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In scholarship on the Middle East, as on other regions of the world, the sort of social
history that climaxed from the 1960s through the 1980s, and in Middle East history
through the 1990s—that is, studies of categories such as “class” or “peasant”—has
been declining for some time.! The cultural history that replaced social history has
peaked, too. In the 21st century, the trend, set by non-Middle East historians, has been
to combine an updated social-historical focus on structure and groups with a cultural—
historical focus on meaning making. Defining society against culture and policing their
boundaries is out. In is picking a theme—consumption or travel, say—then studying it
from distinct yet linked social and cultural or political/economic angles. This trend has
spawned new journals like Cultural and Social History, established in 2004, and has
been debated in established journals and memoirs by leading historians of the United
States and Europe.”

Middle East historians have not lagged behind. In 1991, Albert Hourani, while affirm-
ing that “now we are in the age of ‘social history,” the study of economic relationships
and the deep structures of society,” added a note that—although formulated from a
humanist rather than cultural-turn viewpoint—in a sense presaged later sociocultural
historical combinations: “something is missing. Somewhere in our writing of history we
need to show historical processes as reflected in the minds of individuals.”> A decade
later, Israel Gershoni and Ursula Wokdock built on but went beyond Hourani and, pointing
to recent texts like Beyond the Cultural Turn, diagnosed a “return to the concrete,” a
“view [of] culture more as a practice or agency than as a coherent, highly integrated
system of symbols and meanings.”* This view and the related affirmation that *“‘the
cultural’ and ‘the social’ are mutually constitutive” has de facto been adopted by some
Middle East historians.’ Think of chapter 4 of preeminent social historian Joel Beinin’s
landmark Workers and Peasants in the Modern Middle East, as well as of studies of
families, cities, consumerism, nationalism, and sectarianism.®

However, a number of factors have limited the development of modern Middle East
sociocultural history. For one thing, the powerful presence of states and of often anti-
imperialist ideologies in the 20th-century Middle East has not simply, and understand-
ingly, affected scholarly interests, but at times tempted historians to focus on a somewhat
narrowly defined “political.””” Relatedly, political history was dominant in our field
longer than among other historians. Most important, in Middle East history, the 1980s
and early 1990s were marked by debates originating in Edward Said’s Orientalism.
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Contrariwise, by the mid-1970s some non-Middle East historians developed a keen in-
terest in ethnographic methods and in the 1980s and 1990s engaged in intense conceptual
debates about structure and meaning and about “the social” and “the cultural.”® These
debates caused many to adjust their research and constituted the bedrock for the present
sort of sociocultural history.

There is no point in rehashing those debates. Still, updated Middle East social
history—Iet’s call it sociocultural history—would profit from a discussion of methods
and concepts, building on insights gained by their non-Middle East counterparts. Micro-
historians, for example, have helped to modulate and question various master narratives;
this matters to Middle East history, where master narratives of nationalist ideologies
and the state remain powerful.® Moreover, microhistories and historical ethnographies
provide insight into everyday life practices and/or meaning making, which could be
better developed by Middle East historians.'? And there is oral history, which has helped
tackle two other problems that Middle East historians are facing. Some non-Middle East
historians—initially those working on Britain and the United States—have used it to
balance out a focus on elites that is still tangible in our field, and African historians in
particular have leveraged it to deal with a relative dearth of written sources.'!

These approaches involve taking a very close-up look at the past. That is just as well.
For small-scale studies—or at the very least very specific case studies—can carry great
weight if they are well executed, as famous works like Carlo Ginzburg’s The Cheese and
the Worms: The Cosmos of a Sixteenth-Century Miller proved decades ago and as even
global and transnational historians are stressing these days.'> Small is beautiful: this
saying perfectly encapsulates the present need to probe our historical master narratives.
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