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To the Wonderful Wasserman Women

Helen, Aunt Ann,

Ann, Eva

Adrienne, Laura


“Every time you make an experiment you learn more: quite literally, you cannot learn less.”

—Buckminister Fuller


Foreword

I have been reading Gary Wasserman’s writings for a long, long time.

Gary and I were students and friends at Georgetown University’s School of Foreign Service many years ago. (Think Simon and Garfunkel’s “Bridge Over Troubled Waters” era). He was the editor of the campus magazine, the Courier, and I was a staff writer.

His one feature story I still remember came about when he decided our magazine should lead a campus effort to kill the school mascot, a lovable English bulldog named Jack.

Gary was upset that Jack, who lived in a fenced pen on campus, was being mistreated. When our mutt wasn’t being paraded at weekly sports events he was locked in his hot pen with limited attention and occasionally with no water. So Gary ran a cover on our magazine with a blow up photo of Jack’s beautiful, sad face and the headline: “Let’s Shoot Jack.”

The cover story worked. Jack’s life improved dramatically.

Reading the account of his years teaching at Georgetown’s new campus in Qatar, I was glad to find Gary’s sense of humor intact as he introduces his story with “A Jewish Guy Walks into a Catholic School in an Arab Country.” But his insights into the formation of the campus, the challenge of teaching, and the lives of his students are thoughtful and timely.

He was clearly learning as much as he taught, witnessing the Muslim tradition in the lives of his students. His stories from the classroom and visits with his students years later show the impact of this transplanted campus on their lives. Though the students never seemed to appreciate his wry American humor, a “liberal education” at Georgetown University in Doha challenged their view of the world.

His overviews of Qatar’s history, the intrigues of the royal family, the nation’s bountiful economy, and the political perils of the region are timely as this tiny nation of 250,000 natives finds itself in the headlines in 2017. Age-old enmity with Saudi Arabia and edgy relationships with both terrorist groups and the United States government have created new and heated regional rifts.

Gary didn’t duck the controversial political issues with his students. Frank dialogue on Israel, the Palestinians, and even the impact of AIPAC, the leading pro-Israel lobby in Washington, revealed the beliefs and prejudices in the next generation of Arab leaders. He finds students who have been taught Al Gore was a Jew and 9/11 an Israeli Mossad venture.

But the most powerful part of the book is the most personal. Gary tells us the struggles his students, particularly the young women, had reconciling their emerging identities with their Muslim faith and their loving but controlling families. A young Muslim woman takes a course on God and decides she is an atheist. Ordinary classroom life is shaken when another young woman switches unexpectedly from the traditional abaya and arrives in class in a blouse and jeans. More than one tells Gary that this Georgetown education is a way to cope with looming family pressures and a life constricted by limited opportunity for women.

He shares aspects of everyday life for the ex-pat: aggressive driving in Doha, socializing with other families, the experience of his LGBT friends, and the plight of migrant workers, an overwhelming part of the local economy.

After eight years Gary retires with a chapter reflecting on the future of our relations in the Middle East and experiments like the Georgetown campus in Doha. But it’s his candid, personal reflection on the “Doha Experiment” that brings an honest, even surprising, conclusion to the work.

Gary quotes an essay written by a student reflecting on the disruption of the Arab Spring. The student writes: “Life is the cruelest teacher because it gives us the test before the lesson.” This book despite its many moments of levity offers a serious and important lesson about the possibilities, and limitations, of American education as a bridge between cultures.

—Senator Dick Durbin


INTRODUCTION

A Jewish Guy Walks into a Catholic School in an Arab Country

This is a true story that sounds like a politically incorrect joke.

A Jewish guy walks into a fundamentalist Arab country he has never heard of to teach American politics at a Catholic college. It is a good job offering lots of perks. Assuming survival, of course. The story starts four years after 9/11. The United States was, as it is now, caught in a period of great despair over the Middle East. The Jewish guy’s family, only half-smiling, assure him they will recite the Mourners’ Kaddish if needed. An elderly aunt quietly and unhelpfully takes my hand: “Gary, stay away from Arabs.”

After eight years, the fears I took with me to the Middle East have subsided. Teaching at Georgetown University’s new Foreign Service School in Doha, Qatar, didn’t get me killed, kidnapped, or even treated badly. Instead, I became part of a significant, little-known movement of higher education from American institutions into the embattled nations of the Middle East. By accident, I dropped into the front lines of a clash of civilizations—or, more accurately, a confusion of cultures in which liberal universities confront a gaggle of students including fundamentalists, first-rate scholars, gay Muslims, wealthy jet-setters, Arab valley girls, Asian nerds, budding jihadists, and tomorrow’s world leaders. The stakes were high, the process often chaotic, the results surprisingly positive.

Georgetown University’s leaders had the insight and courage to understand that if America wanted to send its best to a difficult region of the world, it should send scholars, not just soldiers. While I can’t claim to be one of the best, my vices were my virtues. Not having studied the region before I arrived in Doha gave me some unexpected advantages. For starters, it gave me a certain openness toward what people had to say. I found myself listening, partly because I wasn’t committed to many firm ideas of my own, other than my slowly diminishing paranoia.

