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Fall 2013 

 Peoples and Cultures of the Middle East 
 New College of Florida 
 
Professor Uzi Baram 

Class meets: Tuesday and Thursday 10:30-11:50 a.m. 

Classroom: College Hall 214 

Office Hours: Wednesday 12:30-2 pm & by appointment 

Office:  College Hall 205.  Office Telephone Number: 487-4217 

Email:  Baram@ncf.edu 

Syllabus available at http://sites.ncf.edu/baram/courses 

 

Catalogue Description 
This course offers a cultural anthropological perspective on the region stretching from the North African 

shores of the Atlantic to the Anatolian shores of the Black Sea, from the Red Sea to Central Asia. Key 

issues for the peoples and cultures of the Middle East will include gender, kinship, ethnic identities and 

conflicts, and the social construction of history. As an anthropology course, there will be a focus on 

comparisons among groups and societies, issues of social power and social change, and cultural diversity. 

Ethnographies will focus discussions. Throughout the term, the Middle East will be explored both as a 

locality and as a discourse.  Prerequisite: previous course work in anthropology, or permission of the 

instructor. 

 

Prospectus 
The Middle East is a discourse and a location, a place of history and pressing contemporary concerns. The 

course offers a view on the region, its peoples and cultures, through ethnographies and complementary 

materials. A key concern for this semester is representations of and in the region, with consideration of 

approaches used in published ethnographies and online. 

 

Course Objectives 
1.   To present an anthropological perspective on the Middle East and its diversity. This course provides the 

opportunity to explore some of the anthropological insights into the Middle East and to consider some of 

the organizing principles used by social theorists for the region.  

2.   To examine representations of the peoples and cultures of the Middle East through such topics as 

cultural geography, ethnicity and ethnic interactions, cultural practices and traditions, religions and 

ideologies, history and heritage. Since the Middle East is marked by ethnic primordialist conceptualizations 

of identity, we will open up the issues for social identity in the lives of Middle Eastern peoples with special 

attention will be given to anthropological concerns with heritage. 

3.   To discuss the various influences producing unifying and stabilizing effects on the area, its peoples, and 

cultures and those factors causing dislocation, discords, and internal tensions. As an anthropology course, 

we will focus on comparisons among and between cultures and societies, issues of social power, social 

change, and cultural diversity. 

 

Format for Class Meetings 
The course will consist of lectures, readings, and discussion. The full participation of all students is 

encouraged and expected. The course runs best as a seminar: a seminar requires the active support of each 

and every student in the class. The discussions will revolve around the course topics and readings. 

 

 

 

http://sites.ncf.edu/baram/courses
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Resources 

Required Readings 
 Lila Abu-Lughod 2000 Veiled Sentiments: Honor and Poetry in a Bedouin Society. University of 

California Press. 

 Celia Rothenberg 2004 Spirits of Palestine: Gender, Society, and the Stories of the Jinn. 

Lexington Books. 

 Rebecca Bryant 2010 The Past in Pieces: Belonging in the New Cyprus. University of 

Pennsylvania Press.   

 L.L. Wynn 2007 Pyramids and Nightclubs: A Travel Ethnography of Arab and Western 

Imaginations of Egypt, from King Tut and a Colony of Atlantis to Rumors of Sex Orgies, Urban 

Legends about a Marauding Prince, and Blonde Belly Dancers. University of Texas Press. 

 Jillian Schwedler, editor, 2013 Understanding the Contemporary Middle East. 4
th

 Edition. Lynne 

Rienner Publishers. (Noted as UCME below.) 

 Journal articles and book chapters listed on the schedule of readings are available via NewDLE, 

electronic reserve via the college’s portal.   

 

Optional Materials 
Background in anthropology is useful for this course, but while there are no prerequisites in terms of course 

work in the Middle East familiarity with the scholarship on the region is helpful. 

