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From the desk of the Executive Board:  
 
 
Welcome to the Spring 2012 edition of Lights: The MESSA Journal.  
 
As a publication of the Middle East Studies Students’ Association at the University of 
Chicago, Lights aspires to provide a forum for scholarly work on the Middle East, 
particularly for those students pursuing a Master’s Degree. We are a non-political 
publication, seeking to foster understanding of the region and its people and offer a space for 
intellectual exchange. Our undertaking is to promote professional and educational growth 
among students and faculty through this avenue.   
 
Lights adheres to high standards of scholarship, choosing the work that it publishes in 
consultation with University of Chicago faculty members. All submissions are considered 
anonymously and evaluated on their scholarly and stylistic merits. We select papers that 
explore the political, linguistic, historical, and cultural significance of the Middle East; 
works that transcend limitations across formal cultural and ideological boundaries, with 
varying aesthetic approaches.   
 
We would like to sincerely thank the Center for Middle Eastern Studies faculty and staff for 
their support and cooperation with our mission. Special thanks to Dr. Fred M. Donner and 
Dr. John E. Woods for their insights and valuable time dedicated in guiding the 
Subcommittee with this publication.  Additionally, we are extremely grateful to the authors 
who submitted their work for this inaugural edition.    
 
 
 
- The Executive Board of MESSA’s Subcommittee of Publications  
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Editorial:  
  
 
I was excited when asked to be a peer-reviewer for Lights, as it was my first opportunity to 
participate with the University of Chicago. I was assigned three articles to read, two of 
which I was to score and one that I needed to read, only to comment on during our 
discussion of submissions. All of the readers met in a study hall, and, after a short 
introduction, proceeded straight to discussion. I was blown away by the discussion: 
everybody had very strong and unique readings of the pieces, and we were all able to 
communicate that to others effectively. There were a few pieces that were generally agreed 
that did not fit the standard of the journal. For these, we workshopped them, providing 
suggestions for improvement, identifying grammatical errors, and suggesting stronger 
theses that might make the article more argumentatively successful. There were also some 
pieces that we agreed would go well in the journal, but suffered from small grammatical 
errors, or perhaps needed a bit of rewording to clarify central arguments. We noted those 
suggestions to send back to the authors. The final group of papers was great in their original 
states and were easily agreed upon to be a good fit for the journal.  
 
I was astounded by nearly every part of the process, but the review session stands out as 
particularly impressive. All of the comments were constructive, well thought-out, and 
appropriate to the piece. Consensus in the group was easy to reach, and came in a respectful 
manner. The discourse was academic in nature, well thought-out, and not at all excluding of 
me as an outsider. My field is Art History and I’m matriculating at the Institute of Fine Arts 
at New York University, but if anything, my different perspective only made people listen to 
me and respect my point of view, as I was able to provide input that was relevant, and 
academic in nature, but concerned with different ideals. 
 
Serving as a peer-reviewer for Lights was a great experience. It let me participate with the 
University of Chicago, showed me how inclusive of an environment there is at that school, 
and served to reinforce the longstanding commitment to interdisciplinary study at the 
university. 
 
 

Jonathan Cox  
New York University  
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Featured Master’s Thesis 
 
Robert Loomis 
 
Robert Loomis graduated with a Master of Arts from the Center of Middle Eastern Studies 
at the University of Chicago in June 2011.  At the University of Chicago he focused his 
studies on minority populations and nationalism in the late Ottoman Empire.  Robert’s 
Master’s thesis focuses on the Jewish population in Salonica at the turn of the twentieth 
century, and compares memoirs and newspaper articles written by various Jewish 
intellectuals.  
 
Robert also completed a Bachelor of Arts in History at the University of Wisconsin-
Madison in 2009, with a focus on the Middle East and Central Asia, and German language 
and literature.  He is currently working at Bilkent University Primary School in Ankara, 
Turkey as an English teacher. 
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Biographies  
 

Naji  Bsisu  
Naji Bsisu is a Master of Arts candidate in Middle Eastern Studies at the University of 
Chicago. Previously, he obtained a Bachelor of Sciences in Business Administration from 
the University of Dayton. In the summer of 2012, he will be attending the Qasid Institute in 
Amman, Jordan through the Critical Language Scholarship. His research interests are: the 
Palestinian and Israeli conflict and their domestic politics, Palestinian insurgency 
movements, counterinsurgency tactics, pan-Arabism as well as democratization in the 
greater Middle East.   
 
Andrew O’Conner 
Andrew O'Connor graduated from the University of Wisconsin - Madison in 2010 with a 
Bachelor of Arts with Honors in History, along with certificates in Middle Eastern Studies, 
Religious Studies, and Medieval Studies. He is currently pursuing a Master of Arts in 
Middle Eastern Studies from the University of Chicago. He is interested in inter-communal 
interactions, identity formation, and the history of Christian - Muslim relations in the Middle 
East, particularly in the context of the Coptic Church in Egypt during the High Middle 
Ages. 
 
John Savage 
John Savage is a US Army Middle East Foreign Area Officer (FAO). He studied Modern 
Standard Arabic at the Defense Language Institute in Monterey, California and served and 
traveled extensively in the Middle East, where assignments have included Amman, Jordan 
and Baghdad, Iraq.  He has most recently served as an advisor to the Deputy Commanding 
General for Operations at the headquarters for US Forces-Iraq in Baghdad from February 
2010 – February 2011.  Currently he is working toward a master’s degree at Harvard’s Center 
for Middle Eastern Studies. 
 
Emily  Silkait is  
Emily Martha Silkaitis is a Master of Arts student in the Center for Middle Eastern Studies.  
She earned her A.A. from the College of DuPage in 2007 and graduated with a B.A. from 
the University of Richmond, where she studied history.  After working for the American 
Civil War Commission in Richmond, Virginia, Emily decided to pursue graduate studies at 
the University of Chicago.  She is interested in early Islamic history and currently has an 
affinity for the Saffarids. 
 
Vanessa Voss 
Vanessa Voss recently received her Master’s Degree in Central Eurasian studies from 
Indiana University with a specialization in Iran and Afghanistan. She was awarded a 
previous Master’s in Philosophy from the University of Houston, with a focus on aesthetics, 
Greek philosophy and postmodern theory. She worked for India Studies and Islamic 
Studies at Indiana University and has worked at the Philosophy department at the 
University of Houston. She has received multiple FLAS awards for the study of Dari and for 
the study of Urdu at the University of Wisconsin. She has traveled to Uzbekistan, Greece 
and India and hopes to spend time in Afghanistan in the coming year. Vanessa’s research 
interests include the ancient history of Greece, India and Persia, the history of music, and the 
history of religion and gender. Currently she is researching the history of corporeality in 
ancient Iran.  


