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Introduction

by Fatma Müge Göçek & Gamze Evcimen

There are many challenges to creating a handbook on the Middle East, starting with the most evident one of defining the boundaries of what actually comprises this socially constructed concept. After all, postcolonially put, this region is defined geographically in relation to Western Europe that happened to be hegemonic during the advent of modernity. Even then, what makes up the Middle East has changed over time and across space, often in relation to the interests of involved actors. All scholars agree that the “core” of the Middle East is the Arabian Peninsula geographically, but boundaries get murkier as one moves outward. The late Persian Empire and the contemporary state of Iran, the late Ottoman Empire, and the contemporary state of Turkey have a tense relationship with each other and with the region. While Egypt certainly states that it belongs to the Middle East, the North African region quickly becomes problematic. The same holds true for the al-Andalus province of the Umayyad Caliphate in Damascus that expanded to Spain in Europe during the early years of Islam (622 A.C.E.)—it is unclear how far back in time one ought to go in defining contemporary boundaries. How far south and east one ought to move on the African continent is also challenging, given many states that exist throughout with large Muslim populations. The same holds true for the Balkans in that the region was under Ottoman rule for more than half a millennium. Moving northeast, Central Asian states are also Muslim and Turkish, thereby emerging as potential participants. The same also holds for the southeast; Indonesia, Pakistan, and India contain the largest Muslim populations in the world. In addition, moving to the present, one could also argue, given the increasing number of people from the Middle East moving to the West to form significant Diasporas there, that the boundaries of the Middle East now expand throughout the world, rendering the initial social construction of the East null and void. Such a survey also reveals that religion, specifically Islam, intersects with the region of the Middle East, privileging Islam while obscuring many other characteristics, including the religions of specifically Christianity and Judaism that have been and still are vibrant in the region.

Given these ambiguities in drawing the boundaries of the Middle East across time and space, how does one put together a handbook? Considering this query, we moved our focus from space to social actors, concentrating instead on the intersection of sociologists who have written on the Middle East on the one side and our standpoint as two such sociologists originating in the Middle East on the other. Drawing on our expertise in relation to the region, we decided to privilege what we consider to be the central lands of the Middle East—as well as Islam—historically, namely the Arabian Peninsula, Turkey, Iran, and Egypt. There are many more volumes yet to be written on other parts that we purposefully discussed in the preceding paragraph but do not cover in this one, and we hope many other handbooks will follow from this one. In drawing the list of sociologists who work on the Middle East, we took Charles Kurzman’s listserv of sociologists of the Middle East as our starting point: we thank him for generously sharing his list with us and for years gathering us, sociologists of the Middle East annually at two professional meetings, the American Sociological Association, and the Middle East Studies Association. We then researched the sociology departments of universities in the region, Europe and the United States, and Canada. Of course, access to and writing in the English language emerged as another gatekeeper in the process, quickly reducing the number of contributions that could be published here. Once again, we hope that in the future other handbooks would capture the very important contributions of sociologists who write in languages other than English.

Arranging the still vast number of potential contributors still posed a major challenge. Rather than imposing themes around which to structure the contributors, we decided to deduct the themes from what our social actors, namely sociologists working on the Middle East had chosen to write upon. This is how we arrived at the final list of contributors. Searching for patterns among all their valuable contributions, time and space emerged as two significant dimensions, leading us to divide the volume into four parts, Part I. Pivotal Moments, Part II. Public Formal Space, Part III. Civic Informal Space, and Part IV. Liquified Space. The rest of this section discusses in more detail how the Table of Contents came about.

Part I. Pivotal Moments

Given the interest of sociologists on social transformations in general and social conflict in particular, it is not surprising that sociologists have chronically studied study three pivotal events in the region in the aftermath of the two world wars: Israel and Palestine, Iranian Revolution, and Arab Uprisings and Egypt.

Israel and Palestine. The emergence of the state of Israel and the Palestinian forced exile from their ancestral lands in 1948 formulate the first significant conflict in the region to be covered, one that has unfortunately continued to this day. Established through Western support in the aftermath of the horror of the Holocaust, the state and society of Israel has generated many conflicts in the region, especially in relation to the forced exile of Palestinians. The three sociologists included here cover various aspects of this tense coexistence. Gershon Shafir focuses on the historical formation of the conflict, especially in relation to Israel’s settlement policy since 1967, narrating the course taken from the vantage point of Jews and Arabs. The works of Andy Clarno and Michelle Gawerc take the analysis from the micro to the macro level. Andy Clarno’s work addresses the neoliberal apartheid that exists in Israel since 1994. Intent on concluding on a positive note, we find that Michelle Gawerc’s analyses of joint peace organizations as collective actors in Israel and Palestine present a critical if not hopeful insight into the future.