My ambitions in writing this book, too, are modest. I did not try, while in Doha, to uncover the causes of terrorism, to explain the contradictions of Islam in the modern age, or to explore how Arab regimes have failed to adapt their societies to the challenges of the twenty-first century. Nor will I try to in this book. Others have made that effort, some successfully, some not. My stories are simple, honest, sometimes funny accounts of very different students interacting with one another and their American, Arab, and foreign teachers. The intimacy of the classroom allows candid exchanges. I have tried to capture what I saw: a surprisingly diverse Muslim group of young people struggling to find their way between conflicting worlds.

Not to give away the book’s punch line, but this is not a blood-soaked narrative. Georgetown, my alma mater, treated me fairly and provided a scholarly environment that was open and free. The Qataris were generous, if not warm, hosts. The anxiety I brought with me subsided; my fears were not borne out. As a Jew, I never suffered discrimination or harassment from the people of Qatar. If anything, the respect I received as a foreign professor was the respect given to an honored, welcomed guest.

I began my journey both apprehensive and idealistic. I ended it less apprehensive and also less idealistic.

A few things should be said at the outset of this story. The Qataris are a private people. Tribe, religion and, above all, family are the most important loyalties. The nation is important but that, too, in an emirate, is a family matter. “Public affairs” is a mislabeled concept. The local media are cheerleaders for those in power and poster boards for corporate good news. Government means “palace politics” and it happens behind closed doors. Public critiques are not welcomed. My Doha friends will probably be reluctant to embrace a book that they may see as the product of bad manners—of taking the money, running, and then writing.

And yet establishing an American college in Qatar is a bold, interesting, and important experiment. Washington policymakers may view this as an exercise of “soft power,” extending an American approach to the world. It makes for an intervention that is embraced in a region that has generally greeted American involvement—including the sending of troops and investments—as, at best, necessary evils. Overseas campuses like Georgetown’s do help America’s relations with the rest of the world. They give others insight into how we think and what we value. And they establish bonds of trust among friends.

American universities are the world’s gold standard in higher education. If a Jesuit-run Catholic university can establish a liberal arts undergraduate school in a conservative Wahhabi Islamic emirate in the Arab Gulf, then some of the early experiences of that project offer lessons that can be applied, or avoided, elsewhere. And Qatar, an increasingly important state, may offer clues to other traditional tribal societies that are rapidly changing how they live, work, and think.

Liberal higher education opens a world of opportunity for the most precious possessions of Arab families: their children. It gives those children new ways to view a host of issues, from women’s rights to press freedom. It also establishes networks of foreign professionals who can fill important positions in a globalized world. Products of these American universities can compete with graduates anywhere.

My own experiences may provide insights, if not amusement, to others heading for an overseas posting.

Though Georgetown’s experience in Qatar is surely unique, elements of it may encourage similar efforts elsewhere: pairing American universities with sister schools abroad, allowing exchanges of scholars between academic departments, planning interfaith field trips, or delivering online classes from one university to another across the world. I hope this case will excite others to experiment and adapt other educational models to different settings and needs.

A few words on methods. What goes on in a classroom is not quite public, not quite private. It involves trust on both sides of the chasm between teacher and students. I have tried to keep that trust by not identifying my students by their given names. I have further disguised their identities where necessary. They have important things to say, especially to an American audience, and I have tried to convey that while respecting their right to privacy.

In putting together this account, I’ve done my best to verify facts and check recollections with friends and colleagues from Doha. Since returning to the United States, I’ve availed myself of some of the books and articles on the region that I studiously avoided in advance of my headlong journey. I’ve also interviewed dozens of former students, administrators, staff, and colleagues, and I’ve examined letters and emails. There still may be gaps, mistakes, and misperceptions in my account. If so, I am responsible and regret the unintended errors.

Despite my experience, I sometimes share with my countrymen their exasperation toward the Middle East. The recent crisis over Qatar will pass and, one hopes, without the United States making the conflict worse. I know from my eight years in Doha that the wars, terrorism, and zealotry dominating the headlines miss the full story. They must not compose the organizing narrative that will determine America’s future in the region. Georgetown’s successful effort to protect and promote a liberal presence in the Middle East should and must be continued.

My own journey was one of insights and confusion, irony and optimism. I recount my experiences knowing that I might reinforce certain unfortunate generalizations made by outsiders to the region. I also hope that I might offer alternatives to these easily grasped myths.

Some years ago, the Palestinian scholar Edward W. Said gave some good advice to those “covering Islam”:


Respect for the concrete detail of human experience, understanding that arises from viewing the Other compassionately, knowledge gained and diffused through moral and intellectual honesty: surely these are better, if not easier, goals at present than confrontation and reductive hostility. And if, in the process, we can dispose finally of both the residual hatred and the offensive generality of labels like “the Muslim,” “the Persian,” “the Turk,” “the Arab,” or “the Westerner,” then so much the better.



I have tried to do this in my own journey. Inshallah.
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Qatar, with its capital Doha, sticks out into the Arab Gulf surrounded by larger neighbors.

Credit: University of Texas Libraries


CHAPTER 1

Preparing for the Worst: The Early Years

Given the doomsday prophecies I had heard before coming to Doha, I expected the worst. What happened on the first day of teaching the Intro to American Government class was bad enough. And it was all my fault.

Doha, Qatar, Sunday, January 14, 11:05 a.m.: Opening Day

It was Sunday morning, which didn’t help my mood. Because the Muslim Sabbath falls on Friday, weekends end on Saturday night. Sunday is the first day of the workweek. I elevated this to a human rights violation, but more to the point, it undermined my ingrained habit of taking Sunday mornings very slowly. My wife, Ann, noted that by working Sundays, my weekly teaching duties—consisting of twice-weekly classes—ended on Tuesday afternoon. Where she came from, this wasn’t considered a full-time job—so I wasn’t getting much sympathy at home.

