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“There are moments in world affairs when a new atmosphere and a new direction can be 
perceived for the first time.   I am apprehensive that we are at such a turning point in 
international relations. I fear that we may be moving from a time of adjustment and 
accommodation to a time of tension and conflict, from a time of international community 
building to one of chauvinism and militant nationalism, from a time of peaceful civilian 
programs for the advancement of human welfare to a time of armed might for the 
suppression of aggression, subversion, and revolution….” 

Fulbright 
INTRODUCTION 

The relationship between sociology and Middle East studies (and area studies in 

general) has not been a happy one.  In fact, some sociologists regard pursuing deep 

knowledge of a limited region as detrimental to creating testable and generalizable 

hypotheses about society, which they think should be  the real vocation of sociology.  

However, the sociologists’ quest to generate scientific knowledge has not always made 

this science of society more comprehensive and thorough.  On the contrary, the more 

“scientific” sociology has claimed to be, the more focused it has become on (preferably 

quantifiable) aspects of the here and now of the modern (western) society.  This has put a 

growing distance between sociological research and the study of Middle Eastern (and 

other non-western) societies.  This paper will argue that claims of universality and 

methodological sophistication may have rendered substantial parts of American 

sociology highly fragmented and less relevant to the world around us.  As I will show 

below, American sociology and area studies have come together only in specific intervals 

and under special conditions only to move apart again and these interactions have had  

significant consequences for both sociology and the Middle East studies.   

The first part of this paper concentrates on four periods when the discipline of 

sociology intersected with Middle East studies.  The first of these goes back to the very 

origins of sociology, the ideas that were developed by Saint Simon and Comte 

concerning science of society.  These early sociologists paid a lot of attention to the 
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Ottoman Empire and Egypt and were keen on asserting the universal applicability of their 

science.  After moving apart in their separate trajectories, sociology and Middle East 

studies reconnected for the second time in the aftermath of the Second World War.   

sociologists belonging to the modernization school identified the Middle East as a key 

area, both as a test case for their theories, and as a field where the precepts of this theory 

could be applied (with the help of the US government) in order to hasten the outcomes 

that were desirable.  The third period when the two intersected came on the heels of the 

modernization debate and was related to  with the development of macro-sociology in the 

1960s and the 1970s.  To a large extent this school of thought emerged as a 

reaction/criticism of modernization theory but its relationship to the Middle East studies 

or to other area studies was not that different. The knowledge about the region was there 

to serve the macro-sociologists in their quest for the biggest and the most powerful theory 

that would explain major episodes of social change.  Finally, the Middle East has once 

again risen to a prominent place in sociology and other social sciences since 9/11.  But in 

a crude repetition of the post-World War II pattern, this new-found interest has been 

overdetermined by the US government policies, and has been constrained  by the 

securitized environment of the War on Terror.   

The second part of the paper reviews the place of sociology in the Middle East 

and North Africa.  The connection between these societies and sociology was very close 

in the early years of the discipline.  In those parts of the Middle East that fell under 

colonial rule, this relationship took the form of “sociologists”  or social anthropologists 

moving into North Africa or the Middle East and taking charge of programs that were 

designed to mould the transformation of these societies to serve the interests of the 
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colonizing state.  In non-colonial settings on the other hand, this relationship had a strong 

indigenous component.  Local intellectuals, who either fashioned themselves as such or 

were trained as sociologists became active proponents of westernizing/modernizing 

reforms, which endeared them and their society to early European sociologists.  In the 

aftermath of World War II, in both non- and post-colonial settings, sociology has been 

playing two seemingly contradictory roles.  On the one hand, this discipline has 

facilitated the formation of states and the definition of secular ideologies of nationalism 

and socialism in the region.  At the same time, and especially in the 1970s, sociology has 

taken a critical stand to these very programs and helped open up a spaces for studying 

topics such as underdevelopment, dependency, urbanization, social classes, peasant 

societies, gender, and religion.   

As we move toward the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century, 

formally, sociology in the west and in the Middle East has been growing similar to each 

other.  Partly as a result of the growing influence of American-trained sociologists, partly 

as a result of the agenda-setting power of international funding agencies (most significant 

of which are US-based), and partly as a result of the growing significance of topics that 

are local, sociology in the Middle East has become increasingly more fragmented in the 

last twenty years or so.  This has affected both the nature of research topics that are 

conducted and the growing difficulty of communicating the findings of different projects 

to each other.  Interdisciplinary centers such as the Title VI Centers stand to play an 

important role in putting an end to this fragmentation that affects sociology in both the 

west and the Middle East.  They can help bring together the narrowly specialized findings 
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of research projects and also generating projects and knowledge about the Middle East by 

using the best tools of social sciences including those of sociology.    

PART I:  MIDDLE EAST IN SOCIOLOGY 

1.  European Antecedents 

August Comte articulated what is now regarded to be the very first principles of 

sociology.  Comte divided sociology into two parts, social statistics and social dynamics.  

While the first studied the interrelationships between the major institutions of society, 

such as family, economy, polity, the second focused on whole societies and studied how 

they developed over time.   Comte was interested in creating a universal science of 

society; something that would not only help us understand the world, but also provide the 

necessary tools for putting some order into it.  Ottoman intellectuals, some of whom were 

also political activists found the ideas of both Comte and his mentor, Saint Simon very 

appealing.  Saint Simon and Comte in turn, were enamored by the reform efforts in the 

Middle East.  Saint Simon, went to Egypt in the 1820s, enthralled by Muhammed Ali and 

his reforms, seeing him as the bearer of principles of order and progress.  Comte thought 

that the Ottoman Empire had the potential “where the Religion of Humanity could 

become the guiding beacon of governmental action” and that Islam did not constitute a 

barrier against such a transformation1  It was the universalist tenets of the enlightenment 

that informed Comte’s and Saint Simon’s approach and it was precisely this outlook that 

made them popular, not only in the Middle East but also in other parts of the world.   

