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“The study of past history is illuminated by what we see happening around us, just as our understanding of what we see happening around us now is enriched by knowledge of past experiences.” 
- Bernard Lewis

What are the essential components of the Middle East culture?  What issues separate Christendom from Islam?  What threat is posed by the Middle East?  What can historiography contribute to decoding the tyranny of conflict?  These questions and more regarding the Middle East are addressed in this collection of articles written by Bernard Lewis. Lewis is a lifelong pupil of Middle East history and the author of several books on the Middle East, including the international bestseller What Went Wrong.  Lewis has once again captured the essence of his favorite topic and location—the Middle East.  

Fifty-one articles ranging in length from one to thirty pages, in order of historical significance, discuss topics relevant to the history of the Middle East while juxtaposed by the history of Western and Eastern civilizations.  Articles, some previously unpublished, vary in publication dates from 1957 to 2002.  Lewis places Middle Eastern experiences at the center of analysis and offers fresh insight on the prevailing concepts and paradigms of the Middle East worldview.  The collection is not a weekend read; each article requires slow, methodical reading.  Seemingly exhaustive details in some articles constitute the formulation of a graspable Middle East.  
My first encounter with this book left me less than anxious to pick it up for further review.  I felt as though I were reading a travel magazine set on unpacking the Middle East civilization starting with the food, mosques and language.  Upon reading further, I came to the realization that I was reading a thorough, comprehensive review questioning and disputing several general interpretations readily held by novice historians.  I would recommend that readers wishing to capture the full picture unfolded through these articles possess a better than average knowledge of geography—current geographical markings and maps of ole.  
Bernard Lewis has compiled a historic, written map which charts the progression of the Middle East in three parts—Past History, Current History, and About History.  Articles are meticulously placed to guide the reader through understanding Middle Eastern history as an essential element, significant to our current and unfolding history.  From Babel to Dragomans could be rightfully titled, from confusion to translation.  Though the namesake article deals more with language, translators and the role of translators in history, it is a great keystone for the historical, cultural, political, economical, and sociological translation Lewis provides in titles such as:  Iran in History, Palimspsests of Jewish History: Christian, Muslim and Secular, Islam and the West, the Middle East In World Affairs, and The Sick Man of Today Coughs Closer to Home.  

Part I consist of 21 articles covering Christendom to Islam: the historical spread of Christendom and the connection between religion, culture, and history. Themes of propaganda, monarchy, and murder from the Ottoman Empire to the Soviet Union fit nicely into the overarching thesis.  Lewis tackles the sacred texts of Islam while looking through the lenses of history, philosophy, polity and moral code.  Additionally, several articles in Part I address the political doctrines and movements from Pan-Arabism to Muslim perceptions and experiences.  

Part II is 24 articles dealing with “Current History.”  Not in the sense that we think of current history, but with the dissection of issues which have led to the views held today.  The articles feature dynamic profiles of leaders from Sadat to Bin Laden.  Lewis focuses on two schools of Islamic history in the chapter titled “the Shi’a” by comparing and contrasting the “insurrectionary Shi’ism’ against the backdrop of the resulting ‘powerful and challenging” Sunnism.  Only four of the articles in Part II were penned after or refer to September 11, 2001.  The other twenty articles set a foundation for the events of our time.  I found the two-page article “We Must Be Clear” a fascinating, eloquent response to the public opinion polls “should we pull out of Iraq?”  Lewis is gifted at presenting issues with great objectivity and Part II managed to dispel remnants of my misguided views of the economic, social and political context of the Middle East.  
Part III is a plea for the “use” of history: a historiographer defending the development of a broadened worldview using history as a translator.  My grandmother always said that “evil is inspired by history and that we should make sure and find that part of our history that inspires good.”  Lewis would agree in the sense that history is a key consideration for success in all realms of life and a strong predictor of national behavior.  Lewis uses Part III to bring home the fundamental tie between histories and triumph over a society set on destroying democratic ideology.  
From Babel to Dragomans offers a wealth of illuminating insights on the Middle East, their culture, religion and politics.  Lewis produces a collection of articles capable of “addressing the larger implication of the historic process…”  This is a mid-to-upper level book with extreme background details—a great reference for the advanced Middle East historian or enthusiast.  It will also act as a cattle prod to those like me who wish to know more, but need a starting place.  
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