 For other-than-Anthropological perspectives on the Middle East, the following are the standard 

texts for the history, political science, and the humanities. Held in high esteem by scholars, Albert 

Hourani’s (1991) A History of the Arab Peoples is a worthwhile investment for understanding the 

history of the region. The Ottoman Empire laid the foundation for the modern Middle East; 

Donald Quataert (2000) The Ottoman Empire, 1700-1922 is a fine introduction to the empire. For 

an overview of the politics of each country in the region, see David S. Sorenson 2008 An 

Introduction to the Modern Middle East: History, Religion, Political Economy, Politics as well as 

The Encyclopedia of the Modern Middle East, edited by Reeva S. Simon, Philip Mattar, and 

Richard W. Bulliet. For specific details on the history of the region, the reference section of the 

Cook Library has The Historical Dictionary of the Ottoman Empire and Joseph Esposito’s The 

Oxford Encyclopedia of the Modern Islamic World. Study of the Middle East is haunted by 

Orientalism; for the critique against Western scholarship, particularly literature, on the region, see 

Edward Said's (1978) Orientalism (the course will read its first chapter; students are encouraged to 

read the entire book).  

 For those interested in translation and transliteration, see 

http://dglnotes.com/notes/transliteration.htm and 

http://web.gc.cuny.edu/ijmes/docs/TransChart.pdf. Correct pronunciation is not a priority for this 

course but is appreciated.   

 The Middle East is always in the news and the major North American newspapers contain daily 

stories on the region; English language editions of the major newspapers of the Middle East are 

available on the internet as are many blogs, videos, virtual exhibits, among others resources for the 

region. 

 

Course Requirements 
1. Attendance: You are required to attend each and every class attendance (with the usual allowances for 

college-approved absences), complete readings prior to the class for which it is assigned, be ready to 

discuss those readings, participate in discussions, present on specific topics as requested by the professor, 

be attentive to current events regarding the region, and complete the written work on deadline.  Unexcused 

absences are a basis for an unsatisfactory evaluation for the course. 

 

2. Discussion: Quality not quantity is the requirement for discussion. I expect you to use your background 

in anthropology to situate the relationships between ethnographer and subject, explore the process of 

ethnography as well as the product of that research, measure each volume against your other 

anthropological readings (and ultimately among the course materials themselves), and raise critical 

questions about the anthropological perspective on the Middle East.  

http://dglnotes.com/notes/transliteration.htm
http://web.gc.cuny.edu/ijmes/docs/TransChart.pdf
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2. Presentations on Religions and Cities: Early in the semester, the class will be divided into two halves; 

one group will focus on specific religions and the other on a few of the cities and present, respectfully, on 

October 3
th

 and November 12
th

. The selection of faiths and urban areas for the presentations will be 

provided in a timely manner. In previous semesters, students would pull together information from 

websites and create a power point. This semester we will try something new. For the presentations, the goal 

is to locate the most innovative digital representation for specific cities and faiths. Make sure it is short – 

about three to five minutes is a useful length - and interesting (and be able to express why it is significant 

for a cultural anthropology course); please delve into the case study in order to explain to the class why the 

virtual presentation is insightful and significant for understanding the peoples and cultures of the Middle 

East. 

 

3. Ethnographies from the printed page to the internet: In previous semesters, the course requested response 

papers to the ethnographies as a means to reflect on the style of the writing, the meaning of the 

anthropological insights, and relevance of the scholar’s analysis. But in the social media age, this semester 

the concern moves to the digital translation of ethnographic research and findings. We will try something 

new. The assignment asks you to locate what significant insights from the ethnographies (by Abu-Lughod, 

Rothenberg, and Bryant) that could go digital, themes that fit the context of the course. The assignments 

asks you to focus on what is important in each of the first three ethnographies; please write three to five 

pages on what ethnographic insights should go digital, explain how to make it so, and discuss the goal of 

bringing the book to the internet. Deadlines are September 26
th

 for Veiled Sentiments, October 10
th

 for 

Spirits of Palestine, and November 5
th

 for The Past in Pieces. Please bring the paper to class on those days, 

prepared to discuss your ideas. 

 

4. Final Assignment: The fourth ethnography experiments with representations by exploring multiple 

landscapes, transnationalism, archaeology, and tourism to explore the complexities of the idea of Egypt. 

After the three short papers on digitizing ethnographies, the final assignment asks you to explore the 

dynamics for the peoples of the contemporary Middle East, focused on the ethnographic materials in 

Pyramids and Nightclubs and the insights that come from social media. In a five- to seven-page essay, 

reflect on the findings of cultural anthropology for understanding the Middle East today; the course 

concerns with representations and ethics should center your argument. The general question is quite simple: 

does anthropology matter for understanding the contemporary Middle East? Specifics from the Wynn 

ethnography and themes that grow out of class discussions should center the paper. The assignment is due 

on December 9
th

 at noon to the professor’s mailbox. 

