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Living is no laughing matter: 

you must live with great seriousness 

like a squirrel, for example- 

I mean without looking for something beyond and above living, 

I mean living must be your whole occupation. 

- Nazim Hikmet (Turkish poet)
Course Description

The Middle East is often depicted as an oppressive place in which ordinary people have very little power. Typically, discussion of the region conveys images of authoritarian leaders, the subjugation of women, draconian punishments, and dogmatic religious edicts. This course explores these and alternative visions of power, primarily through the imaginative work of people from the Arab world, North Africa, Iran, and Turkey. In particular, this semester we examine representations of power and powerlessness as depicted in films from these countries. We will examine how power has been used and abused in different societies, and at political, military, ideological, and economic power as wielded by a wide range of actors, from French colonialists in Algeria to Kurdish children. We will pay special attention to some of the ways that ordinary people resist and cope with oppressive circumstances.

Course Objectives
By the end of the semester, students in this class should have:

· become familiar with a variety of theoretical approaches to the study of power, including organizational, economic, ideational, coercive, symbolic, and productive power

· gained an appreciation of the diversity of experience and identity in the countries usually grouped together as “the Middle East”

· developed a nuanced understanding of the range of types of social and political power as it is wielded and produced in the Middle East. The model of social power being presented is one that moves away from the idea that power in these countries is only “top down”

· developed a more personal and concrete understanding of people, life, and politics in the Middle East through close watching and discussion of films from the region

· seen how ordinary people respond to, conform to, and challenge the systems in which they live

· gained the conceptual and practical tools with which to identify and articulate common misapprehensions and generalizations about people and politics in the Middle East, and be able to provide alternatives if necessary

Course Prerequisites 

Requirements for this course include one of the following: PLSI 410, 420, or another history, anthropology, or international relations course on the Middle East. In particular, the class builds on material presented in PLSI 420 (Middle East State-Society Relations), and, to a lesser extent, PLSI 410 (Middle East Politics). An introductory course on comparative politics is useful. If you have not fulfilled the prerequisites, you may still take the class, but you should be aware that the class assumes a basic knowledge of Middle East geography, history, and politics. We will NOT be covering many “fundamentals” in class. To encourage you to review this material (and decide if you are prepared for the class) there will be a background exam (geography, history, and politics) in the 2nd week of class. Materials needed to review for the exam are on the class web site and included in the class reader. 

Texts

There is a class reader. All required readings are included in the reader.

Course Organization

The course is organized in several units. After our first introductory sessions, the usual pattern will be as follows: we will spend one class session reviewing and discussing two or three analysts’ theories on power relations, as well as conducting an overview of the politics of the country of the film(s) we are about to see. We will then spend the next 1-2 class sessions watching and discussing the films, applying the theoretical texts where they seem appropriate or useful. Films will be shown during class hours and are usually not available outside class. 

This course is organized as a discussion seminar with an emphasis on participation, although there will sometimes be short “mini-lectures” that supplement our readings and films. If everyone is willing, we can take turns bringing popcorn and other snacks. ( 

Course Requirements

( Attendance and Participation

Our objective in this class is to create an open environment in which we can further and challenge our knowledge through discussion. You will be asked to come to class having completed the week’s readings and prepared to critique, support, elaborate or otherwise discuss them and the films we see. You may also bring questions to class as a basis for discussion. 

Because we will use class time to view films and the fact that this class meets only once a week, attendance is essential. You may miss ONE class during the semester without penalty. It is recommended that you “save” this one class for any time in which you might be sick or have a personal emergency. If you miss any other classes your participation grade will drop by ONE LETTER GRADE per missed class. Finally, you will be held responsible for any material missed. 
A sign in sheet will be handed around at the beginning of class for you to sign. IT IS YOUR RESPONSIBILITY TO FIND THE SIGN-IN SHEET AND SIGN IN EACH WEEK- FAILURE TO DO SO WILL RESULT IN YOUR BEING MARKED ABSENT FOR THAT DAY.

In the interest of fairness, if you are more than 20 minutes late to class or leave early, you will not receive credit for attendance that day.

( Reading of varying lengths. We will be reading two types of works: 1) scholarly theories on politics and power in various countries of the Middle East; and 2) autobiographic, semi-autobiographical, or other types of material written by people in the region. As we will “save up” our reading for detailed discussion on certain nights, plan your reading schedule accordingly. There is an average of about 20-40 pages of reading a week, with the exception of Memmi’s Pillar of Salt. 

( Careful viewing of and note-taking on assigned films. After the first introductory weeks of the semester, we will watch a film approximately two out of three class sessions. These will be “guided” viewings, meaning that you will be given a list of questions to think about and take notes on as you watch the film. Your notes will be important for your papers, discussion, and the final exam. Be forewarned that some of the films we watch will be disturbing. Some include violence. Some may present political perspectives you find objectionable. It is expected that you will carefully consider the views and images presented in the film, and that you will work hard to find both merits and critiques of the film and its ideas. Not all films are not available in our library, so do not expect to be able to see them outside class if you miss a class session.
( Analytical notes on one reading, PLUS one prepared discussion question on that reading. You will be assigned to write a set of analytical notes on one of our assigned texts. In addition, part of this assignment is to come up with a productive discussion question on that reading to facilitate class discussion. Instructions for the analytical notes are on the class web site. Notes and the question are due in hard copy at the beginning of class the night that reading is scheduled. 