Iranian Revolution. The conflicts generated by the establishment of the state of Israel after the Second World War continued into the Cold War (1947–91) during which period the 1979 Iranian Revolution emerged as the most significant transformation in the region. The Pahlavi dynasty, headed by Reza Shah and supported by the United States was overthrown and replaced by an Islamic Republic under the leadership of Ayatollah Khomeini. A number of sociologists have studied the dramatic change from a Western-style constitutional monarchy to a novel Islamic Republic and prepared the background for the contemporaneous analyses of Misagh Parsa and Nazanin Shahrokni. Misagh Parsa’s analyses traversing the Iranian Revolution at past and the democratization movement in contemporary Iran provides a perfect transition into the issues facing Iran today. Nazanin Sharokni bring under lens everyday practices through which the state reproduces its power while being undermined by issues such as poverty, education, and mobility.

Arab Uprisings and Egypt. After the emergence of the Israeli Palestinian conflict in the aftermath of the Second World War and the transformation created by the Iranian Revolution during the Cold War, recent Arab Uprisings (2010–16) constitute the third temporal series of events that sociologists of the Middle East have worked on. Egypt needs special mention here, given the 2011 overthrow of Hosni Mobarak and the holding of democratic elections that led not to democratic rule by the elected leader Mohammad Morsi, but instead military rule that continues to this day. Benoit Challand writes on the larger global context of the Arab Uprisings and emphasizes the role of foreign assistance and subsequent civil society mobilization. Amy Austin Holmes’s work on mass mobilization and the military in Egypt—and elsewhere such as Bahrain—provides a nice transition to the case of Egypt that has recently experienced a lot of political turbulence: the re-establishment of autocratic rule in Egypt is also recently turning into a political blueprint followed elsewhere such as Turkey and Syria. Atef Said provides insights into contemporary Egypt as his ethnographic work on Tahrir Square portrays the 2011 Egyptian Revolution.

Syrian War and Refugees. Syrian War (2011–) constitutes the fourth and final temporal series of events that sociologists of the Middle East have worked on. The following group of sociologists specializes on the experiences of Syrian refugees in different societies. Julia Morris studies Syrian refugees in the context of 2016 Jordan Compact; Morris’s work highlights how the relationships between the international community and the Jordanian state enable the extraction of Syrian refugees’ labor while also constraining their access to relocation in the Global North. Çetin Çelik and Ahmet İçduygu shift the focus to the Syrian refugees in Turkey; Çelik and İçduygu critically evaluate educational opportunities for Syrian children through the accounts of their parents and teachers.

Part II. Public Formal Space: State and Politics

Sociologists working on the Middle East also focus on a spectrum of social spaces, capturing in the process the production and reproduction of meaning and knowledge in these contexts. We cluster their work into three types of space. The first is public, formal space that privileges economic, religious, and political activities. The second comprises the civic, informal space covering the activities of culture, consumption, gender, and sexuality. The final third space we term “liquified” space inspired by Zygmund Bauman’s conception of liquified modernity, referring to a set of activities that occur beyond the traditionally defined boundaries. This concept helps us trace and capture the end results of frequent conflict and violence in the Middle East, with many refugees fleeing elsewhere and forming influential diasporas especially in Europe, the United States, and Canada.

The conceptualization of Part II is based on the Western formulation of modernity that prioritizes and privileges the formal public sphere where structurally defined political, economic, and social activities pertaining to the state, market, and religion take place. Sociologists study the negotiation of modernity in the context of the Middle East in three categories: development, finance, and neoliberalism; religion, politics, and lifestyles of Islam; and citizenship, minorities, and violence.

Development, Finance, and Neoliberalism. The emergence and spread of Western modernity predicated on the intersection of the French and industrial revolutions simultaneously advocating democracy and development. This political/economic intersection spread to transform countries throughout the world, including the Middle East. Economically, development became the legitimating aim of the emergent nation-states. Finance was especially significant in actualizing this aim in that it enabled continued development by fueling states and societies with resources in both the short and, more importantly, the long term. Neoliberalism that started to spread throughout the world in the 1970s privileged and legitimated market forces and the profit motive before all else, including human lives. Its hegemony continues to this day. The sociologists in this section work on the impact of neoliberalism in the Middle East. Ryan Calder privileges the negotiation and pull of global neoliberalism on the ground and concentrates on the economic interpretations that Islamic law and Islamic finance, especially the religious ban on usury generate in relation to neoliberal practices in the region. Yıldız Atasoy provides invaluable research on the practices of neoliberalism in Turkey as one of the major economies of the region.