My attitude didn’t improve much as I watched the last students sluggishly file in. There were only a dozen in the class, which was par for the second year of Georgetown’s School of Foreign Service in Qatar, in which only freshman and sophomore classes had been admitted. An additional class would be added each year until the school’s full undergraduate complement was in place in the fourth year. That, at least, was the plan.

No one seemed happy that day. First-day classes tend to be fraught with anxiety for students. Add to the mix a new course with a new professor, topped by whatever baggage of expectations the students brought with them.

About one-third of the students were Qataris, about the same ratio as in the school overall. They were easily identified by their dress—the three women were clad in full-length black abayas, their hair covered in equally dark head scarves. Their faces, eyes, and cheeks, framed by their scarves, seemed to have been lavished with feminine attention that morning.

The one Qatari man wore the traditional white thobe, his white head cover or kaffiyeh held down by a black band. A dark, wispy beard hugged his chin. Keeping the head covering on required a straight neck and an erect posture, which added to an appearance of dignity and reserve. I assumed that students dressed in traditional attire were religious. Another rookie mistake.

The rest of the class was evenly divided between men and women, with two of the females covering their hair. Others were outfitted in the uniform of the global teenager: jeans, sneakers, and T-shirts spouting slogans. Most of the class was a shade darker than the teacher.

The class was held in a small, typically bland classroom. It contained a half-dozen unattached, uneven rows of chairs, each armed with its own moveable half desk for taking notes. A frequently glanced-at wall clock monitored the class from over the doorway.

One distinction of the room was its clean floor and sparkling surfaces. A hint of freshly applied ammonia could be detected early in the morning, blending with the ever-present air-conditioning. This tidiness wasn’t a surprise given the legions of South Asians—called “blue boys”—scattered around the halls in blue uniforms with black sleeves dusting, sweeping, mopping, and scrubbing, all while trying to stay out of the way of their superiors on appointed educational missions. These slight, brown, inevitably smiling men and women seemed to belong to the building yet to be not quite part of the university.

Appropriately for a sage on the stage, I stood on a slightly raised platform in front of a whiteboard, with a small podium full of never-touched electronics. The dozen students filled about half the available seats. As is customary for the first day of class, the front row was unoccupied, a protective moat of separation. I could delude myself that it reflected a backhanded compliment regarding the feared force of the coming lectures.

I had several goals for the first day. I wanted the students to be excited about the coming semester and to think that the readings, discussions, and issues ahead would be engaging, maybe even fun. Closely related to this, if sometimes in conflict, was the importance of politics in their lives. What we were doing was significant and they should take their studies and assignments seriously.

Halfway through this sermon, I often paused and dramatically pointed to the inevitable migrant workers laboring outside our windows in the midst of their twelve-hour days, constructing yet another of Doha’s metastasizing malls or monuments. I reminded them that life’s luck separated them from earning a living through the sweat of their brow, having been lifted into this classroom by fortunes unearned—by them. One student later quoted me: “It is the ultimate luxury in the world that we can be here discussing ideas rather than digging ditches.”

Perhaps overblown, but I concluded by noting that our privileges must not be wasted. The lesson, while greeted with grim nods, had usually faded by the time the first assignments were due.

One other goal in my first day presentations was for them to think kindly of their professor. I did this by saying something funny, which hardly ever worked, but as well-mannered youth, they politely smiled. I didn’t have to be liked but I tried to convey that I was not a monster. At least not yet.

On this particular Sunday, I managed to accomplish none of my objectives.

All because I tried to throw one of the students out of class.

Admittedly, this was not one of my kinder acts as a teacher. But it was designed as a bit of theater to introduce and interest them in politics. After reviewing what we would cover in the semester ahead, I paused for their comments. Then I posed the questions: What is politics? Where does it take place? Most students, in Qatar and America, identified politics with acts of government. I intentionally misled them by voicing sympathy for this view.

But I was trying to get across a different point: that politics is a process of influence involving power and authority in many social settings, including church or mosque, home, even school.

After some prodding by the professor, at least one unsuspecting student responded that, no, politics doesn’t go on in this classroom. The teacher, me, feigned anger at this answer and asked the student to leave. The intention was to stop the unhappy student at the door, ask why he or she was obeying, and thus encourage a more energetic discussion of authority and politics in universities, families, etc. That was the idea.

Now, when I carried out this exercise in the United States, there was usually a range of responses. The accomplished students I taught at Georgetown and Columbia reacted with detached bemusement. This display of aberrant behavior was my problem, not theirs. Perhaps in their mass-mediated, online-addled minds, they sensed a trap or an angle they had yet to uncover in the plot. Some reacted with smiles; some with smirks; and some quietly calculated whether their schedule would still allow them to transfer out of this wack job’s course.

My initial attempt at this form of pedagogy hadn’t worked terribly well. Just out of graduate school, I was teaching at Medgar Evers College, a tough inner-city school in Brooklyn. Classes were held in a sort of converted Catholic elementary school in a rundown section of Bushwick. It was bare-bones education. Chalk for the blackboards was scarce. Most of the students were in their twenties, their schooling having been interrupted by babies for the women, jail for many of the men, or poverty for both.