( Basic Background exam

In order to create a common baseline of knowledge in the class about the Middle East and to ensure sufficient preparation to take the class, there will be a basic background exam held in the second week of the class. The exam will consist of a) a geography quiz; and b) a short answer/multiple choice exam asking some basic questions about Middle East politics and history. You will be provided with a list of topics you will need to be familiar with.

( Mid-term and final exams (in class, closed book)

Exams will be based on readings, films, and class discussion. The final exam may include material from the first half of the semester. Exams will consist primarily of short answer and essay questions. A review sheet for topics covered in the exam will be available on the class web site about a week before the exam.

( One longer essay or two shorter essays, amounting to approximately 10 pages total (double-spaced)
You will be asked to write one or two papers during the semester that substantively engage one or more of the films and the texts. You may write either one essay of about 10 pages, or two essays of about 5 pages each. The topic is open, although I will provide a list of suggestions. Papers must be analytical (not descriptive) and have a clear argument; more guidelines will be available on the class web site. Papers may be turned in at any time during the semester until May 25. It is expected that all papers will have a title, page numbers, use correct grammar and spelling, and be properly referenced. Papers that do not fulfill these criteria will be returned for correction if turned in before the last day of class; those that do not fulfill these criteria that are turned in on the last day will be marked down. 
Course Grading 

Attendance and Participation- 15 percent

Basic Background Exam-10 percent

Two exams - 50 percent

Essay(s) - 20 percent

Analytical Notes (and Question) on One Reading- 5 percent

A note on grading:  Feel free to ask about the status of your grade at any point until the last exam. After the last exam, please do not inquire about your grade (or tell me what you expect) until you receive your grade.

Other Notes: 

Our goal in this class is to create an open environment in which we can learn, extend our knowledge, and challenge our ideas. In order for this to happen, everyone in the class needs to feel safe contributing his or her views. While there will be multiple opportunities for students to express their ideas and put forth arguments on various topics, it is expected that discussion will be civil, respectful of the opinions, identities, and beliefs of others, and pertinent to the day’s discussion. Some of the topics we will be discussing this semester are ones that some people may feel very strongly about; because of the importance of these topics, it is all the more critical to approach them with an open mind. Racist, sexist, and/or other generally degrading remarks towards religious groups, ethnic/national groups, and anyone else will not be tolerated. If you like to talk, please make room for others to express their views as well. 

( There will be NO incompletes in this class unless you have completed the bulk of the work with a passing grade and have a documented family or medical emergency that prevents you from completing the last part of the class.

( Please turn off cell phones, pagers, and computers.

( Please try to get to class on time. In the interests of fairness, if you are more than 20 minutes late or leave early, you will NOT receive credit for attendance that day.
( Please don’t read newspapers, books, or use headphones or other electronic devices in class. 

( Eating and drinking is fine (especially popcorn), but try not to bring anything too messy or too smelly. 

( Make sure all your work is your own and that you properly cite all sources. Plagiarism is the presentation of another’s words and/or ideas as one’s own without attributing the proper source. It is grounds for failure of a given piece of work, which could result in failure of the entire course; it could also result in expulsion. For more on the department’s plagiarism policy see http://bss.sfsu.edu/sguo/Advising.htm

Course Schedule

FOUNDATIONS

Jan 31 Intro to the class

Feb 7 Basic Background test; theory session #1 (Mann, Migdal)

COLONIALISM/POST-COLONIALISM, IDENTITY, RESISTANCE

Feb 14 North Africa background; theory (sort of) session #2 (Fanon, Memmi)

Feb 21 Film: Battle of Algiers (Algeria 1966, 125 mins)

Feb 28 Film: Bab al-Oeud City (Algeria/France 1994, 93 min)

Extra reading: Eickelman and Piscatori, Muslim Politics, excerpts

THE STATE-SOCIETY DIALECTIC: POWER PRODUCED, WIELDED, IMAGINED, AND CHALLENGED

March 7 Iran background; theory session #3 (Foucault, Scott)

March 14 Film: Secret Ballot (Iran 2002, 125 mins)

March 21 Film: Hidden Half (Iran 2001, 108 mins)

March 28 Mid-term; Turkey and Egypt background

April 4 No class—spring break holiday
April 11 Film: Yol (Turkey 1982, 110 mins)
April 18 Film: Propaganda (Turkey 1999, 103 mins)

April 25 Film: Terrorism and the Kebab (Egypt 1992, 155 mins) 

POWER AND POLITICS ‘AS IF’

May 2: Syria background in brief AND film, The Extras (al Kompars) (Syria 1993, 100 mins), AND extra reading: Wedeen
May 9: Fun film (to be chosen)

May 16- Final exam; last day of class 

May 25-Last day to turn in papers 

NOTE: This syllabus is a living document, and I reserve the right to change it. You will be duly notified of any changes.
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