Following in the footsteps of these founding figures, European sociology 

continued to ask big questions about social phenomena in the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries.  Thinkers like Marx, Durkheim, Weber, Tönnies started with inquiries that 
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were rooted in western European history but they did not mean for their answers to be 

relevant only to that geography.  Even when they were engaged in ideal typical constructs 

for the purposes of comparing Europe wit the rest of the world, they saw the themes of 

these comparisons (capitalism, community, society, rationality) to be  fully relevant in 

non-western as well as in western settings.   

2.  Moving to America, Moving Away from Area Studies 

Even though the term sociology was coined in France and the field was 

“invented” there, it was in the U.S. that this new science was first constituted as a 

separate department at the University of Chicago and Columbia University in the 1890s.2  

Hence, while the Europeans were pursuing questions that forced them to maintain a broad 

approach that included not only the strictly societal abut also economic, philosophical, 

legal, and political factors, Americans became increasingly specialized in the 

organization and functioning of human societies and the factors that undermined this 

organization.  In other words, while bringing this new science to the United States, 

sociologists took only the first half of Comte’s sociology, that is, the social statistics, and 

left behind the part about social dynamics.  The early practitioners of this new discipline 

in the United States were motivated by a deep-seated desire to identify and propose 

solutions to social problems.  They were evolutionists and social reformers and prided 

themselves for being more progressive than political scientists and economists.  

The progressivism of early American sociologists, however, did not extend 

beyond the shores of the United States.  It is indeed surprising how little attention the 

early sociologists paid to the rest of the world.  Or, when they did, this was done in the 

most superficial way, and with strong racist undertones.  A survey of the papers presented 
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and published by the American Sociological Society between 1907 and 1933 shows that 

to the extent that there was an interest in foreign areas and cultures this was limited to 

questions of war, peace, migration, and population problems.  In terms of actual regions, 

these studies focused primarily on Latin America, Mexico, Russia, China, and Western 

Europe where the US had direct and immediate interests. Franklin Henry Giddings, one 

of the founders of Columbia School of sociology, came from a strong social reformist 

background.  He is credited, among other things, for actively encouraging and promoting 

his female students at Bryn Mawr and Barnard, who, he thought would make ideal 

teachers in the South.3  Yet Giddings was also strong defender of the US imperialism.  He 

saw the American involvement in Asia as an indispensable for controlling the expansion 

of the Russian-Chinese “tradition of irresponsible authority.”  He characterized the war in 

the Philippines as “most nearly bloodless battle of any importance within the Christian 

era,”4  even though the resistance that started immediately would eventually end up 

causing 200,000 casualties.  He wrote, “my studies of theoretical sociology long ago led 

me to believe that the combination of small states into larger political aggregates must 

continue until all the semi-civilized, barbarian and savage communities of the world are 

brought under the protection of the larger civilized nations”5  It was only through the 

creation of such a canvas that a human community that shared the same moral qualities 

would be formed and this would serve as the basis for creating the “wonderful 

phenomenon of  the a democratic empire.”6  He also saw migration through a similar 

perspective, where newcomers gravitated towards the safety of small farming,, minor 

manufacturing, and shop-keeping whereas the “native American mind” (meaning, of 
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course, the early European settlers!) was characterized by “the love of risk and of great 

responsibilities”  that make  “our industrial and commercial undertakings” possible. 7   

This does not mean that no American was studying the Middle East in these years.  

Missionaries, archeologists, diplomats, journalists, and those who were involved in the 

oil industry in the Gulf were already generating a significant body of knowledge about 

this region during these years, some of which continues to be valuable for understanding 

the crucial years of the early twentieth century.  A comprehensive survey of Istanbul was 

published in 1922 under the title Constantinople Today or The Pathfinder Survey of 

Constantinople, A Study of Social Life.  This was a study conducted by a group of 

American social scientists and edited by Clarence Richard Johnson, who was a Professor 

of sociology at Robert College.  It includes extensive information about all facets of life 

in Istanbul, from work to leisure; from urban government to widows, orphans and crime.  

Same group conducted a similar study in Izmir, but due to the great fire that destroyed a 

significant part of the city in 1922 and the chaos of the transitional period between the 

Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic, that study was never published.  Later, the 

Communist Party of the United States published a series of books in the 1920s and 30s, 

that analyzed from a critical perspective the US presence overseas.8 However, these were 

isolated efforts and American sociologists would wait for another 30-40 years before 

picking up from where the original sociologists had left off and getting involved in 

serious research on foreign areas including the Middle East.   

Unlike the Americans whose interest in the Middle East was at best checkered in 

the first half of the twentieth century, the Europeans never stopped being interested in the 

region.  In part, this was due to the arrival of European colonialism in the Middle East in 
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the aftermath of World War One.  In fact, many of the Europeans  who collected and 

published “social scientific” data and information about the Middle East were parts of the 

diplomatic and/or military establishment.  For example, Mark Sykes, who later lent his 

name to the famous Sykes-Picot agreement, which provided the framework for the 

division of the Middle East between France and Britain, was a military officer who spent 

long years in the Middle East.  Through his travels there, he wrote one of the earliest and 

most comprehensive descriptions of the Kurdish tribes who lived in eastern Anatolia and 

northern Mesopotamia.9  In the meantime, French sociologists and Anthropologists were 

studying  Morocco and Tunis and generating treatises about the nature of these societies.  