Anyway, I—an allegedly street-smart, recent Columbia University grad—pointed to a slouching student near the front of the room and asked him to leave. He refused to move. “I ain’t goin’ nowhere,” was the gentleman’s succinct response.

In full retreat, I quickly explained to the giggling class that this too was an example of politics.

Years later, on that first day of class in Doha, I was again the new guy on the block, a recent arrival. I had picked out a cheerful-looking, chubby Pakistani who frequently leaned over to talk to the guy in the next seat. (Note: I wasn’t crazy enough to select anyone wearing traditional Arab dress.) When I asked him to leave, he smiled, disbelievingly. The class halfheartedly grimaced. I insisted: “Will you pleeeze leave.” He slowly rose and headed for the door. I stopped him and went through my spiel. His relief was sincere; his interest probably faked. He sat down again. But I sensed trouble.

A low murmur of distress had run through the class. I saw looks of pain, discomfort, and even disbelief on the faces staring up at me. Oh boy. I sensed that I had stepped over a line. Ordering a student out of class had violated an unspoken code of public courtesy for me and pride for them. I had used my position to humiliate one of their peers. Perhaps this place did not need lessons on the unpredictable power of the powerful or their ability to shame those beneath them. Curiously, I had stumbled over these students’ elevated respect for teachers. Their pain at my display of disapproval was a reminder that I was in another culture with different traditions of education, not to mention authority and politics.

That was one of the few mistakes in teaching I never repeated.

Looking back, I am surprised at my own daring in trying this little stunt so early in my tenure. To use that well-known Semitic tribal phrase, the chutzpah I displayed I seldom felt.

Already, some of my more attentive students were Googling my last name to see if they could identify more obviously Jewish people who shared the Wasserman tag. In those early days, I kept my mouth shut on matters of faith. “Don’t ask, don’t tell” was once good enough for gay GIs; it should be okay for me. To my relief, nobody asked.

Growing Pains

In the months between accepting this teaching position and arriving in Doha, I battled my demons, not all of which I could blame on the Arabs.

Okay, I’ll blame the Jews.

Growing up in a Jewish family in the 1950s with parents only one generation away from Eastern Europe’s pogroms and fresher received memories of the Holocaust meant breathing in the ghetto’s insecurity about the outside world. Although I was born in a working-class garden apartment in southeast Washington, DC, my parents had grown up in New York tenements, the Bronx (Sam) and Brooklyn (Helen). Early on, they discovered that life was not going to be a cushy bed of matzo balls.

Both of Mom’s parents died by the time she was twelve, compelling an older brother and sister to raise her with help from the city’s welfare system. Dad’s father was a tailor, which made Dad the one sitting at the family’s Singer sewing machine—this despite a brawny build and huge arms appropriate to the football lineman he had been. My grandparents were never completely comfortable with English; my parents never went to college.

They did get enough education to rise to the middle class, escape New York, and hatch dreams for advancing their two sons. Through night school, Sam could put together sufficient credentials which, added to his considerable native technical skills, had allowed him to pass muster as an engineer, first working for the army and then the navy during and after World War II. It did not go unmentioned at the dinner table that engineering schools in the 1930s and ’40s were not admitting Jews. Helen used New York City’s public night schools to train as a bookkeeper and work part-time to supplement her career as a mom.

In 1940, with the war looming and the Depression lifting, Dad moved to Washington for a job in the federal government. While it didn’t offer much money ($1,500 a year), it did promise enough security that he could marry, rent an apartment in the unfashionable but safe Southeast quadrant of DC, and raise a family. They delayed the birth of their first child—me—almost five years until December 1944, perhaps to make sure the war would be won. Brother Ed followed in 1948.

The initial temptation in looking back is to say that being Jewish was not that important. Sure, both parents were from self-identified Semitic generations—not that anyone spent much time talking about past traumas or ancestors. Ed and I went the expected bar mitzvah route following five years in after-school religious classes. Most of our family’s social connections gravitated toward families with shared “Tribe” backgrounds.

Yet we weren’t religious and we seldom attended services—except the obligatory once-a-year High Holidays of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur—and ignored kosher dietary restrictions. (I can recall the ever-practical Helen declaring that religion had no business telling a mother what to feed her children.) My brother and I grew up Jewish but what that meant had to be teased out.

One clear meaning was that the family stood for safety while the outside world was uncertain and could be dangerous. Looking back, the connections were reinforcing: the less safe the world, the more important the home. The risks outside reinforced how high the walls of our family fortress had to be.

These life lessons were taught by words and deeds. Mom saying to my brother in getting him to attend some relative’s celebration he was resisting: “Your friends will come and go but you’ll always have your family.” Or to me when I objected to an unwanted religious obligation: “You may not think you’re Jewish but the world knows and will treat you that way.”

They followed their own advice. Dad switched to the navy from the Army Redstone rocket program when it was moved in 1949 to Huntsville, Alabama. The explanation was that there weren’t many Jewish families in Alabama and he wanted his kids raised with “our kind.” Which meant, I suppose, forgoing Werner von Braun as a neighbor. (“Once the rockets are up, who cares where they come down? That’s not my department,” as Tom Lehrer, folksinger of my era, put it about the former Nazi scientist).