Religion, Politics, and Lifestyles of Islam. In approaching the elements that structure and give meaning to life in the Middle East, the religion of Islam emerges as a major contributing local factor alongside modernity. Many sociologists therefore focus on the role Islam plays in defining, structuring, and mobilizing citizens in the Middle East. Mohammed Bamyeh highlights the cultural and political dimensions of Islam as he focuses on the dynamics of religious tradition, conservatism, and ensuing lifestyles in Islam. Charles Kurzman and Didem Türkoğlu ground these discussions empirically by researching how and why Islam becomes politically transformative in the contemporary world; Kurzman and Türkoğlu not only trace the devolution in the Middle East from democratic revolution to developmental dictatorships, but, in doing so, also highlight the foundation of Islamic extremism. Bryan S. Turner and Berna Zengin Arslan are intent on undergirding the dynamic of the official form of Islam in Turkey as they focus on Diyanet (the Directorate of Religious Affairs) as the state institution that defines the boundaries of ideal religiosity and secularism.

Citizenship, Minorities, and Violence. Continued political instability in the Middle East has led many sociologists to focus on how the state draws the boundaries of belonging and exclusion. Hamit Bozarslan approaches violence, intolerance, and the democratic challenge in the Middle East from a macro perspective, focusing specifically on the practices of state inclusion and exclusion through citizenship. Bozarslan highlights the political dynamics of the Middle East that has recently transformed, as evinced by the Arab Revolutions, from political struggle to self-sacrifice. Continuing this focus on the relationship between structural changes and sectarian relations, Hyun Jeong Ha analyzes the social construction of minority emotions and symbolic boundaries in Egypt through the case of changing daily Christian-Muslim interactions after Mubarak’s fall. Ayhan Kaya approaches similar themes through the case of Germany’s Muslim youth with Turkish background and addresses the contemporary Muslimization of Euro-Turks in the context of rising nativism and Islamophobia in Europe.

Part III. Civic Informal Space: Culture and Society

This formulation follows upon the insights of critical scholarship that research how power negotiations as well as meaning and knowledge construction and reconstruction extend beyond the formal public into the civic informal space. Everyday practices move to the forefront in the analyses, bringing in a wealth of information on these often-understudied sites. In doing so, they especially capture and demonstrate the vibrancy of non-Western societies that is often missed by structural approaches. The sociologists of the Middle East working on this space specifically focus on space and lifeworlds, culture and consumption, and gender and sexuality.

Space and Lifeworlds. Space, place, and culture arise as a recently growing research area in the sociological literature on the Middle East. The scholars in this section study the interactions of contentious politics, biospatial strategies, and space in the context of different cultural activities and collective practices like protests. Mona Abaza addresses how Egypt’s January revolution of 2011 transformed the notion of public space and analyses its continuing reverberations in the case of Cairo’s flourishing art scene. Yinon Cohen and Neve Gordon shift our focus to Israel’s racial-spatial strategies and analyze how Israel’s land-grabbing practices and demographic classifications construct space and people as racialized categories.

Culture and Consumption. Given that embodiment and marriage constitute a significant part of cultural dispositions and identities, it is not surprising that practices of marriage, clothing, and self-representation quickly emerge as prominent topics in studies of culture and consumption in the Middle East. Rania Salem highlights the economies of courtship in Egypt. Banu Gökarıksel and Anna Secor and Irmak Karademir-Hazır provide nuanced empirical analyses of these conceptualizations by concentrating their attention on Turkey. While Gökarıksel and Secor study Islamic culture industry and Islamic dress and fashion, Karademir-Hazır delves into the relationship between taste and inequality, and does so by focusing on the relationship among class, food, and eating in Istanbul and Ankara.

Gender and Sexuality. This topic is probably the most vibrant sociologically, given the need to challenge and counter the Orientalist stereotyping on the publicly inaccessible activities pertaining to women and sex in the Middle East. Ghassan Moussawi delves into the relatively understudied topic of sexualities as he provides insight into the negotiation of the inequalities of gay life in Beirut. Ayça Alemdaroğlu turns our attention to Turkey and studies the relationship between culture, class, and young women. Ladan Rahbari studies the discourses of gender and sexuality in Iranian spaces with a particular focus on a Persian-language LGBTQI+ dating channel on Telegram.