A Scientific Mission was created in Tangiers in the early years of the 20th century.  The 

founding director of this instate, the French sociologist, Michaux-Bellaire stated the aims 

of this mission as follows:   

The object of this mission … was to initiate sociological studies … It was 

necessary to make an inventory of Morocco , its tribes, its cities, its brotherhoods, 

to find their origins, their ramifications, their wars and alliances, to trace their 

history in various dynasties, to study its institutions and customs, in other words, 

to understand as much as possible the area, where, one day, we might be called 

upon to take some action10 ()   

The historians, philologists and linguists who were trained in the languages of the 

area also acted as brokers of information and a source of knowledge about the Middle 

East, especially in Europe.  These Orientalists, however, limited themselves to depicting 

the Middle Eastern societies in terms of their “classical” civilization; and had little to say 
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about how most of the Muslims and Arabs were living, working, and forming meaningful 

communities, in the twentieth century. 11 t 

Limited as it was, even this body of knowledge made little impact on American 

sociology.  In a survey of sociology and International Relations, Bernard and Bernard 

wrote in 1934, “sociology has not been … particularly concerned with documentary 

materials.  It has been one of most persistent among the social sciences in adhering to the 

interpretation of contemporaneous data and in devising methods for collecting and 

generalizing these data.  It is worthy of note in this connection that perhaps more works 

on methodology have been written in recent years by sociologists than by members of 

any other branch of the social sciences.”12  The war years would once again link 

American social science to the US foreign policy.  Researchers who were knowledgeable 

about foreign areas, in particular, Europe, Latin America, Russia, and China, were 

actively supported, encouraged, and some of these people were recruited to work for the 

US government.  Still, little of this renewed interest extended to the Middle East.  In the 

position paper that was drafted by the Social Science Research Council in 1946, the 

“Near East” was described as being “completely neglected”.  This report went on to state 

that “there are few scholars in the country who know anything about the area except in 

the field of languages.”13   

4.  Modernization Theory and the Return of Area Studies to sociology 

Building on the momentum of the war years, American social sciences focused on 

the world outside the United States more systematically in the 1950s and 1960s.  It was 

primarily the Cold War competition with the Soviet Union that prompted the US to make 

available grants in these years to study not only the “Communist block”, but also Latin 
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America Middle East, and Southeast Asia that had become the frontline zones in this new 

war.  The scholarship that emerged out of these efforts would become the core of the 

modernization literature in the 1960s.  Even though modernization’s pedigree included 

the research and writing by a wide variety of social scientists, it was a sociologist, 

Edward Shils, who first defined the contours of this approach at a conference on “the 

political problems and prospects of new states in the Middle East, Asia, and Africa ”in 

1959.14  As it was first articulated by Shils, modernity echoed the socially liberal notions 

of not only democracy,  but also equalitarian, scientific, economically advanced, and 

sovereign society”15  

The development of modernization school represents an important turning point 

in sociology because it signaled the importance of focusing on “foreign areas” and 

reincorporating a global perspective into the discipline.  Daniel Lerner’s Passing of the 

Traditional Society, and Inkeles and Smith’s Becoming Modern and other works in this 

genre included data form  different countries (Turkey, Lebanon, Egypt, Syria, Jordan, and 

Iran in Lerner; Argentina, Chile, India, Israel, Nigeria, and Bangladesh in Inkeles and 

Smith) some of which was based on original ethnographic research.   

In terms of its substance, modernization paradigm remained remarkably loyal to 

the social evolutionary approach that had shaped much of the mainstream American 

sociology.  Just as the social reformers tended to view everything that did not quite fit the 

privileged western European Protestant path as signs of problem that needed to be solved 

(from poverty to race to crime), or, examples of arrested development against which little 

could be done (Jews and Blacks), the modernization theorists saw the non-European (and 

American) world as occupying a stage lower than that of the modern the west.  Also, with 
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or without original research, these studies consisted of comparing these societies to an 

ideal-typical notion of a modern society.  Hence it was not so much about Turkey or 

Bangladesh that one learned from reading these authors, but about all the ways in which 

these countries were different from the west and how they were (or could be) converging 

on the same path of modern universality.   

Modernization theory and area studies in general received a big boost from the 

US government’s interest in foreign areas as the rivalry with the USSR gained 

momentum in the 1950s and the 1960s.  The US government launched several initiatives 

that were designed specifically to affect a marriage between areas studies and the 

priorities of the US government.  One of these initiatives was the Project Troy that started 

in 1950 “to bring together the best brains in the country to point the way toward the 

solution of the vexing problem of getting the truth behind the Iron Curtain.”16  MIT 

became the main university where Project Troy was carried out and it directly led to the 

creation of the Center for International Studies (CENIS) at MIT.  CENIS provided a 

home for scholars such as Daniel Lerner and  W. W. Rostow, and was thought of as the 

prototype of other centers that grew out of this collaboration.  17  In these government-

funded centers, “specialists in the various phases of political warfare [could] be trained in 

their tasks by assisting universities in political warfare research.” 18 CIA was very closely 

involved in the funding and running the CENIS, including having a say in hiring 

decisions.19   

Another similar effort that was started with even more fanfare in 1964 (only to be 

discarded amid widespread criticism in 1965) was Project Camelot.  This initiative that 

was to have an annual budget of $50 million was launched in order to determine the 
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“feasibility of developing a general social systems model which would make it possible 

to predict and influence politically significant aspects of social change in the developing 

nations of the world.”  Among its objectives were “to devise procedures for assessing the 

potential for internal war within national societies.”20  The motivation behind the Project 

Camelot was political, or, more specifically military.  It was an attempt to suppress and 

thwart social movements in Latin America and Asia, since the USSR was believed to be 

exploiting these conditions and using them to enhance its own standing and influence.  

