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INTRODUCTION: WHY “A HISTORY OF THE MODERN
MIDDLE EAST” REMAINS ESSENTIAL READING IN
CLEVELAND AND BEYOND

Few textbooks have shaped the way English-speaking readers
understand  the  turbulent,  fascinating  region  between  the
Mediterranean and the Persian Gulf quite like A History of the
Modern Middle East. Written originally by the late William L.
Cleveland and later  updated by Martin Bunton,  this  book has
been  a  staple  in  university  courses—including  those  at
institutions in Cleveland, Ohio—for decades. But what is it about
this particular volume that makes it so enduring? And why does a
city like Cleveland, far from the sands of Arabia or the bazaars of
Damascus, find such value in its pages?
In this article, we will explore the origins, structure, and impact of
A  History  of  the  Modern  Middle  East  Cleveland  has
embraced as a key academic resource. We will look at how the
book navigates the complex history of the region from the rise of
the Ottoman Empire to the present day, and why its balanced
approach is  more critical  now than ever.  Whether  you are  a

student at Case Western Reserve University, a lifelong learner at
the Cleveland Public Library, or simply someone curious about
the forces that shape our world, this deep dive will illuminate why
Cleveland–the book, not the city–remains a cornerstone of Middle
Eastern studies.

THE GENESIS OF A CLASSIC: WILLIAM L. CLEVELAND
AND MARTIN BUNTON

William L. Cleveland was a historian who dedicated much of his
academic career to the study of  the modern Middle East.  He
taught at Simon Fraser University in British Columbia, but his
influence  reached  far  beyond  Canada.  When  A  History  of  the
Modern  Middle  East  was  first  published  in  1994,  it  filled  a
noticeable gap. Existing textbooks tended to be either too dense
for undergraduates or too focused on ancient history. Cleveland
wanted a text that would guide students from the late Ottoman
era  through  the  colonial  period  and  into  the  contemporary
struggles for independence, oil, and identity.
After  Cleveland’s  passing,  Martin  Bunton,  a  historian  at  the
University of Victoria, took up the mantle. Bunton has updated
each new edition with careful  attention to recent events—the
Arab uprisings, the Syrian civil war, the shifting role of Iran, and
the ongoing Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  This partnership between
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Cleveland’s original vision and Bunton’s updates ensures that the
book stays relevant without losing its coherence.
Cleveland’s book found a ready audience in cities like Cleveland,
Ohio,  where  universities  and  community  colleges  offer  robust
programs in history, political science, and international relations.
The title itself invites a clever double meaning: A History of the
Modern Middle East is studied in Cleveland, and the city’s own
diverse  communities—including  a  vibrant  Arab  American
population—find  personal  resonance  in  its  pages.

STRUCTURE AND SCOPE: WHAT THE BOOK COVERS

From the Ottoman Empire
to European Imperialism
The book begins not with ancient Mesopotamia, but with the late
Ottoman Empire in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. This
choice is deliberate. By starting at a point when the Middle East
was  already  part  of  a  multi-ethnic,  multi-religious  empire,
Cleveland sets the stage for understanding the region's modern
borders and conflicts.  He explains how Ottoman reforms,  known
as  the  Tanzimat,  attempted  to  modernize  the  state  but  also
sowed  seeds  of  ethnic  nationalism among  Arabs,  Turks,  and
Kurds.
One  of  the  book’s  strengths  is  its  treatment  of  European
imperialism.  Cleveland and Bunton avoid  simple  narratives  of
“the West versus the East.” Instead, they show how British and

French interests—bolstered by the Suez Canal,  oil  discoveries,
and strategic military concerns—carved up the region after World
War  I.  The  infamous  Sykes-Picot  Agreement  and  the  Balfour
Declaration receive careful  analysis,  setting the stage for  the
creation of modern states like Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and Jordan.

The Rise of Nationalism and
Independence Movements
From the 1920s through the 1950s, the Middle East witnessed a
wave of  anti-colonial  nationalism.  A History of the Modern
Middle  East  examines  figures  such  as  Gamal  Abdel  Nasser  in
Egypt, the Ba'ath Party in Syria and Iraq, and the early Zionist
movement  in  Palestine.  The  book  does  not  shy  away  from
controversial topics, including the 1948 Arab-Israeli war, the 1953
Iranian  coup,  and  the  1956  Suez  Crisis.  It  presents  multiple
perspectives,  asking  readers  to  consider  how  different
communities  experienced  these  events.
In Cleveland, Ohio, these chapters are particularly valuable for
students who may only encounter Middle Eastern history through
news headlines. The book provides context: why do many Arabs
view  the  creation  of  Israel  as  a  catastrophe?  Why  do  many
Israelis see it as liberation? By laying out the historical evidence,
Cleveland  and  Bunton  equip  readers  to  engage  with  nuance
rather than propaganda.
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Oil, Revolution, and the
Modern Era
No history of the modern Middle East would be complete without
discussing oil. The book devotes substantial space to the role of
petroleum in shaping economies and geopolitics, from the rise of
Saudi Arabia as a global power to the nationalization of oil in Iran
and the formation of OPEC. The authors also cover the Iranian
Revolution of 1979 in depth, explaining how it transformed not
just  Iran  but  the  entire  region’s  sectarian  and  ideological
landscape.
Later  editions  include  analysis  of  the  Gulf  Wars,  the  2003
invasion of Iraq, the Arab Spring (beginning in 2011), the rise of
ISIS, and the ongoing war in Yemen. Bunton’s updates maintain
the book’s  original  analytical  framework:  a  focus  on  political,
economic, and social history, with attention to the experiences of
ordinary people as well as elites.