 

The Professor’s Approach to Evaluations and Deadlines 
There are no grades for this course; the satisfactory/unsatisfactory designation allows a great deal of 

flexibility for assignments, as is evident above. Work for the course, which includes projects, presentations, 

and engagement with course materials, will receive comments and students can assume an assignment is 

satisfactory unless a revision is requested. The course is predicated on the notion that students in the class 

want to engage, study, and learn the course materials and meet the class goals. 

 

The deadlines for assignments exist to ensure completion of course goals. When I receive your written 

work, I will strive to read and assess the paper in a timely manner. The comments will point out strengths 

and weaknesses and your progress in the course; if I see a need for improving some aspect of your work, I 

will you to revise the work; if you do not revise, the assignment is unsatisfactory and the course will be as 

well. The goal is to meet all the course objectives toward mastery of the course materials. With the written 

work set up for your success, there are no extensions on deadlines – if circumstances create a situation 

where you are not satisfied with your work, hand in the extant draft with a note that you will revise the 

paper by a reasonable date (i.e., up to three days); I will evaluate the finished product. Since all the 

deadlines are noted on this syllabus, you will produce the assignments on the deadline.   

 

Accessing Professor Baram 
I will strive to arrive early to the classroom for each class meeting: that is a wonderful time to raise any 

questions about the course. My office hours are organized as open door: there is no need to sign up for a time 

slot, just come by my office. If there is a crowd of students, specific questions will be addressed; if you are the 
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only student to arrive and I am free, nearly anything related to the course, anthropology, or the Middle East can 

be discussed. Beyond office hours, if the door to my College Hall office is open, you can drop in and we can 

chat. In addition, I will reply to emails but please be polite in your requests and acknowledge my response to 

your questions/concerns. 

 

Beyond the Classroom: Films, Food, and Music 
The class meets for only a few hours a week but the issues and concerns should extend beyond the 

classroom walls. The professor is available for discussing issues and insights but class members are 

expected to explore the ideas, examples, and arguments outside of the classroom with each other.  

Everyone should be reading the newspapers (most major media from the region are available in English 

editions on-line; knowing the local languages is even better for research purposes), screening films and 

documentaries on the Middle East, reading novels, listening to music, engaging the large corpus of 

scholarship and continuing flood of commentary on the region, and eating Middle Eastern foods. You can 

gain insights from members of the local Middle Eastern communities, and talking to each other. The class 

might be confined by the time slots and the course is focused on specific anthropological goals but your 

efforts need not be limited to those concerns. Please discuss the Middle East a lot among yourselves. If you 

have any recommendations for events, food, films, or music, please tell the class. 

 

New College Policies 
 A student claiming a need for special accommodations because of a disability must work with the Counseling 

and Wellness Center, which will establish the need for specific accommodations and communicate them to 

the instructor. 

 Any suspected instance of plagiarism will be handled in accordance with New College policy on academic 

dishonesty. 

 No student shall be compelled to attend class or sit for an examination at a day or time when he or she would 

normally be engaged in a religious observance or on a day or time prohibited by his or her religious belief. 

Students are expected to notify their instructors if they intend to be absent for a class or announced 

examination, in accordance with this policy, prior to the scheduled meeting. 

 

 

Outline of Topics 
 

8/22 Mini-Class: The Middle East in the News and in Anthropology 

 

8/27 Introducing the Middle East: Geography 

Readings: 

1. UCME Chapter 2 The Middle East: A Geographic Preface 

 

8/29 Past is Present: Middle Eastern History and Anthropology 

Readings: 

1. UCME Chapter 3 The Historical Context  

2. UCME Chapter 14 Trends and Prospects 

 

9/3 Representations: Orientalism and Its Critics 

Readings: 

1. Edward Said 1978 “Knowing the Oriental” From Orientalism, pp. 31-48. 

2. James Zogby 2010 “Super Myth One: They’re All the Same” From Arab Voices, pp.59-71 

 

9/5 No Class 

Assignment:  

Scan Jordan Times http://jordantimes.com/ Times of Israel http://www.timesofisrael.com/, al-Arabia 

http://english.alarabiya.net/, and al-Jazeera http://www.aljazeera.com/ 

http://jordantimes.com/
http://www.timesofisrael.com/
http://english.alarabiya.net/
http://www.aljazeera.com/
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9/10 Contemporary Issues: Challenges and Struggles across Middle Eastern Landscapes 

Readings: 

1. Jeffery Goldberg 2013 “The Modern King in the Arab Spring” The Atlantic 

http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2013/04/monarch-in-the-middle/309270/?single_page=true  

2. Celia Rothenberg 1999 “Understanding Ghada: The Multiple Meanings of an Attempted Stabbing” 

Middle East Report Spring:10-12. 