The rationale and goals of Project Camelot were presented in terms that appealed to those 

sociologists who wanted to go back to doing “big range social science.”  These were the 

social scientists who wanted to create “social science of contemporary relevance which 

would not suffer from a parochial narrowness of vision to which their own professional 

backgrounds had conditioned them.”21   Just like their Comtean precursors, they believed 

in the “perfectibility of mankind” even if this required the help of military establishment.  

The sites for the Camelot research were chosen primarily on the basis of their relevance 

to US foreign policy interests.  While Latin America, specifically Chile was the only 

place where Camelot actually funded projects, Egypt, Iran, and Turkey were among the 

countries that were listed as possible future sites.22   

Troy, Camelot and other projects that were tied to the US defense and intelligence 

establishments received scorn from some prominent names in American social sciences 

almost immediately.  Many of these people did not want to jeopardize their own 

reputations or endanger their or their students’ involvement in overseas sites by 

participating in projects that were overtly or covertly linked to US intelligence agencies.  .  

sociologist John Galtung declined an invitation to participate in one of the meetings 
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associated with Camelot by saying that he could not accept the notion of the Army as an 

agency of development rather than as an agency for managing conflict or perhaps even 

promoting conflict.  Galtung also made sure that the true nature of the Project Camelot 

was widely known in his circles in Latin America making it impossible for this project to 

continue with a hidden agenda of any kind.23  Marshall Shalins commented on the naiveté 

of Camelot social scientists for believing that they “could get in some good research, 

educate the military to foreign realities, and use this opportunity to reconstruct American 

attitudes and policies.”  He said, “The quixotic scholar enters the agreement in belief that 

knowledge breeds power; his military counterpart, in the assurance that power breeds 

knowledge.”24   

While Project Camelot, Project Troy and other similar initiatives were explicitly 

linked to promoting the US interests abroad, there were several other programs that grew 

in the 1950s and 1960s that were interested in expanding research and knowledge in 

foreign areas from an academic point of view.  This did not mean that these programs did 

not see helping the US government achieve its goals as an important responsibility.  The 

main difference was that supporters and organizers of these programs, including people 

like Fulbright, saw this approach to be a much more effective way of enhancing the 

image and power of the US overseas than getting involved in counterinsurgency and 

counterrevolutionary operations.  The Fulbright program was established in 1946 by the 

U.S. Congress.  Fulbright’s vision was different in that rather than funding clandestine 

projects, it sought to " to increase mutual understanding between the people of the United 

States and the people of other countries.”25  Along the same lines, Title VI of the National 

Defense Education Act was authorized in 1958 when the Soviet Union launched Sputnik.  
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It would provide funds for research and education in international and foreign areas and 

languages by supporting the establishment of resource centers and by making available 

grants and fellowships to graduate students for language study.  The Title VI Act was 

reauthorized in 1965 as part of the Higher Education Act and its administration was 

placed under the department of Education.   

As a result of the Cold War rivalries and the growing importance of oil, the 

Middle East became increasingly prominent as an area of interest in these initiatives.  The 

Social Science Research Council was one of the first organizations to take this route. It 

established a Committee on World Area Research in 1946 and created a Near and Middle 

East Committee in 1951, to support interdisciplinary and collaborative research in the 

Middle East.26  Around the same time, private foundations such as Ford and Rockefeller 

offered  institutional grants to create centers for international and area research in 

American Universities.  The relationship between some of these foundations and the US 

government was closer than others.  For example, Ford Foundation set up a program in 

Behavioral Sciences that paralleled some of the activities of Troy and helped fund the 

CENIS at MIT.   

As the Vietnam War continued and as the US involvement there and in other parts 

of the world became a target of criticism, many academics felt it necessary to put some 

distance between their work and the defense and intelligence agencies in the late 1960s.  

Fulbright himself was very critical of these counterinsurgency projects:   

It would be a signal service to the countries involved and to the national interests 

of the United States if the intellectual resources devoted to these dubious 

“studies” of insurgency and counterinsurgency were diverted to the more 
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constructive projects of…social and economic reform that offer the only real hope 

of avoiding violent revolution.27  Simpson, 196, 199-200) 

5.  Critical Perspectives in sociology  

Regardless of the motivations that underlay these programs, growing academic, 

public, and private interest helped create a substantial body of knowledge about foreign 

areas, including the Middle East in the 1960s and the 1970s. The Area Studies Centers 

that were set up with Title VI Grants and the interdisciplinary work that was supported by 

SSRC-ACLS and private foundations fostered the development of deep knowledge about 

these places, something that had been hard to do in disciplinary units.  Within the overall 

scheme of things, however, such activities remained somewhat limited.  In each three 

year cycle the Title VI grants help support 10-15 Middle East centers in the entire 

country.  Several of these centers have been renewed in each cycle since the inception of 

the program.  Moreover, sociology and other disciplines have been averse to alter their 

own approach to integrate these centers and their activities to their programs.  In major 

universities such as Chicago, Princeton and Harvard, even the history of the Middle East 

is not studied as part of the general history curriculum but housed in separate Near or 

Middle East departments.  If anything, the disdain with which sociology regarded area 

specialization increased over time.  It was just too hard for sociologists to find a place for 

area studies in their conception of what social science should be.  Area research is 

perceived as something that detracts from the overall goal of these disciplines which was 

supposed to be producing generalizable and testable hypotheses.  Ironically, the 

parochialism of the discipline increased in tandem with its growing emphasis on the 
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necessity of generating universal hypotheses.  The one major exception to this trend was 

the emergence of macro-sociology as a field of specialization in the 1970s and 1980s.   