I can recall Mom in our changing Southeast neighborhood asking me after the first day of elementary school every year how many other Jewish students were in the new class. And the falling numbers were added to the data bolstering her case for moving to the suburbs. When we left for Silver Spring, it was not just because of the expected influx of blacks, the worsening integrated schools, and the perceived growing danger in the streets. It was also that other Jewish families were moving to places like Montgomery County, Maryland, where we landed in a freshly built, tidy, red-brick, bay window rambler in 1955. My parents paid $18,500, which was a steep enough price to provoke debate between them for years, before and after the purchase.

Of course, my parents’ fears weren’t unfounded. Southeast Washington soon became unlivable for families like ours with expectations for children’s safety and upward mobility. Their “white flight” to the suburbs faintly echoed the upheaval of the previous generation from the shtetls of Ukraine and Poland. The motivations for our minor migration were similar: the push from physical insecurity and the pull of economic opportunity. The memory of historic threats was not clouded because this time the Cossacks were schvartzes and generally didn’t ride horses.

The neighborhood streets, in both Silver Spring and DC, reinforced parental warnings. There were the usual fights, then considered vaguely acceptable for boys. And any verbal provocations were also deemed normal, including disparagements of race, religion, and size. One I recall involved an eleven-year-old me arriving at our kitchen door with a bleeding nose and a claim to victory over the attackers. The dialogue went like this:


Mom: Why were you fighting?

Me (after some hemming, hawing, and sniffling): He called me a Jew.

Mom: Well, you are a Jew.

Me: Yeah, but he doesn’t have to call me that.

Mom: Whaddya gonna do, fight with everyone who calls you a Jew? You should be proud of being Jewish.

Me: Yeah, but that’s not what he meant and anyway it’s none of his business.

Mom: Sam (who was clearly on my side and just as clearly in the background), talk to your son.



The relevance of all this to my story of travel and work in the Middle East is that despite the intervening years of accomplishments, the advanced degrees, global travel, publications, and semi-important jobs, along with love affairs, marriage, and friendships with people of myriad backgrounds, when push came to shove, well into adulthood I found myself in a defensive crouch. Deep in my own mind, I was facing a bunch of bullies threatening me not for what I had done but for who I was. The years of achievements and layers of defenses fell away and I was again just a skinny kid exploring a strange neighborhood and lost on a darkening corner—alone, vulnerable, and scared.

On the Other Hand

Despite these bleak spasms of memory, I was not without resources in 2006. I had a strong, loving family behind me. My parents had both passed. But besides my wife Ann, there was our son Daniel in medical school and daughter Laura working on becoming a nurse. Brother Ed, who remained close, was then a professor of media ethics at Washington and Lee University in rural Leesburg, Virginia, where he lived with his wife, Eva. There were lots of friends from my varied careers in education, political consulting, journalism, and unemployment. Of course, a good percentage of this support group thought I was out of my mind.

At times when I’ve told this story, I’ve described myself as being offered a job teaching American politics in a fundamentalist Arab state I had never heard of. That was true at the beginning of the process when I first learned of Georgetown establishing its School of Foreign Service in Qatar. Ann and I, like most of our countrymen, knew nothing of Doha or Qatar. We looked it up in travel guide Lonely Planet only to see it described as “the dullest place on earth.” Unhelpfully, the description continued, “There’s absolutely no reason to visit Doha.” And this is a publication trying to encourage foreign tourists.

Drastic shifts in my professional life were nothing new. Since leaving Medgar Evers College, New York City, and full-time teaching, I pursued what after twenty-five years I on occasion called a career. I moved to Washington in 1975 to become the issues coordinator for a presidential campaign. Not so helpful was that it was Fred Harris’s spirited, populist, hopeless bid for the Democratic nomination in 1976. (Slogan: “Take the Rich Off Welfare!”) After a year of what used to be called a political crusade, it hadn’t worked out. Following that, I served a brief stint as a legislative assistant to Congressman Dave Obey, the Democrat from Wisconsin. Then I worked in the US Agency for International Development (USAID) as a special assistant for evaluation, a political appointment. The Reagan Administration put an end to that.

Then there were three years attempting to start a political satire magazine, Mole, which left behind good reviews, fond memories, and six-figure debt. I climbed out of that hole by helping my friend Bob Beckel, later a Fox TV commentator, start a political consulting firm. The ten years with Bob and afterward with a well-regarded public communications group (Robinson, Lake, Sawyer Miller) put me in solid financial shape but on less firm ground for the future. I grew to hate clients. And after a while they didn’t care for me much either.

I wanted to get back to teaching.

The steps required to go from practicing politics to teaching it were not exactly a hop, skip, and a jump. Sure, I had a PhD from an Ivy League university, Columbia, where I had also taught. I could point to university press publications (an elite English university—Cambridge—had published my thesis) and a popular textbook in American politics that had flowered through a dozen editions. There was teaching as a part-time adjunct at Georgetown University and a year spent in China instructing grad students at the Hopkins-Nanjing Center for Chinese and American Studies. “Yes, that’s all fine,” said the faceless peers rejecting my application to teach US politics at some dozen American universities, “but where are the strangely neglected scholarly publications? And given your seniority, you’ll probably be expensive. And all that time actually practicing politics? Can’t have that.”

Experience in politics as preparation for university teaching of political science is like trying to get a job in an oncology department by pointing out that you had cancer. Interesting background, but how does it apply? If George McGovern, former Democratic nominee for president, former party chair, senior US senator, and, yes, a PhD in history, could initially be turned down by Columbia’s faculty as unqualified to teach a class in presidential politics (he was later hired part-time), then taking a pass on hiring me was not terribly surprising.