3. Ayfer Bartu 2001 “Rethinking Heritage Politics in a Global Context: A View from Istanbul” In Hybrid 

Urbanism, pp. 131-155. 

Supplemental: 

4. UCME Chapter 7 The Economies of the Middle East 

5. UCME Chapter 8 The Political Economics of Middle Eastern Oil 

 

9/12 Kinship: Families and Other Relations 

Readings: 

1. Elizabeth W. Fernea 1965 "Excursion into the Country" a selection from Guests of the Sheikh. 

2. Andrew Shryock and Sally Howell 2001 "`Ever a Guest in our House': The Emir Abdullah, Shaykh 

Majid al`Adwan, and the Practice of Jordanian House Politics, as remembered by Umm Sultan, the Widow 

of Majid" International Journal of Middle East Studies 33(2):247-269. 

3. UCME Chapter 10 Kinship, Class, and Ethnicity 

 

9/17 Honor and Shame, among the Bedouin 

Readings: 

1. Ahmed Abou-Zeid 1994 “Honour and Shame among Bedouin of Egypt” Honour and Shame: Values of 

Mediterranean Society, pp. 245-259. 

2. Abu Lughod Chapter 1 

 

9/19 The Gendered Debates over the Veil  

Readings: 

1. Abu Lughod Chapters 2-4 

2. UCME Chapter 11 The Role of Women 

3. Fernea and Fernea 1986 "Symbolizing Roles: Behind the Veil" In Conformity and Conflict, pp. 235-242. 

 

9/24 Sentiment, Discourse, and Ideology 

Readings: 

1. Abu Lughod Chapters 5-8 

 

9/26 Poetry and Representations, Ethnographies and Social Media 

Discussion of Assignment on Veiled Sentiments 

 

10/1 The Social Geography of Peasants 

Readings: 

1. Eric Wolf 1968 “Algeria” Peasant Wars of the Twentieth Century. 

2. Ted Swedenburg 1993 “The Role of the Palestinian Peasantry in the Great Revolt (1936-1939)” In The 

Modern Middle East, pp. 467-502. 

3. Rothenberg Chapters 1-2 

 

http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2013/04/monarch-in-the-middle/309270/?single_page=true
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10/3 Cities of the Region  

Readings: 

1. Janet Abu-Lughod 1987 "The Islamic City- Historical Myth, Islamic Essence, and Contemporary 

Relevance" International Journal of Middle East Studies 19(2)155-76. 

2. UCME Chapter 9 Population Growth, Urbanization, and the Challenges of Unemployment 

Supplemental: 

3. Justin McGuiness 2001 “Neighbourhood notes: texture and streetscape in the Médina of Tunis’” In the 

Walled Arab City in Literature, Architecture, and History: The Living Medina in the Maghrib, pp. 97-120. 

4. Daniel Lefkowitz 2004 “Negotiations of Memory and Space” Words and Stones: The Politics of 

Language and Identity in Israel, pp. 29-72. 

 

10/8 Studying Spirits and Other Occupational Hazards for Ethnographers 

Readings: 

1. Rothenberg Chapters 3-4 

2. Eyal Ben-Ari 1989 “Masks and Soldiering: The Israeli Army and the Palestinian Uprising” Cultural 

Anthropology 4(4):372-389. 

3. Aref Abu-Rabia 2008 “A Native Palestinian Anthropologist in Palestinian-Israeli Cosmopolitanism” In 

Anthropology and the New Cosmopolitanism, pp. 159-171. 

 

10/10 Jinn Stories and Social Dislocation 

Discussion of Assignment on Spirits of Palestine 

Readings: 

1. Rothenberg Chapters 5-6 

 

Fall Break   
 

10/22 Divides of the Region 

Readings: 

1. Ronit Avni 2006 Mobilizing Hope: Beyond the Shame-Based Model in the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict. 