The origins of macro-sociology, was firmly rooted in the modernization school.  

The questions that motivated some of the early names that are associated with this new  

field were not that different from those that had informed the modernization theory in an 

earlier era.  At the same time, there was a very strong critical dimension that set this field 

apart from its antecedents.  In particular, modernization theory was criticized for 

becoming too closely aligned with the priorities of the US government.  Furthermore, 

many of the analyses and predictions that were generated by modernization theorists were 

turning out to be short sighted or plain wrong.  Some social scientists argued that it was 

precisely because it had become too closely wedded to the established order that the 

modernization theory had gone astray.  In criticizing the Project Camelot, for example, 

Marshall Sahlins noted how many of the scholars who were associated with it 

characterized demands for change as “social pathology”.  He wrote, “what had been for 

some time a cultural common law marriage between scientific functionalism and the 

natural interest of a leading world power in the status quo became under the aegis of the 

Project Camelot an explicit and legitimate union.”28   

This new group of sociologists argued that dynamic processes such as  state 

formation, social movements and revolutions had to be examined from a long term and 

large scale historical and comparative perspective and this could be done only if the 

functionalist, status-quo oriented premises of the modernization school were discarded.  

Others recast the modernization school’s theories of stages of development and the 

expected, global convergence of its ideals in Marxist terms.  By refocusing attention on 
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the exploitative relations between the industrialized and underdeveloped countries, these 

scholars questioned the easy generalizations of the modernization scholars.    A further 

extension of this critical school asserted that the proper unit of analysis for studying these 

stages was not the nation state but a series of world systems.  According to this, world 

social change was moving towards not an endless multiplication of types and repetition 

of trends, but towards inevitable tensions, crises, and total transformation.  Even though 

they were deeply critical of the discipline, The questions that were raised by of these new 

schools of thought resonated with the discipline of sociology.  They gained recognition 

and set up their separate sections in American Sociological Association; Comparative and 

Historical sociology for the first, and Political Economy of the World Systems for the 

second.  Much of the work that came out of these new schools of thought have also been 

received very well, winning awards and earning space in the lists of most influential 

works in the discipline.  So much so that Randall Collins has described the 1970s and 

1980s as the “Golden Age of Macro-historical sociology” 29.   

The questions raised by the Comparative Historical and World Systems schools 

naturally led to close cooperation with area studies.  Especially sociologists who were 

from outside the United States, such as Cardoso and Faletto, Anouar Abdel Malek, 

Hamza Alavi, Çağlar Keyder, Samir Amin, Saad Eddin Ibrahim, Said Arjomand, Janet 

Abu-Lughod, and Selim Tamari played a important roles in bringing their area 

knowledge to bear on these discussions and providing the new schools with a depth that 

was absent from modernization studies.  International  Sociological Association that was 

formed by UNESCO in 1949 provided an institutional basis for these and other 

sociologists from all over the world to bring their work into communication with each 
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other and with the broader theoretical debates.  As far as the American practitioners of 

this brand of sociology was concerned, however, there was an implicit  understanding 

that area specialization was the junior partner in this cooperation..  The main interest of 

the sociologists writing in these genres was not so much learning about different parts of 

the world but to show that their own theories and generalizations were accurate through a 

selective use of the accumulated knowledge in areas studies.  For example, Theda 

Skocpol’s theory of social revolutions was almost immediately tested and found wanting 

by the real world challenge posed by the Iranian Revolution.  In an article she wrote in 

1981, Skocpol admitted that her previous framework may have been proven inadequate 

to account for this new major modern revolution.  But she went on to suggest ways of 

thinking about the transformations in Iran so that the Iranian Revolution can be 

interpreted in terms “analytically consistent with the explanatory principles I used in 

States and Social Revolutions.” 30  

Over time, some of the researchers in the United States who worked in 

comparative and historical sociology also became overly concerned with methodological 

perfection  which was a prerequisite for staying within the discipline even though such 

exercises  do not always make significant contribution to our collective knowledge of the 

world.  For example the articles that are collected in Comparative Historical Analysis 

edited by Mahoney and Ruschemeyer, accept the premise of positivist methodology that 

dominates sociology and strive to show that what is done in comparative historical 

analysis fits the general parameters of this methodology.  That one can, for example, 

derive generalizable conclusions from a single case; that small n and large n studies can 

be equally rigorous, and that there are ways of doing qualitative research, or combining 
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qualitative with quantitative methodology so that their use does not undermine the 

scientific character of comparative historical research.  Charles Kurzman’s book on the 

Iranian Revolution, which  allows the messy and unpredictable nature of the real world to 

enter his analytical framework constitutes an important exception here.  Also, partly due 

to its intellectual origins in the French Annales school, the World-Systems School had a 

more direct and mutually beneficial relationship with area studies but, compared to 

Comparative Historical sociology, this field has remained marginal to American 

sociology.   

