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Talk About Literature in Kansas is a program for every Kansan who loves to read and discuss good books.  For more information about TALK and other programs for libraries, museums, and non-profit groups, contact 

www.humanitieskansas.org

Middle Eastern Culture and Society


The Middle East can seem so far from daily life in Kansas.  The information we receive is often through images in the media that become stereotypes generalized to all people of the region – terrorists, fundamentalists, women who suffer gender inequality.  Just as we in Kansas are frequently called upon to defend our state’s diversity and rich culture, so too the Middle East is a diverse region with multiple histories, cultures and peoples of varied backgrounds. 


While the region has long been a significant part of the daily news, people have failed to look beyond the media headlines to the vast amount of information to be found about the region.  This series of books moves beyond stereotypes to delve into the complexities of the region’s people and cultures.


This set of fiction and non-fiction explores twentieth-century Iran, Egypt, Israel, and their neighbors.  The four books complement each other by telling us broadly about the contemporary history of the region, the role of women, and the role of religion in society.  By learning about the diversity of religions, societies, and histories of the region, readers will move beyond current impressions of a homogeneous region to see greater diversity and interconnections.

The Israelis:  Ordinary People in an Extraordinary Land by Donna Rosenthal


Living in a state frequently at war within its territories and with its neighbors, Israelis have had to adjust to a climate of fear.  Young people, who face compulsory military service, lead lives that are necessarily entwined with religion and politics.  A nation of immigrants, Israel is much more religiously and ethnically diverse than many would guess.  The Washington Post notes that Rosenthal “gives us a broad, well-informed picture of its citizenry.  She methodically limns [describes] the various ethnic and religious subcultures, Jewish and non-Jewish, that constitute the vibrant and fragile mosaic of Israeli society.”  482 pp.

My Prison, My Home:  One Woman’s Story of Captivity in Iran by Haleh Esfandiari

This autobiography provides a window into modern-day Iran and Iranian-American relations.  Ms. Esfandiari is an American citizen and native of Iran who travels from the United States to visit her mother in Tehran, where she is arrested and incarcerated.  Claire Messud, New York Review of Books, cites this book as “a memoir of considerable delicacy and sophistication . . . a lucid, concise history of Iran through the twentieth century and into the first years of the twenty-first.”  232 pp.

Persepolis:  The Story of a Childhood by Marjane Satrapi


This 2004 graphic novel, also made into a film, offers a quick read.  Political changes following the 1979 revolution affect a young girl’s daily life and the lives of those around her in ways that are difficult for her to understand.  The story is highly accessible, demystifying this turbulent time in Iran’s history, as well as aspects of a people and culture not often available to those living outside of the region.  It is a New York Times Notable Book, Time Magazine “Best Comix of the Year,” and San Francisco Chronicle and Los Angeles Times bestseller.  153 pp.

The Yacoubian Building by Alaa Al Aswany

 A bestseller in the Arab world, this novel was also made into a film in 2006.  It follows the lives of a group of people who live in one apartment building in Cairo during the first Gulf War.  The diversity of the inhabitants reveals a cross-section of gritty lives in a big city.  Alev Adil, of The Independent, reflects that “Al Aswany’s interwoven narratives of the diverse inhabitants of a once grand, now dilapidated, apartment block in downtown Cairo marry the humanist realism of Balzac with the hyperbolic momentum of Egyptian soap opera.”  255 pp.

Suggestions for Further Reading

Afghanistan
Malalai Joya, A Woman Among Warlords
Persia
Coleman Barks, The Essential Rumi - reissue: New Expanded Edition 
John L. Esposito, The Iranian Revolution: Its Global Impact 
Sattareh Farman Farmaian, Daughter of Persia:  A Woman’s Journey from Her Father’s Harem Through the Islamic Revolution

Shahrnush Parsipur, Touba and the Meaning of Night
Shahrnush Parsipur, Women Without Men, a Novel of Modern Iran
Marjane Satrapi, Persepolis 2:  The Story of a Return
Marjane Satrapi, Embroideries
Saira Shah, The Storyteller’s Daughter:  One Woman’s Return to Her Lost Homeland 

Egypt
Leila Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam:  Historical Roots of a Modern Debate
Naguib Mahfouz, Cairo Modern
Naguib Mahfouz, The Cairo Trilogy: Palace Walk, Palace of Desire, Sugar Street
Max Rodenbeck, Cairo:  The City Victorious 
Nawal El Saadawi, A Daughter of Isis:  The Autobiography of Nawal El Saadawi

Huda Shaarawi, Harem Years:  Memoirs of an Egyptian Feminist
Israel
Howard M. Sachar, A History of Israel:  From the Rise of Zionism to Our Time
Charles D. Smith, Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict:  A History with Documents
Lebanon
Robert Fisk, Pity the Nation:  The Abduction of Lebanon  

Michael Young, The Ghosts of Martyrs Square:  An Eyewitness Account of Lebanon’s Life Struggle

Morocco
Fatima Mernissi, Beyond the Veil, Revised Edition:  Male-Female Dynamics in Modern Muslim Society

Fatima Mernissi, Dreams Of Trespass:  Tales Of A Harem Girlhood
Saudi Arabia
John R. Bradley, Saudi Arabia Exposed:  Inside a Kingdom in Crisis, Updated Edition 

Rachel Bronson, Thicker Than Oil:  America’s Uneasy Partnership with Saudi Arabia
Omar bin Laden, Najwa bin Laden, and Jean Sasson, Growing Up bin Laden:  Osama’s Wife and Son Take Us Inside Their Secret World 
Patrick Tom Notestine, Paramedic to the Prince:  An American Paramedic’s Account of Life Inside the Mysterious World of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 
Islam and the West 
Reza Aslan, No god but God:  The Origins, Evolution, and Future of Islam

Jonathan Curiel, Al’ America:  Travels Through America’s Arab and Islamic Roots 

Samar Dahmash-Jarrah and Kirt M. Dressler, Arab Voices Speak to American Hearts
John L. Esposito, The Oxford History of Islam
Ingrid Mattson, The Story of the Qur’an:  Its History and Place in Muslim Life
Middle East History
William L. Cleveland, A History of the Modern Middle East
James L. Gelvin, The Modern Middle East:  A History