Spending the 2004–2005 academic year teaching in China at Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies had opened my eyes to other, not-so-distant opportunities. Much to my surprise, American academics were highly valued overseas. There were jobs for those willing to temporarily give up the unique attractions of America, which at that point in my life—besides family—meant Ben & Jerry’s Chocolate Fudge Brownie ice cream and episodes of Deadwood. Compensating for these sacrifices, teaching overseas offered income, novel encounters with interesting people, and, in China, exceptional students.

But a year in China was enough. It was a great, engaging place to teach and travel. It was also a year of never seeing stars at night because of air you could hear everyone choking on, not trusting the drinking water because of what floated down the Yangtze river outside our dorm window, and a homesick, environmentalist wife reminding me of the health consequences of all this. The benefits of exporting my teaching skills were, however, not lost.

In contrast to the American teaching posts I wasn’t being offered, Doha had a strikingly attractive package of salary ($100,000) and perks (free housing and transportation) rarely seen by a verging-on-retirement, itinerant political scientist. Further, the largesse was coming from Georgetown, where I had done my undergraduate work—a school that had been a roof and refuge throughout my career as well as a source of numerous friends. I am a loyal Hoya.

Going to Doha would not be an act of altruism.

Taking a Look-See

To become a visiting professor, there were still the hiring hoops to jump through. This wasn’t my first rodeo. The interviews went okay and my lecture about the writing I was doing on Washington lobbying didn’t put the mixed audience of students and teachers to sleep right away. I had friends on the faculty and had taught classes on campus. Washington had taught me the value of maintaining networks. The faculty review committee gave their approval. Helping my chances was a lack of academic competitors interested both in teaching American politics and living in Doha, Qatar.

The next step was the preemployment visit. Georgetown, no fools they, decided that a dose of on-the-ground reality was necessary before they could be assured that approved candidates might actually show up.

So a month later, in April 2006, Ann and I were on a Qatar Airways flight, heading toward three nights at the Four Seasons in Doha, courtesy of my wannabe future employer. Our first impression on landing was the door opening and descending into a late Doha afternoon that resembled stepping into a pizza oven.

But the sales pitch that followed was impressive. The small faculty, less than a dozen, then in their first year of the start-up, were eager cheerleaders, conveying exuberance about how glad they were to see me join them. A year later, I would be sitting beside these smiling colleagues, beaming just as broadly, as we convinced other sadly misinformed skeptics to get their feet wet or at least some sand between their toes.

Even the awkward moments had their positive sides. During one of my interviews, an American dean asked if I was Jewish. After my solemn nod, he noted: “Well, we had to hire some of you guys sooner or later.” I took consolation in the fantasy that—should nothing else work out—his very illegal question could be leveraged into explaining to friends and family around the dinner table why I ultimately decided not to take the job.

We were shown housing compounds available for faculty. They were walled, sand colored, and built to look like what passed for medieval Arab forts with cable TV. In fact, the residence we picked was called Barzan, which is Arabic for “a palace with watchtowers.” It contained fifty-five large town houses, connected on one side to each other with parallel garages and, on the second floor, four bedrooms, each with its own bathroom and bidet. The two concentric, rectangular rings of residences surrounded a clubhouse, tennis court, and pool in the center. It was a new structure and the recently transplanted nonnative palm trees showed an unhealthy droop under the sun of a real Arab spring.

Security was provided by twenty-four-hour-a-day, unarmed, uniformed, Nepalese men at a gated entrance with retractable truck barriers that were raised and lowered out of the ground as traffic stopped at the guard post. Swiveling television monitors topped twelve-foot poles on each corner of the outside walls. We were advised by a security consultant from Carnegie Mellon who lived in Barzan to follow his example and take a house on the inside ring, a safer bet—from imagined incoming terrorist attacks—than the houses near the outer wall. We decided on a corner house on the inner ring, which was also farther away from one of the neighboring mosques, with a 4:00 a.m. call to prayer loud enough to wake up believers and nonbelievers alike.

Safety was not discussed much. There had been a bombing at the Doha Players’ Theater at Doha College in downtown Doha a year earlier. Twelfth Night was being performed; the American ambassador was supposed to be there but was not. One expat was killed along with the Egyptian national, a Qatar Petroleum employee, who carried out the attack. It was vaguely thought to be a one-off act of a madman but not a lot is recalled.

When we asked if we should lock our thick bedroom door at night in addition to our front entrance, we got shrugs. One Georgetown administrator, when asked about security, replied, “It’s safe till it’s not safe.” I am still not sure how reassuring that was supposed to be.

Although the visit could be considered a success, still I hesitated. Partly it was Ann. My wife spent much of the twenty-four-hour return trip sitting next to me sobbing—despite my pointing out all the neat stuff from her first time in business class. She said it was jet lag from our quick turnaround. But I recalled that when she married me twenty years earlier, her move from rural Washington State (on the edge of the North Cascades mountains) to Washington, DC, had covered an emotional distance equivalent to that from Earth to Mars. Doha might yet prove a galaxy farther. A look out the window as we took off hinted why.

Doha was a city that had done the most with what it had. And what it had was money (“Dough-Ahh,” one envious colleague in the United States put it). The city skyline filled the jet’s window with an array of tall, individually distinctive glass and steel towers. They may reveal more than intended.