While American sociology maintained its distance from area studies, there was 

not a strong push from area studies for being included in sociology or other disciplines 

either.  In fact, many of the area specialists and social scientists who were ensconced in 

the centers that were established with public or private funds refused to respond to even 

the meager overtures of macro-sociologists claiming their subject matter was unique and 

as such impervious to theoretical generalizations.  Consequently, except for several 

efforts that were closely identified with a limited number of prominent sociologists on the 

one hand and historians on the other, there has been little institutional and other 

possibility of building bridges between the Middle East studies and sociology in the 

United States in the post-world War II period.   

This separation appeared to reach its most contentious level after the Cold War 

ended when some major figures in social sciences declared area studies to be irrelevant in 

the post-cold war world of accelerated globalization in the late 1990s.  In a much cited 

and maligned statement, Robert Bates wrote in 1996 that area studies had “failed to 

generate scientific knowledge”.31  This was an eerie echo of an objection to area studies 
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that was included in a 1947 report that was written for SSRC:  “Where is the hard core?   

I can imagine a man trained in area as being a most charming gentleman, and interesting 

conversationalist but not as being a scholar.” 32 In the view of detractors of areas studies, 

the only reason why such specializations prospered was because of the external funding 

these received under the imperatives of the cold war world.  Availability of such support 

had provided a cocoon that made these studies immune to scientific requirements of 

testing and verification.  Once the Cold War was over, this distorting influence on the 

orderly progress of science would disappear and sociology and other disciplines would 

resume their natural growth, generating and solving their own problems.   

Sociology’s disinterest in substantive knowledge of areas in general and  the 

Middle East in particular can be gauged from the number of Middle East related articles 

published  in the discipline’s main journals in the 1990s.   American Sociological Review 

published twelve Middle East specific articles between 1985 and 2005. There were 

another sixteen large N studies that included the Middle East in their samples.  Seven of 

the articles in the first group are on Israel, dealing with topics such as determinants of 

educational attainment, ethnic group mobility in the labor market, identity, and 

segregation.   Three of the remaining five are on the Iranian revolution, using this 

historical case to assess various theories of social movements.  There was also one article 

in ASR comparing the Ottoman Empire with France in terms of the role of peasants in 

social unrest, and another one on the demography of rural Egypt.  Large N studies, on the 

other hand, typically focus on big Sociological questions and seek to find answers to 

them.  The inclusion of countries from the Middle East  in these data sets don’t 

necessarily shed light on these places but help test general hypotheses.   For example, 
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Inglehart and Baker’s Modernization, Cultural Change, and Persistence of Traditional 

Values finds evidence of both massive cultural change and the persistence of distinctive 

cultural traditions in modernizing countries.33  Between 1995 and 2005, another major 

journal of the discipline, the American Journal of sociology, published only three articles 

that dealt with the Middle East.34  One of these was on the Ottoman Empire, another 

focused on Iran and the Ottoman Empire as case studies but also had a large data set with 

other non-Middle East countries, and the third was on Israel.  All three of these were 

written by people with area knowledge of the cases they were studying.   But as is the 

case for the articles in ASR, these articles are also structured to test some general 

Sociological proposition. since this is  a key criterion for getting published in these 

journals.  Hence, Barkey and Van Rossem’s article finds that villages that were located in 

an intermediary position in the regional market networks are more prone to contention; 

Kurzman and Leahey show that intellectuals play an important role in revolutions, and 

Spilerman shows that parental wealth has a positive effect on the living standards of 

young couples in Israel.  It is also noteworthy that all but six of the middle East-related 

articles that were in ASR or AJS were written either in foreign countries, or at US 

universities that have Title VI centers.   

The annual number of Middle East related graduate theses that were written in 

Sociology Departments at  US universities has varied, between 7 and 13 between 1995 

and 2004.  In 2004, the last year for which we have complete data, this number went up 

to 18, reflecting, no doubt the growing interest in the region after 9/11.  The total number 

of Ph.D.’s awarded in sociology by American universities each year was between 581 - 

and 612 during  this time period.  In other words, each year between two and  three 
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percent of the total number of sociology dissertations have focused on the Middle East 

during this time period.35   

While sociology departments have not been particularly welcoming to Middle 

East (or any other area) specialists or research, the American Sociological Association 

has been considerably more open.  In 1997, the review journal of the association, 

Contemporary sociology commissioned articles on sociology in Turkey, Israel, and the 

Arab World.36  The theme of the 100th annual meeting of the ASA in 2005 was 

Comparative Perspectives and Competing Explanations and it included a large number of 

papers on the Middle East that were included in panels that had to do with religion, social 

movements, migration, demography, gender, nationalism, and state formation.  There 

were also thematic sessions on Islam, and the Arab World as well as one on “Competing 

Perspectives on Comparative Explanations:  Area Studies vs. Comparative Sociology.”  

Despite this apparent interest, however, outside the thematic panels, the overall program 

of annual meetings resemble the contents of the journals, with the papers on the Middle 

East serving as one among several cases selected to test a general Sociological 

proposition.  As can be expected, the Universities where there are Title VI Centers such 

as University of Michigan, University of Washington, University of Texas at Austin, 

Emory, UC Berkeley are well represented among these presentations as well.   