American Anthropologist 108(1):205-214 

Supplemental: 

2. UCME Chapter 5 International Relations 

3. UCME Chapter 6 The Israeli Palestinian Conflict 

4. Laurie King-Irani 2003 “The Middle East” In Race and Ethnicity: An Anthropological Focus on the 

United States and the World, pp. 328-347. 

 

10/24 Diversity in Literature and Food 

Readings: 

1. UCME Chapter 13 Middle Eastern Literature 

2. Sami Zubaida 1994 “National, Communal, and Global Dimensions in Middle Eastern Food Cultures” In 

Culinary Cultures of the Middle East, pp. 33-45. 

 

10/29 Middle Eastern Memories 

Readings: 

1. Sally Howell 2003 “Modernizing Mansaf: The Consuming Contexts of Jordan’s ‘National Dish’” Food 

and Foodways 11 (4):215-243. 

2. Rebecca Bryant 2012 Partitions of Memory: Wounds and Witnessing in Cyprus. Comparative Studies in 

Society and History 54(2):332-360. 

3. Bryant Introduction and Chapter 1 
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10/31 Nationalism as Identity 

Readings:  

1. Bryant Chapters 2-6 

2. Yael Navaro-Yashin 2006 De-Ethnicizing the Ethnography of Cyprus: Political and Social Conflict 

between Turkish Cypriots and Settlers from Turkey. In Divided Cyprus, pp. 121-139 

Supplemental: 

3. UCME Chapter 4 Middle Eastern Politics 

 

11/5 The Cyprus Problem through Ethnographic Informants 

Discussion of Assignment for The Past in Pieces 

Readings: 

1. Bryant Chapters 7-Conclusion 

2. Spyros Spyrou 2006 Children Constructing Ethnic Identities in Cyprus. In Divided Cyprus, pp. 84-99. 

 

11/7 No Class 

Prepare for Presentations on Cities 

 

11/12 Religions of the Region  

Readings: 

1. UCME Chapter 12 Religion and Politics in the Middle East 

 

11/14 Archaeology of an Antique Land 

Readings:  

1. Wynn Chapters 1-3 

Supplemental: 

2. Neil Silberman 1989 “Egypt: An Uneasy Inheritance” In Between Past and Present: Archaeology, 

Ideology, and Nationalism in the Modern Middle East, pp.153-168. 

 

11/19 Touring an Antique Land 

Readings: 

1. Wynn Chapters 4-5 

Supplemental: 

2. Petra Kuppinger 1998 “The Giza Pyramids: Accommodating Tourism, Leisure and Consumption” City 

& Society 10(1):105-119. 

 

11/21 Egyptian Landscapes and the Complexities of the Middle East 

Readings: 

1. Wynn Chapter 6 

2. Heba Aziz 2001 "Cultural Keepers, Cultural Brokers: The Landscape of Women and Children – A Case 

Study of the Town Dahab in South Sinai" In Contested Landscapes, pp. 121-132. 

3. Joseph Hobbs 1989 “The Tourist” (Chapter 10) and “The New Golden Calf” (Chapter 11). Mount Sinai, 

pp.261-309. 

 

11/26 Current Events and Anthropology 

Readings: 

1. Robin Wright 2012 “Prologue: The Sandstorm” From Rock the Casbah: Rage and Rebellion Across the 

Islamic World, pp. 1-11. 

2. Robin Wright 2012 “Epilogue: The Morning After” From Rock the Casbah: Rage and Rebellion Across 

the Islamic World, pp. 257-269 

3. Lila Abu Lughod 2012 “Living the “Revolution” in an Egyptian village: Moral Action in a National 

Space” American Ethnologist 39(1):21-25 

 

11/28 No Class 

Assignment: enjoy the holiday 
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12/3 The Middle East Today  

Reading: 

1. Hayder Al-Mohammad and Daniela Peluso 2012 Ethics and the "rough ground" of the Everyday: The 

Overlappings of Life in Postinvasion Iraq. HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory 2(2):42-58. 

2. Cynthia Enloe 2013 Egyptian Women, Feminism, Revolutions: the Dining Party. Seriously!: 

Investigating Crashes and Crises as if People Mattered, pp. 151-178. 