Each building seemed to have been flown in from somewhere else, dropped from the sky onto its site as a glowing monument to honor whichever state-run agency paid for the endorsement. Whether they had an actual function was not clear—later we would discover that many were half-empty, some entirely dark for years. Little thought seemed to have gone into how one structure could harmonize with the others or even how they might reach their neighbors with an ordinary sidewalk. They seemed squeezed between a plain brown desert wrapping bordered by a mawkish sea that concealed the natural gas nurturing everything above.

Doha was a global city that might have been located anywhere. Like the supervisors in them, the buildings were imports. At first glance, the thought arose that the people and their buildings might well pack up and leave when their contracts ended. As our flight ascended, there was no way to tell whether these tall, expensive toys in this coastal sandbox would remain very long.

Eventually, I would grow protectively fond of Doha, the way a father cares for his plain teenage daughter who gets all dolled up for her high school prom. You found yourself remarking wistfully to your wife that she has, after all, done the most with what she has been given to work with. And Doha, with her flat, charmless sands bordering a dull, placid sea, would never be labeled a natural beauty. But that could be masked by expensive wrappings, modern technology, and inviting, occasionally exciting, happenings. And Doha, in time, would become almost home.

But it would take time. When I first arrived to teach, Ann wouldn’t be with me, delaying her arrival by another couple of months. She explained this as a reasonable way to avoid Doha’s heat—we’re talking a humid 120°F in August—but I suspected she preferred watching from the slopes of Washington State’s Mount Baker to “see how it goes.” In other words, she wanted to uncover the on-the-ground truth of our move to the Middle East. Would my indulgent paranoia of “life among the terrorists” play out as nightmare fantasy or prescient insight? I could argue this either way, and I frequently did.

Shrinking the Problem

Still, when we returned from the employment visit, I hesitated.

As a child of the sixties, I was familiar with the acceptable tools for handling conflicting emotions, sleepless nights, and anxiety. Although I had not seen a shrink for several decades, arriving home from our Doha visit I could see this situation called for professional help. Reflecting a culture that responded to threatening challenges by consulting professional experts, I turned to an emotional specialist, a psychiatrist I will call Dr. Irving Strotz.

While I have no idea whether Dr. Strotz was actually Freudian in his psychoanalytical approach, he was certainly of the Vienna school in appearance. A short, trim-bearded gentleman over sixty, he was dressed formally if a little unfashionably in a dark suit, out of place both for the summer heat and for his no-longer-modern glass office in Bethesda, Maryland. He was “old school.” When he spoke, which wasn’t often, it was in carefully framed sentences, with a pronounced, if indeterminate, East European accent. His attempts to correct and Americanize his stiff manner were fleeting and unsuccessful. (“Call me Irv.”) I was sure he smoked pipes earlier in his career, before smoking was outlawed in the workplace. Of course, he was Jewish.

In our few sessions, I carefully went through the dilemmas I was facing. I explained my desire to take the job, followed by my hesitation. I described the destination, the opportunity, the career prospects, the family resistance, and the resulting paralysis and indecision.

He listened, nodded occasionally, smiled at the appropriate times, and frowned when that was called for.

He didn’t really speak at length until our last session. I was on my way out the door when he dropped his professional demeanor and spoke to me with some vigor about the learned conclusions he had drawn:

“You’re not crazy to be scared. You’re crazy to go. Haven’t you been watching the news? These people hate Jews. They’re anti-Semites. I’ve dealt with these f’kakta Nazis all my life. Stay away from them. They’ll never change. You’re outta your mind if you think you’re safe around them. You want to educate them? What kinda mishugana are you? They should all drop dead.”

This went on for a while. (He was being paid by the hour.) But the thrust of his remarks was obvious. I had hoped for something beyond the Likudnik political rant I had already heard from my relatives at no charge. Dr. Strotz was, I concluded, not going to provide the needed therapy for calming my nerves as I faced this potentially fatal career move.

Fortunately, the solution was not far away. It arrived at the scheduled visit to my regular doctor, Dr. Walter Liu. Perhaps, being Chinese, he was more global, arguably more pragmatic and accepting in his outlook. When I went to see him for my predeparture checkup, he diagnosed me as anxious, which wasn’t much of a stretch. His next move, however, bordered on brilliant in its simplicity: drugs. What could be more American? He wrote a prescription for antianxiety chemicals to enhance the neurotransmitters in my brain. For the next six weeks, I took a modest, daily dose of lorazepam.

Did these pharmaceuticals have any long-term health consequences? Did the pills resolve the underlying issues or merely conceal the symptoms? I had no idea. I changed none of my views about the dangers that lay ahead, didn’t think any better of my Arab hosts and, when asked, still declared myself terrified about what I was doing.

I just didn’t give a shit.

That’s a deal I’ll take anytime.


CHAPTER 2

Onward, Liberal Scholars: Georgetown Comes to Arabia

One spring morning, just as Doha’s oppressive, humid heat was regaining its grip on the city, a recently graduated student stopped by my office. Dressed in a Qatari woman’s fashionable black abaya and brushing strands of brown hair back under her hijab, she explained that she wanted to apply to graduate school in England. Any problem in writing a letter for her? No, she had gotten good grades in my class. But when discussing which studies she actually wanted to pursue, she became vague. I said it would be difficult to write a recommendation to a school if I wasn’t sure why she wanted to attend.