The representation of sociology in the Middle East Studies Association has been 

considerably lower than Political Science or History.  According to the latest numbers, 

there are 61 sociology faculty 35 based in the US and 26 based overseas) and 30 

sociology students among the members of MESA.  These compare with about 300 

Political Scientists and more than 600 Historians.  It is also instructive to look at  some of 
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the papers presented by sociologists at MESA’s annual conventions.37  While the 

presentations at ASA clearly fit the guidelines of the discipline and concern themselves 

with not so much the Middle East but sociology as such, those at MESA are much more 

expansive in their understanding of sociology.  Interdiscipliniarity  is clearly engrained in 

many of these studies.  So much so that it would be hard to predict whether some of them 

were written not by sociologists but by Anthropologists or Historians.38  It may not be an 

exaggeration to say that by the time they come to MESA, sociologists cease to be 

sociologists, at least in the sense that this term is understood by professional practitioners 

in the U.S.   

6.  Middle East in a Securitized World: Post 9/11 Problems  

In the aftermath of 9/11,  the Middle East area studies has become the beneficiary 

of government largesse on a scale that even surpasses the attention that was focused on 

the Warsaw Pact countries during the Cold War years.  Part of this attention is directly on 

the Middle East and has taken the form of increased funding for strategic languages 

(including Arabic, Persian and Urdu), programs such as National Security Education 

Program, FLAS Fellowships and Title VI Centers.  Another, and even more important 

boost ahs come by way of the requirements of the “War on Terror”  Starting in 2003, the 

Department of Homeland Security has created six Homeland Security Centers of 

Excellence at six Universities by giving a total of $82 million.  By creating these centers, 

the Department seeks to bring together the nation’s best experts and focus its most 

talented researchers on a variety of threats that include agricultural, chemical, biological, 

nuclear and radiological, explosive and cyber terrorism as well as the behavioral aspects 

of terrorism.”39     Johns Hopkins, University of Southern California, Texas A&M, 
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University of Minnesota, University of Maryland, Michigan State University ).  

Georgetown University has recently established the Intelligence and National Security 

Alliance Professor in the Practice of Intelligence .   

Finally, we have seen a proliferation of private and public watch-dogs, monitoring 

how international affairs, in particular the Middle  East is studied in university campuses.  

The best known such private group that is involved in this activity is the website of 

Campus-Watch, that is dedicated to “monitoring Middle East Studies”  On the public side, 

US Congress is considering to create a special body of “oversight” in order to keep track 

of the activities of Title VI Centers, to make sure that the grants are not being spent for 

purposes that are contrary to US interests.40  Some of the initiatives and the publications 

related to them have intimidated scholars and teachers.41 The discussions and debates 

concerning area studies in the post-9/11 period remind one of the discussions that we 

have reviewed above concerning the Project Camelot.  As was true then, today too, 

scholars and institutions are making heir choices as to how to respond and position 

themselves in the face of these developments. 

 

PART II:  SOCIOLOGY IN THE MIDDLE EAST 

The development of sociology as a discipline in the Middle East has followed a 

path that is very similar to its western counterpart.  Here too sociology started big 

questions about social power and civilization, and has gradually narrowed its focus and 

its interests and has ended in a state of extreme fragmentation and excessive 

specialization.   
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All sociology in the Middle East starts with  Ibn Khaldoun.  This medieval 

scholar/statesman was born in Tunis in 1332, and  traveled, lived and worked in a number 

of places in the Arab world, including Cairo, where he spent the last twenty-four years of 

his life (1382-1406) .  Ibn Khaldoun wrote one of the earliest systematic treatises on the 

question of what hold societies together, titled Muqaddima.  The topics that are covered 

by Ibn Khaldou would become the defining subject of sociology in the 19th century.  He 

is particularly well known for his theory of tribal solidarity and elite circulation, which he 

relates to the rise and fall of empires.  Ibn Khaldoun is also one of the first thinkers to 

inquire about the role of the environment and climate on social change, in particular on 

imperial destinies.  Ibn Khaldoun was enthusiastically received and respected during his 

lifetime and his reputation has only increased with the passage of time.  His writings were 

translated into Turkish and read by the Ottoman ruling elite as the clouds of defeat 

descended on the Ottoman Empire in the in the seventeenth century.42   Today he is held 

up as a hero in the Arab world.  His statues adorn public squares and stamps are issued in 

his honor.  Egyptian sociologist, Hassan el-Saaty declared that “Egypt is the first country 

in the world where sociology was ever studied!  The first teacher of the new science was 

its first originator and classifier…Abd-al-Rahman Ibn Khaldun”43  According to another 

sociologist Ayad Al-Qazzaz, Ibn Khaldoun’s Muqaddiama legitimizes sociology as part 

of the Arab culture.44 It is no wonder that the Research Center that is headed by Egypt’s 

most prominent sociologist, Sadd Eddin Ibrahim is named after Ibn Khaldun.   

In discussions of sociology in the Middle East, Ibn Khaldoun should be seen as a 

precursor, along the lines of major European thinkers who are difficult to associate with 

specific disciplines.  As for sociology itself, its arrival in the Middle East coincides 
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almost exactly with the articulation as a discipline as a new science in Europe and the 

United States in the early nineteenth century.  This was the period when scholars and 

activists in the Ottoman Empire and its successor states were engaged in questions of 

social integration, state formation, and national identity, which were precisely the 

questions that occupied classical European and early American sociologists.  Among 

them the major  European thinker whose work was most  relevant to these questions and 

who had a direct influence on the development of sociology in the Middle east was  

Emile Durkheim.  In some cases, this influence was direct.  Two Egyptians, Mansur 

Fahmi and Lucian Levy-Brhulle earned their Doctorates under Durkheim and wrote these 

on women and Islam and the social philosophy of Ibn Kahldoun,in 1913 and 1918 

respectively.45  Ziya Gökalp, who is considered to be the founding father of Turkish 

sociology and the principal theoretician of Turkish nationalist ideology was a prominent 