Part IV. Liquified Space: Beyond the Borders and Boundaries

Even though the world has become more accessible through social media, it has also become increasingly mobile and exclusionary. According to the UN Refugee Agency, the current level of displacement is the highest on record: 56.6 million people have been forced to abandon their homes where nearly 22.5 million have become refugees who do not have a chance to return. Breaking the figures down by country, Syria leads with 5.5 million refugees, followed by South Sudan and Afghanistan, all Muslim countries. Such flows out of the Middle East also occurred in the past, but not at this scale. During and after the demise of the Ottoman Empire, many migrants and refugees from the Middle East ultimately settled throughout the Middle East, Europe, and the United States, forming significant diasporas there.

Refugees. The problem of refugees in the modern Middle East can be traced back to the establishment of the state of Israel whereby Palestinians were forcefully displaced into Lebanon, Jordan, Syria, Egypt, and overseas. State violence in Turkey also created Kurdish refugees in the region alongside refugees emanating from regime changes such as those that occurred in Iran and Egypt. The Iraq wars, Arab Revolutions, and Syrian civil war have also generated millions of refugees. Michael Humphrey provides the larger global context within which to situate refugees from the Middle East, specializing on political violence and healing. Silvia Paquetti concentrates on displacement, refugees, and refugee camps in the context of Israel and the West Bank. Elisa Pascucci’s analysis focuses on the effects of international humanitarian aid and Jordan’s economic policies on the livelihoods of Syrian refugees in Amman.

Diaspora in Europe. Research privileging the religion of Islam often moves to the forefront in this context; it is sometimes accompanied, however, by discussions of ethnic characteristics, such as the migration of Turks and Kurds into Europe that date back to mid twentieth century. This trend has been recently complemented by investigations into the Syrian refugees trying to reach Europe. Emily Laxer, Jeffrey Reitz, and Patrick Simon provide an empirical analysis of the headscarf debate specifically in Paris, France, also expanding their analysis to Quebec, Canada. The next group of sociologists located mainly in Germany and Great Britain underscores the other common element, namely the ethnicity of immigrants from the Middle East. While Ipek Demir researches the Kurdish and Turkish diaspora in London, Great Britain, Gökçe Yurdakul highlights the transformation of guest workers into Muslims in Germany especially in relation to the headscarf debates.

Diaspora in the United States and Canada. In the migration experience to the United States and Canada, many migrants from the Middle East shed their specific ethnic and national identities to be categorized primarily as Muslims. The sociologists analyzing Middle East diasporas here highlight their religious identities as well. Louise Cainkar articulates the past and present experience of the Muslim diaspora in the United States and Canada respectively. Cainkar specifically focuses on the Arab Muslim American experience in the aftermath of 9/11 as well as the experience of transnational Arab youth. Mücahit Bilici’s emphasis is instead on the transformation of Islam into an American religion where he culturally highlights the practices of American Islam on the one side and Islamophobia on the other. Mustafa Gürbüz and Gülsüm Gürbüz-Küçüksarı are more interested in the education that Muslim Americans receive in the United States; Gürbüz and Gürbüz-Küçüksarı concentrates on the experiences of head-covered American college girls and Muslim ethnicities.

In summary then, all these selections reveal the immense contributions that sociologists have made to the field. We hope this will be the first of many handbooks on the Middle East to follow.
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by Gamze Evcimen & Fatma Müge Göçek

Given the interest of sociologists on social transformations in general and social conflict in particular, it is not surprising that sociologists have chronically studied four pivotal events in the region in the aftermath of the two world wars: Israel and Palestine, Iranian Revolution, Arab Uprisings and Egypt, and Syrian War and Refugees.

Gershon Shafir addresses the changes and continuities in patterns of social inequality in Israel with a particular focus on the changing practices of upwardly mobile Palestinian citizens and on the continuing practices of discrimination against them. Shafir illustrates that although the new mixed towns have been promoted as places of coexistence for middle-class Jews and Arabs, they perpetuate “technologies of discrimination,” such as not selling houses, not providing collective rights or municipal services, and barriers to municipal employment, in contrast to the old mixed towns that provide further rights and political representation for Palestinian citizens. In doing so, Shafir interrogates the dominant views on middle class and upward social mobility as the basis of modernity, progress, and development and illustrates that, in their stead, historical legacies of living together enable coexistence for the Jews and the Arabs.

