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SOC 280P
SOCIOLOGY OF THE MIDDLE EAST
This is a broad survey course intended to help students work on their research projects and develop a better sense of politics, class, and religion in the Middle East.  We start the course with a general look at Middle Eastern political economy and states.  We then cover a variety of perspectives used in studying the Middle East.  These include Marxism, poststructuralism, hermeneutics, and civil society and state-centered approaches.  We also cover several issues including gender, education, social movements, and democracy as they relate to politics and religion.  Students will write two-page, five-page, and finally 15-20 page versions of their research proposals (or papers) throughout the semester.  

Even though the course does not have a single topic, the interaction between religion and politics will be a recurring theme.  We will situate this interaction in the political economy of the region, its class balances, state structures, and traditions of civil society.  We will discuss the different shapes religious politics take, and what factors explain the variations.  To what extent are religious actors and the religious field autonomous?  To what extent are they shaped by secular social and political dynamics?  What approaches fare better in accounting for these variations?
We will also discuss other issues related to the central theme. A first set of issues concern state formation.  What types of regime are prevalent in the Middle East?  What is the role of religion in each of these?  We will also connect this discussion with debates on civil society.  What are the determinants of the development of civil society in the Middle East?  How does civil society connect citizens/subjects and the central authority?  What role does religion play in this connection?  To what degree does the level and shape of economic development influence these interactions?  We will also tackle the question of gender and look at how these political, religious, and economic dynamics shape gender regimes in the Middle East.  The course will explore both top-down and bottom-up ways of looking at these processes and problems.  We will discuss the advantages and disadvantages of ethnographic, archival, and comparative methodologies in studying the Middle East.
The first half of the course is heavy on readings.  The reading load is reduced in the second half in order to allow you to focus on your proposals or papers.  In the second half of the course, we will take up more specific issues with the help of the theoretical frameworks we have developed in the first half.  We will, for instance, discuss how various scholars have analyzed the Iranian revolution.  Another set of questions we will focus on relate to education and society. What is the role of education in shaping Middle Eastern societies?  How do educational policies impact the salience of religion in society?  In what ways does education influence politicization?  We will finally look at contemporary debates revolving around subjectivity, performance, charity and modernity.
The second half of the course will also be a mental exercise.  You might have noticed that in the last 10 years (or more) studies of the Middle East have shifted in a poststructuralist direction.  We will discuss in this half of the class whether the other perspectives we have been dealing with can still bring something new to the table —that is, whether this heavily poststructuralist turn is leading us to ignore some developments and trends.  Also, you will see that in the second half we mostly read ethnographies.  This will again give us an opportunity to discuss the strengths and weaknesses of ethnographic studies of the region, and what other methodologies could contribute.
Assignments:

1) You will write a two-page paper to discuss your proposed research topic, its importance, and the broader sociological issues it addresses.  At this point, you should have a clear research question, a discussion of the literature, a tentative hypothesis, and a paragraph about the methodology you will use. (Due on March 3)
2) Based on the feedback you will get on your first paper, you will revise it into a five-page paper.  This version needs to have a more elaborate literature review, a further fine-tuned research question, and a clearer hypothesis. (Due on April 7)
3) The final paper should have the following components: a discussion of the research question, and its importance for sociology (or the social sciences in general) (1-2 pages); literature review regarding your specific research question, with appropriate references to broader sociological literatures (7-8 pages for research proposals, 3-4 pages for research papers); an outline of your argument (1 page); the methodology you have used or propose to use (1-2 pages); preliminary findings or the complete analysis (4-6 pages for research proposals, 8-11 pages for research papers); conclusion (1 page). These are guidelines only, not strict page limits. (Due on May 5)
4) In the second half of the class, each student will present a book of her/his choosing. I prefer books on religion and politics, but again, we are not restricted to this theme. The presentation will focus on the findings, general argument, and the methodology of the book. Please run your ideas regarding the book choice by me.
I. Perspectives and Methodologies
Defining the Middle East

Lewis, Bernard. 1997 [1995]. The Middle East: A Brief History of the Last 2000 Years. New York: Touchstone. Pp. 3-18.
Richards, Alan and John Waterbury. 2007. A Political Economy of the Middle East. (Third Edition). Westview Press. 
State formation and state-centered accounts

Arjomand, Said Amir. 1988. The Turban for the Crown: The Islamic Revolution in Iran. Oxford University Press.
Arnason, Johann P and Georg Stauth. 2004. “Civilization and State Formation in the Islamic Context: Re-Reading Ibn Khaldun.” Thesis Eleven 76: 29-47.
Civil society and the state
Kamali, Masoud. 2001. “Civil Society and Islam: A Sociological Perspective.” Archives Europeennes de Sociologie 42/3: 457-482.
Aybui, Nazih. 1996 [1994]. Overstating the Arab State: Politics and Society in the Middle East. London and New York: I.B. Tauris.
Colas, Alejandro. 2004. “The Re-Invention of Populism: Islamist Responses to Capitalist Development in the Contemporary Maghreb.” Historical Materialism 12/4: 231-260.

Social movements
Life as Politics: How Ordinary People Change the Middle East. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2010.

Hafez, Mohammed M. 2003. Why Muslims Rebel: Repression and Resistance in the Islamic World. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner. Pp. 1-71.
State and gender
Charrad, Mounira M. States and Women's Rights: The Making of Postcolonial Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco. University of California Press.

Sirman, Nükhet. 1990. “State, Village and Gender in Western Turkey,” in Andrew Finkel and Nükhet Sirman, eds., Turkish State, Turkey Society, New York 1990, pp. 21-51.
Ethnographies of the state

Ismail, Salwa. 2006. Political Life in Cairo’s New Quarters: Encountering the Everyday State. Minnesota: University Of Minnesota Press.

II. Issues and Contemporary Debates
The interpretive framework

Kurzman, Charles. 2004. The Unthinkable Revolution in Iran. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Subjectivity

Mahmood, Saba. 2005. Politics of Piety: the Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Performative politics

Wedeen, Lisa. 2008. Peripheral Visions: Publics, Power, and Performance in Yemen. University of Chicago Press. 
Charity

Clark, Janine A. 2004. Islam, Charity, and Activism: Middle-class Networks and Social Welfare in Egypt, Jordan, and Yemen. Indiana University Press.
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