Durkheimian as well.  Both in his discussions of social solidarity and the question of 

ideas that direct social life, Gökalp explicitly relied on Durkheimian concepts.46   

sociology has played a dual role in the Middle East ever since it made its first 

appearance in the early twentieth century.  On the one hand early sociologists have been 

among the leading theoreticians and advocates of state and nation formation across the 

region.  Ziya Gökalp was a member of the Young Turk party, and was drafted by Riza 

Nur, the Minister Health and Social Solidarity in the new Republican regime to research 

and write about the Kurdish communities in eastern Turkey, with a view to “educate the 

Kurds about their Turkish origins”(!)47   In Arab countries sociologists identified 

themselves with the secular “revolutionary” regimes and put their science in the service 

of these projects in the aftermath of World War Two.  According to one Egyptian 
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sociologist, the goal of sociology was to establish a mobilizing ideology that would be at 

once “ethical, scientific, reformative, industrial, and Arab socialist.”48  It is hard not to 

notice the similarities between these sentiments and the confidence in the transformative 

power of sociology, which had motivated  the early European sociologists.  Ibrahim 

describes this as the “overselling” of sociology in the Middle East, which in the end 

generated limited amount of genuine research and empirical information about Arab 

society in these years.   

By definition, a significant part of sociological research in the world concentrates 

on a vast area of social interactions that fall outside the direct purview of the state.  In the 

Middle East too, topics such as urbanization, internal and international migration, peasant 

societies, and religion became subjects of sociological research especially starting in the 

1950s.  The underlying theme of most of this research acquired a critical tone in the 

1960s and 1970s with a growing emphasis on the disruptive effects of capitalist 

development with a strong influence by neo-Marxist paradigms that emerged in Europe 

during these years.49  Many of these studies were in implicit, if not explicit dialogue with 

the modernization theory and, by extension, with the modernizing political leaders.  The 

breach with modernization became particularly sharp with new studies of religion  in the 

1990s. A number of sociologists challenged one of the key arguments of modernization 

school by arguing that Islam and modernity may not incompatible after all. 50   The 

oppositional stand of sociology became further entrenched with research on civil society 

and gender.51   

In terms of public debate and publications, sociologists in the Middle East have 

not completely lost their interests in asking big and pertinent questions about their 
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societies.  As a discipline that is institutionalized in universities, however, sociology in 

the Middle East is becoming the mirror image of sociology in the US.   It is becoming 

increasingly professionalized and fragmented in places like Turkey, Egypt, and Israel in 

just the same way as in the United States.   This is in part because of the large and 

growing number of Ph.D.s completed in US institutions by Middle easterners, who are 

now returning home to practice their trade.   

The fragmentation of sociology in the Middle East has two components.  One of 

these refers to this discipline being further separated from other disciplines, even though 

it is inconceivable to develop an understanding of how societies cohere and function 

without the input of these sister disciplines.  The other fragmentation is more institutional 

and spatial.  Research projects that are being conducted and supported in the growing 

number of universities in single countries and the large number of institutions across the 

Middle East remain largely isolated from each other.  For, 23 Masters and Ph.D theses 

dealing with the southeastern region of the country were written in the six universities in 

that part of the country between 2001 and 2003.  For anybody who wishes to understand 

the dynamics of Kurdish society in Turkey, reading these theses would be essential.  But 

the intellectual and institutional trends are such that these theses and their findings are 

hardly ever incorporated into discussions about the Kurdish problem in Turkey.  The 

theses themselves are written with fine-tuned questions that remain focused on the 

immediate surroundings with little effort to broaden the discussion to include these bigger 

questions. 52  A review of Masters  and Ph.D. these that have been written in Cairo and 

Beirut similarly shows a trend toward studies with increasingly narrow foci that deal with 

the immediate environment in which the work is being done. 53  While using these works 
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as a bridge towards a better understanding of the Middle East remains elusive, this does 

not undermine the value of empirical data that is produced by these studies.  

CONCLUSION 

As we move in these early years of the 21st century, sociology and Middle East 

studies remain far apart  from each other on US campuses.   It is likely that the new 

infusion of money will strengthen certain parts of Middle East Studies and leave others 

untouched and hence  make the Middle East even more fragmented.  To arrive at a more 

holistic knowledge of the region, we need institutional settings and means to facilitate 

cooperation ad communication, across sub-specializations, disciplines, countries, and 

continents.    Title VI Centers can provide a space for the increasingly disparate and 

disjointed research on the Middle East to come together, communicate with each other, 

and work towards the creation of more complete knowledge about the region.  It is hard 

to assess whether and to what extent these centers have fulfilled this mission and have 

become true centers for interdisciplinary research.  While anecdotal examples of cross-

disciplinary collaboration can be found, these do not necessarily mean that the Title VI 

Centers have in fact overcome the disciplinary parcellization that is the most import 

hindrance for studying places like the Middle East.    

In today’s environment however, even though there seems to be more money 

available, these centers may find it difficult to pull together the wealth of knowledge 

about the Middle east that remains scattered across universities, fields, and sub-fields.  

Just like the overt emphasis on collaboration with Intelligence and Defense 

establishments had pushed many scholars away from area studies and their centers in the 

Cold War, now too we are bound to see some of the scholars either out of intimidation or 
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principle stay away from such centers.  This can’t but have the result of continued 

production of specialized, and partial knowledge, which, by itself, is of little use both to 

those who want to reach a holistic understanding of the Middle East and to official circles 

who need information that is comprehensive, accurate,  and practical.   
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