Shifting our focus to neoliberalism and development, Andy Clarno studies how Israel’s apartheid state operates as a political-economic system of racial capitalism that simultaneously excludes economically marginalized Palestinians as disposable while incorporating upwardly mobile Palestinians into Israel’s neoliberal apartheid project. Clarno demonstrates that the neoliberal restructuring of Israel’s economy caused increasing class divisions among the Palestinians by reducing Israel’s reliance on Palestinian workers while also providing employment opportunities either in the construction of Israeli settlements or in the Palestinian Authority (PA) security forces. Clarno highlights how Israel’s regime of racial domination and neoliberal capitalism positions Palestinians into different groups of PA security forces, construction workers in Israeli settlements, and business interests while benefitting from these categorizations of exclusion and inclusion.

Intent on concluding on a positive note, Michelle Gawerc’s analysis of joint peace organizations as collective actors in Israel and Palestine presents critical insights into the future. Gawerc addresses the ways in which Israelis and Palestinians in the Middle East can work across difference and form collective identities despite their deep-rooted characterizations as enemies. Gawerc’s contribution focuses on identifying and analyzing the factors and processes that enabled two bi-national movement organizations, Parents Circle/Families Forum (PCFF), and Combatants for Peace (CFP), to develop a unifying identity against Israel’s occupation and for peace. Gawerc emphasizes building trust as the first step, along with standing together in front of an audience and witnessing the commitment of the other side to the shared cause, in creating this collective identity.

Misagh Parsa’s study of the Iranian Revolution provides a perfect transition into the issues facing Iran today. Parsa illustrates that although Khomeini and the regime framed the Iranian Revolution as mobilized by the religious groups and for Islamic purposes, leftist students indeed led the revolutionaries, who mobilized also for having better lives. Parsa emphasizes that, rather than Islamic theocracy, a broad coalition of Iranians supported social justice based on Shia egalitarian notions. Parsa also underlines how Khomeini hid his theocratic ideology to forge this coalition while state repression influenced the outcome of revolutionary struggles as those groups that had been oppressed the most by the state lost their struggles to Khomeini and remained oppressed under the Islamic regime as well.

Nazanin Shahrokni analyzes how the shift from the revolutionary to the postrevolutionary state in Iran engendered both continuities and changes in state formation through the case of discourses and policies surrounding women’s outdoor exercise. Shahrokni illustrates that Iran’s postrevolutionary state changed its coercive and prohibitive policies of women’s outdoor exercise to strategies of regulation and control by opening women-only parks and adopting discourses of protection and provision; according to Shahrokni, this shift derives not only from Iran’s domestic politics to prevent Western cultural invasion and provide alternative cultural experiences but also from the global opening of Iran’s economy with structural adjustment as well as from the global discourses of urban justice and public health regarding nutrition and exercise. Shahrokni also points to the productive aspects of state power and control, underlining that women-only parks both reproduce gender segregation and provide outdoor exercise spaces as services and rights to women; while women internalize and reproduce state’s control by exercising separately from men, the state regulates women’s bodies by both addressing and exploiting their needs and demands. Departing from the existing works that regard the Iranian state as fixed, repressive, isolated from the global and in constant crises, Shahrokni demonstrates that it indeed reflects conflicts among different actors, productive power, discursive and material links to global processes, and capacity of adaptability and change.

Regarding political transitions as not only short-term institutional changes but also gradual negotiation processes of citizenship, forms of representation and use of violence, Benoit Challand offers a macro-level analysis of the Arab Uprisings. Challand illustrates that, in their call for a new social contract that respects human dignity and advocates a just use of means of coercion, these protests mobilized against both neoliberalism and authoritarian regimes and supported economic reform as well as political change. Challand also underlines that, although counterrevolutionary forces prevented these citizenship agendas by employing violence and threats of chaos, the Arab uprisings offered a new social contract with a shared sense of citizenship and demands for the people’s sovereign control over the means of violence.

Focusing on the Egyptian Revolution of 2011, Atef Said’s work addresses the ways in which historical meanings and strategies of space that are constituted by previous movements play role in contemporary mobilizations. Said accounts for the relationship between the earlier sit-ins in Tahrir and the 2011 occupation of the square through three processes: the participants’ prior perception of Tahrir Square as a politicized space of protest enabled their mobilization, the previous sit-ins in Tahrir provided the idea
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