
Few political issues are as controversial 
and contentious as the crises in the Middle East. 
Discussions on this topic are mostly competing 
sides reciting their talking points rather than an en-
gaged dialogue. The First Coast Tiger Bay 
Club’s inaugural 2026 program will be a forum like 
the old “Teach-Ins” where academic expertise 
helps inform the public dialogue.  

It is with real trepidation that we even 
broach these debates. After the horrific attacks in 
Israel on October 7

th
 and subsequent Israeli deci-

mations of Gaza and parts of Lebanon, initial US 
public opinion was reinforced by existing predispo-
sitions; over the next two years opinions changed, 
particularly among certain groups. Outside the US 
and Israel, public opinion has become much more 
sympathetic to the Palestinians, especially after 
the Advisory Opinions issued by the International 
Court of Justice regarding Gaza. Attempts to ana-
lyze this issue in the media or even in the halls of 
congress usually result in a cacophony of compet-
ing sound bites rather than a serious dialogue.  

To provide a well-balanced context for 
these extremely complicated issues we 
turn to an expert in the field, Dr. David 
Schwam-Baird. He brings not only his 
firsthand experiences of living and 
teaching in the Middle East but exten-
sive research in the area that enables 
him to explain the perspectives and un-

derlying assumptions of all relevant national, eth-
nic and religious groups. David recently retired 
from the Department of Political Science and Pub-
lic Administration at the University of North Florida 
(UNF) after 27 years of teaching. He received his 
BA in Philosophy and Masters in Public Admin-
istration at the University of New Orleans before 
earning a PhD in Political Science (with a speciali-
zation in International Relations) from Tulane Uni-
versity in 1993.  

Dr. Schwam-Baird’s courses dealt with 
many international issues and he was the first di-
rector of UNF’s Master of Arts in International Af-

fairs program (MAIA). He also led student study 
abroad trips to Peru and England, as well as 
southern Europe. He lived in France and Belgium 
where, among other things, he was an intern with 
the European Parliament. David has experience in 
Israel, where he first studied at the Hebrew Uni-
versity in Jerusalem as an undergraduate, and lat-
er lived in Israel for six years, much of that time as 
a member of Kibbutz Harel in the center of the 
country. More recently he taught for a summer at 
Yeditepe University in Istanbul. He also immersed 
himself in the study of other Middle East power 
players to understand the manifold perspectives 
and world views.  

Dr. Schwam-Baird has delivered academic 
papers at universities and international confer-
ences in the United States and abroad, in places 
as far-flung as Costa Rica, Brazil, Scotland, Gha-
na, India and Taiwan. In the past you may have 
seen or heard him interviewed in local media 
about current international issues. 

Dr. Schwam-Baird’s Tiger Bay Club presen-
tation will give members a region-wide perspective 
and provide context for understanding current cri-
ses throughout the Middle East. What are the 
Trump Administration’s goals in the Middle East? 
How likely is the possibility of US war with Iran? 
Will the outcome of hostilities between Hamas and 
Israel result in a “Two-State Solution” or will the 
Israeli government consign Palestinians to remain 
a “People without Land”? Knowing more about the 
interests and tensions between the various region-
al states, ethnic and religious groups—including 
cleavages between the Arab Sunni and Persian 
Shia Muslims—can help us see these questions 
from a global perspective and debate the issues in 
a constructive way. 

We hope you can join our forum on January 
16

th
 for a thoughtful and informed dialogue about 

the Middle East. Your questions will be welcomed. 
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