WHY THE BOOK RESONATES IN CLEVELAND

At first glance, a textbook on the Middle East might seem an odd
fit for a city best known for the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame and the
Cuyahoga River. Yet Cleveland, Ohio, has deep connections to
the region. The city is home to one of the largest Arab American
communities  in  the  Midwest,  with  roots  in  Lebanon,  Syria,
Palestine,  and  Yemen.  Many  families  arrived  in  the  early
twentieth century, seeking work in the steel mills and auto plants.

Today,  the  city’s  West  Side  is  dotted  with  Middle  Eastern
restaurants, mosques, and cultural centers.
Moreover, Case Western Reserve University and Cleveland State
University both offer extensive courses on Middle Eastern history,
and  A History  of  the  Modern  Middle  East  is  a  common
required text. The book’s clear prose and thematic organization
make it  accessible to undergraduates who may have no prior
knowledge of the region. Professors in Cleveland often pair the
textbook with primary sources or novels to deepen the learning
experience.
Additionally, Cleveland’s Jewish community has a long and rich
history, and the city has been a site of dialogue and sometimes
tension around issues related to Israel and Palestine. A nuanced
history like Cleveland and Bunton’s provides a common ground
for discussion—a factual base from which diverse opinions can be
explored respectfully.

PEDAGOGICAL STRENGTHS: MAPS, TIMELINES, AND
PRIMARY SOURCES

One reason A History of the Modern Middle East  remains
popular is its pedagogical design. Each edition includes detailed
maps  that  show  shifting  borders,  oil  fields,  and  population
movements.  Timelines  help  students  situate  events
chronologically,  and  “boxes”  within  chapters  highlight  key
documents,  like  the  Balfour  Declaration  or  excerpts  from the
Egyptian constitution. The writing is academic yet fluid, avoiding
jargon while maintaining scholarly rigor.
For instructors in Cleveland, these features are invaluable. The
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maps  allow  students  to  visualize  how  a  place  like  Palestine
transformed from an Ottoman province to a British mandate to a
divided land. The primary source excerpts give voice to historical
actors, from Ottoman sultans to Palestinian refugees to Iranian
revolutionaries. The book does not pretend to be objective in a
simplistic sense; rather, it presents conflicting interpretations and
encourages critical thinking.

CRITICISMS AND CONTROVERSIES

No textbook is without its detractors. Some critics argue that A
History of the Modern Middle East  focuses too heavily on
political  history  at  the  expense  of  cultural,  gender,  or
environmental  history.  Others  point  out  that  the  book,  while
balanced, still  operates within a Western academic framework
that may marginalize Indigenous or non-elite perspectives. For
example,  the treatment of  the Armenian Genocide has drawn
criticism for being too cautious in early editions,  though later
versions have addressed this more forthrightly.
Still,  the book’s popularity suggests that, for most readers, its
strengths outweigh its weaknesses. The authors are transparent
about  their  interpretative  choices,  and  the  extensive
bibliographies direct curious readers to more specialized studies.

HOW TO USE THE BOOK FOR SELF-STUDY

If you are in Cleveland and want to learn more about the modern
Middle  East,  A History  of  the  Modern Middle  East  is  an
excellent  starting  point.  You  can  find  it  at  the  Cleveland  Public
Library or purchase a copy online. Read it chapter by chapter,

taking notes on the key themes:  the decline of  empires,  the
impact of colonialism, the role of nationalism, the geopolitics of
oil, and the persistence of conflict. Supplement your reading with
current  news—the  book  will  give  you  the  background  to
understand why events in Gaza, Iran, or Turkey unfold as they do.
Many readers in Cleveland have formed informal book clubs or
discussion groups around this  text.  The city’s  rich network of
ethnic  organizations,  churches,  and  synagogues  often  host
dialogues on Middle Eastern affairs.  The book provides a shared
vocabulary and historical foundation for these conversations.

CONCLUSION: A TIMELESS RESOURCE IN A CHANGING
WORLD

A History of the Modern Middle East has earned its place as
the  leading  textbook  in  its  field.  From its  careful  analysis  of  the
Ottoman Empire to its coverage of today’s headlines, the book
offers a comprehensive, balanced, and human-centered view of a
region  often  reduced  to  stereotypes.  For  readers  in
Cleveland—whether  students,  educators,  or  community
members—it is more than a textbook; it is a window into the
histories that shape our interconnected world.
As the Middle East continues to evolve, new editions of Cleveland
and Bunton’s work will undoubtedly follow. But the core mission
remains the same: to provide a clear, thoughtful, and accessible
history that helps us understand not just what happened, but why
it matters. If you have not yet had the chance to open this book,
now is the time. The history it tells is not distant—it is alive in the
headlines, in the stories of neighbors, and in the ongoing search
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for justice and peace.


