others. Those ramifications 
may not be clear or knowable in which case the Administration’s actions can have 
unintended consequences. 
 
Seminar Description 
This seminar will examine the making of American foreign policy toward the Middle 
East in a period of deep divisions in the region and in our own country. We will focus on 
the role of the United States and the Administration as it seeks to deal with the problems 
of Iraq, Afghanistan, Iran, Pakistan, the Palestinians, Lebanon, the growing influence of 
China, terrorism, democracy, energy and the environment. We will try to identify the 
domestic and foreign influences that drive the Administration as it forms American 
policy as well as the influences that ought to drive it.  We will want to examine the 
opportunities created by the internet and digital diplomacy. We will also be looking for 
the linkages between US policies and our options for action. We will want to identify 
possible unintended consequences and decide how best the Administration can guard 
against them. 
 
We will then put our examination and conclusions into practice in series of simulated 
NSC meetings designed to identify current policy options for President Obama, priorities 
and the likely consequences for his agenda at home and abroad.  We will conclude with a 
two-day simulation of the Administration’s approach to a major policy problem. 
 
The seminar will be divided into five broad sections: 1) the policy framework and 
structure; 2) US interests; 3) domestic and foreign influences on US Middle East policy; 
4) issues – Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan, the Palestinians, terrorism and Islam, energy 
and global warming, and finally, 5) a simulation. 
The seminar will meet once a week on Wednesday mornings from 9:00 am until 12:00 
noon with a half hour coffee break in the middle. 
 
Course Requirements 
 
Seminar Participation: I expect students to complete reading assignments on time and 
to participate actively in seminar discussions. This is not a lecture course. I expect you to 
work together and challenge each other and me, to analyze the past, examine the options 



open to American policy makers, question their motivations, and consider alternatives. I 
also expect you to back up your assertions with facts and through rigorous analysis. 
Unsubstantiated assertion framed by stereotypes and ideology are not adequate as 
justifications for a position. And just because an exalted authority or favored politician 
says something, it does not make it so. Our objective is to question common assumptions. 
I expect students to drop their inhibitions at the door and use their imagination in our 
discussions, backed up by readings and their own experience and knowledge base. I will 
count your participation in the seminar as 15% of your grade. 
 
Press Guidance: 
During the first 20 minutes of each seminar session we will simulate a staff meeting with 
the Assistant Secretary of the Near East Bureau (NEA) to decide on the press guidance 
for that day based on the morning news. Your job is to anticipate questions the press may 
raise with the Department’s spokesperson and prepare the answers. In this, you will be 
doing exactly the same thing that is going on in the Middle East Bureau offices at State at 
roughly the same time. We will test our guidance against that provided by the State 
Department. 
 
In this connection you will be required to skim through the Washington Post and other 
sources of your choosing on a daily basis. You can subscribe to a paper copy to be 
delivered to your room daily or simply go to www.washingtonpost.com to read the paper 
on line. You will take turns representing different Country Directors in the NEA bureau. 
In this position you will be required to review the press for articles on your countries of 
responsibility for which guidance may be required. You will also be required to suggest 
the guidance.  
 
An updated list of the Country Directorates involved each week and a schedule of 
assignments will be included in the “Course Information” tab for the Seminar. Your 
assignments will also be included in the weekly calendar for the Seminar. I will run the 
meeting as the Assistant Secretary, ask questions, and fill in with topics you may have 
missed. Rotation of the students between Country Directorates is in alphabetic order. For 
each briefing, two country directorates will report. I will be grading you on your ability to 
develop topics and guidance. Your effort will count as 20% of your final grade. Press 
Guidance will also be a part of your final exam. 
 
Simulation: At the conclusion of the course, I will assign each student a role in a 
simulated NSC based strategy meeting to consider a broad strategy toward the Middle 
East and the US approach to the basic problems we face. You will be broken into the 
White House Chief of Staff, the Homeland Security Director, the Director of National 
Intelligence, the National Security Advisor, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, and the 
Secretaries of State and Defense,  
 
Each student will make an opening statement outlining his or her position and 
appreciation of the immediate situation and long-term consequences. The statement will 
be written and will be limited to 1500 words. It will also include a summary of an 
additional 200 words that will be delivered orally. I will have provided you with a memo 



from your department or office outlining what your staff believes should be your 
position, but you are not bound to that position. I will play the part of outside forces that 
can impinge on your discussions. I will judge you on how well you research your 
individual roles, how you protect your interests, how effective you are in the discussions 
and how realistic your conclusions are. The Simulation will be counted as 25% of your 
grade. 
 
Final Exam and Policy Roadmap: 
 
The final exam will be open book and, in addition to a preparing guidance for the press 
spokesperson, will solicit your recommendation for a policy making structure and a 
roadmap for the Administration to follow in the future. You will be expected to suggest 
structural reforms in the policy-making apparatus that you believe would make the 
system more efficient and effective or, alternatively, to make a justification for no reform. 
You will have three hours to prepare your press guidance and recommendations unless 
you have extended time. The press guidance section of the exam will count as 10% of 
your final grade and the structure and roadmap recommendation will constitute 30% of 
your grade for a total of 40%. 
 
Course Grading 
I will grade you on the following elements of the course in the percentages indicated: 
Seminar participation 15%; Press Guidance 20%; Simulation 25%; Final Exam 40% 
 
Since grading depends in part on seminar discussions, attendance is mandatory unless 
excused by me. Emergencies happen, and ex post facto excuses will be entertained. Each 
absence, unless excused by me, will lead to a five-point deduction from the seminar 
participation part of the final grade. 
 
Course Readings 
I will ask you to read a certain number of selections or readings on topics we will be 
discussing for each seminar session. I will provide you with the selections at the  
Blackboard tab for “Assignments” for each session. 