An uncomfortable silence followed. Then she blurted out the truth. “I don’t really want to go to graduate school but if I stay in Doha my family will make me get married. Going to London for grad school is acceptable to them. For me, it means I can put off getting married and not have to confront my parents.”

I wrote the recommendation.

Once again, I was learning a lesson from a student. Clearly, her family valued education for their daughter. But what she learned was not supposed to be a platform from which she might make independent choices that undermined her role in the family. For her part, she was willing to use her American university degree to carve out some personal autonomy from the traditions and expectations of her family. Studying in London was unlikely to permanently resolve this tension; it might only delay an inevitable marriage. But maybe not. My Doha predictions had been wrong before.

Providing cover stories for young female students wanting to escape traditional family pressures was not exactly what Georgetown University intended when it brought faculty, administrators, and curriculum from Washington to the Middle East. In the multimillion-dollar contract the school signed with Qatar Foundation, Georgetown was obligated to establish an identical copy of its noted School of Foreign Service in Washington, presumably to educate and elevate the next generation of Qatari diplomats. But there was more to it than that.

Underlying this professional training in global affairs lay a set of values central to a liberal education. American universities, Georgetown among them, embraced a free marketplace of ideas. This required encouraging an individual’s freedom of expression and a wide tolerance for others’ choices and beliefs. In a flattening, twenty-first-century world, this ought to lead to respect for groups regardless of race, gender, ethnicity, religion, or political beliefs. Inevitably, American academics were teaching liberal values they hoped would be applied in a lifetime of acceptance for others, ethnic minorities and religious dissenters included.

The emirate of Qatar apparently saw the world a little differently. This was an Islamic kingdom, governed by a ruling family, the al-Thanis, following Sharia rules. It proudly followed the Wahhabi school of Islam, firmly in the fundamentalist wing, from which extremist groups like al Qaeda also sprang. Because of a more relaxed attitude toward dress, along with personal and women’s rights, compared to its larger neighbor, Saudi Arabia, expats often referred to Qatar as “Wahhabi Lite.” Patrick Theros, former American ambassador to Qatar, pointed to his Greek heritage to describe the traditional distinction between liberal sea powers such as Athens and Qatar and conservative land powers such as Sparta and Saudi Arabia. “Qatar, because of its openness toward trade and foreign cultures, reflects a classic coastal country,” he told me. “This geography has made it less puritanical in its religion, politics, and culture than land-based countries, like its neighbor Saudi Arabia.”

Though religious practices in Qatar weren’t as strict as in Saudi Arabia, one wouldn’t want to take the distinction too far. While the emir and the government were considered reform-minded, freedom of the press didn’t extend to dissenters in the political realm, freedom of speech didn’t include public commentary on regime spending, and freedom of religion only recently had allowed the first Christian church to be built. Most of the manual labor in the kingdom was done by Asian migrants who had few rights as workers and none as citizens. And, at least prior to the 2017 siege by its neighbors, Qatar’s leaders faced far fewer threats to their regime than the Saudis did.

Despite academic freedom enjoyed by the university, there was clearly a rather large gap between the ideals of liberal education and this Arab society. Bridging this divide, as well as living with it, were the tasks facing Georgetown—America’s oldest Catholic university with Qatar’s first School of Foreign Service—and its Arab hosts. And I, a Jewish professor of American government, was somewhat anxious about my ability to navigate the distance between who I was, what and whom I taught, and this strange land in which I now dwelled.

Yet looking back, I can see I began my mission with a curious and far from fixed blend of apprehension and idealism. My apprehension centered on who I was and where I had landed. Beyond the recurring qualms about physical safety, often reinforced by the headline news reporting violent conflicts surrounding us in the region, there were the doubts about the distance that was yet to be bridged to reach unknown students with unfamiliar thoughts and aspirations. Why were these students here and what did they want? And could the barriers between us be breached? How much hostility could I stand? And why should I tolerate any?

Opposing these barriers was the force of my own idealism. I tightly gripped onto my belief that I had much to offer here—that so late in my life and career I had something to teach that might just transform those willing to listen. It embarrasses me even now to admit that I arrogantly embraced such a role. But the higher the imagined barriers, the more I was forced into a psychic rededication to the good my university and I were bringing. After all, we came as the bearer of the gifts of American democracy, Western liberalism, cultural tolerance, and intellectual honesty—while personally eviscerating racism and anti-Semitism wherever it surfaced. At my age, I had become, of all things, a missionary.

Clearly my apprehension and idealism collided with each other, like rams butting heads during mating season. My idealistic impulses helped overcome my fears about what I was doing; my anxieties served to quiet my naïve drives toward perfecting that part of humanity showing up to my classes. Counterbalancing each other, they produced the compromise of a get-along academic skeptic working for the lucre of wages and lifestyle. But my cynicism only covered the bubbles on the surface, derived from far deeper, much hotter conflicting forces that it concealed. I really did think I could change the world if I survived.

OEBPS/Images/half.jpg
THE DOHA
EXPERIMENT





OEBPS/Images/xx-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
THE DOHA
EXPERIMENT

ARAB KINGDOM, CATHOLIC COLLEGE,
JEWISH TEACHER

GARY WASSERMAN

Foreword by Senator Dick Durbin

.

Skyhorse Publishing





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
GARY WASSERMAN

e aEhal DA,
B EnE Rl B IR

ARAB KINGDOM, CATHOLIC COLLEGE,
JEWISH TEACHER

YLK"]”‘%KH’*KY%






