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The assessment is based on five different submissions, each of which should carry the same weight.1  

When evaluating the essays, the examination committee should keep in mind the overall goal / 

learning outcome of this course, which is to train the students in reflecting upon the following issues: 

How should a research project on the Middle East or South Asia be designed? What are the main 

methods used to collect empirical data, and what are the basic theoretical perspectives that should 

be known? The aim of this course is for participants to learn basic theoretical approaches and 

methodology, and apply these in their own research by developing their own project description. 

Learning outcome. This course is divided into three parts.  

 During the first part participants will learn: a) The basic steps of a research project. b) Key 

theoretical perspectives used to explain various phenomena in Middle East studies or South 

Asia studies. c) Characteristics of areas studies in general, and the specifics of Middle East 

and South Asia area studies, including key debates and discourses. d) The relation between 

methodology, theory, explanation and interpretation. e) What is a good project design? 

Relevant studies will be analyzed according to strengths and weaknesses. 

 During the second part participants will learn: a) Basic methodological approaches. b) 

Participants will practice these methodologies through practical lessons related to given 

research projects. 

 During the third part participants will learn: a) To design their own project description. b) 

Problem formulation and project hypothesis. c) Planning data collection and presenting their 

methodological approach. d) Presenting an overview of relevant background literature. e) 

Discussing ethical aspects of the study. f) To apply theoretical and methodological knowledge 

from the first and second parts. g) To present their draft project descriptions in class. h) To 

discuss and constructively critique other MA project proposals. 

Paper - theory in Middle East Studies 
As for the paper on theory in Middle East Studies, the students have given a class presentation based 

on the required reading literature. The students are encouraged to turn class presentation into an 

essay, but they are free to choose another subject as long as the topic is based on the syllabus for 

one of the theory seminars (seminar 1-15, see required reading list here: 

https://www.uio.no/studier/emner/hf/ikos/MES4000/h18/pensumliste/index.html).  

The students are expected to demonstrate independent reasoning and critical thinking in these 

essays. I have repeatedly stressed that the students should not merely summarize the content of the 

syllabus articles, but should strive to compare perspectives and analyze common themes in the 

articles. 

                                                           
1
 Three of the submissions are mandatory (theory paper, paper in text and discourse analysis and a project 

description) and two of which are selected from the following four modules on methodology: (Archive studies 
and historical methods, fieldwork methods, linguistic methodology, literature studies methodology). 

https://www.uio.no/studier/emner/hf/ikos/MES4000/h18/pensumliste/index.html


Here are tentative guidelines that the students have been given for the theory paper:  

 Introduction: Why this topic is interesting and relevant 

 Present your research question 

 Brief summary of theory/theoretical or analytical perspective(s) of your choice. (It does not 

need to be the same you discussed in your class presentation). 

 A critical discussion / evaluation of the(se) theoretical perspectives, with references to the 

literature/required reading. Compare different approaches. Describe and discuss how 

scholars have used these theories, and discuss to what degree these theories help explain 

historical events, processes, etc. 

 Conclusion, incl. brief summary of your findings. 

Paper – textual and discourse analysis 
As in the theory part (above), the students have given a class presentation based on the required 

reading literature. The students are encouraged to turn class presentation into an essay, but they are 

free to choose another subject as long as the subject is part of Middle East or South Asian studies. 

I have focused heavily on interpretive imagination and creativity in this course. The students have 

been introduced to hermeneutics through questioning what a text does in its context, and they have 

been introduced to selected aspects of linguistically oriented discourse analysis (how features like 

lexicon, pronoun use and mood contribute to the rhetoric of a text). The curriculum list is here:  

https://www.uio.no/studier/emner/hf/ikos/MES4000/h18/pensumliste/index.html#Text%20and%20

Discourse%20Analysis. They have also learnt to treat audiovisual data as texts to be interpreted.  

It is not a requirement that the students refer to specific analysis techniques or curriculum sources in 

their paper, but they must provide examples from the text as well as references to back up their own 

analysis. I have stressed the importance of interpretive creativity and plausibility as well as the 

importance of asking good research questions about a text and describing transparently how the 

interpretation is conducted. Students should be credited when they have found an interesting text 

and managed to come up with a good research question that connects form with content.  

Paper in Fieldwork Methods 
Students selecting this module are required to write an essay (4-5 pages) based on their own 

experiences conducting an interview or doing some kind of participant observation. The students 

have previously submitted a proposal outlining which research technique they plan to explore, in 

which context, and why. They have all received comments on their initial proposals. 

The purpose of this exercise is to inspire the students to engage with ‘the field’, in the sense that 

they have had to plan how to proceed during this exercise, expose themselves to the unknown, make 

methodological choices and then reflect on the consequences of these choices. 

In these essays the students’ ability to reflect on methodological choices and their consequences are 

more important than what they actually discovered empirically. Whether they actually succeeded, i.e. 

managed to conduct fruitful interviews, etc. is less important than their ability to engage with this 

exercise as a learning process. 

It is important that the students: 

https://www.uio.no/studier/emner/hf/ikos/MES4000/h18/pensumliste/index.html#Text%20and%20Discourse%20Analysis
https://www.uio.no/studier/emner/hf/ikos/MES4000/h18/pensumliste/index.html#Text%20and%20Discourse%20Analysis


 relate to at least one, preferably several, important methodological concepts in the 

curriculum 

 explain how they have proceeded in applying at least one specific research technique in their 

chosen ‘field’ 

 reflect on the possibilities and limitations, regarding data collection, following their 

methodological choices 

 if relevant discuss ethics in relation to their chosen ‘field’ 

 

Paper in Archive Studies and Historical Methods 
Students selecting this methodology module are required to submit an essay (4-5 pages)2 in which 
they are free to choose their own topic and related research question. They have been given the 
following guidelines: 
 

1) Make sure you have read the curriculum and cite the curriculum throughout the essay, 
wherever relevant. 

 
2) The essay should not discuss a given empirical and/or theoretical theme, nor should you 

provide a summary of the articles on the reading list.  
 

3) Instead, you should focus your papers on HOW to proceed when carrying out research on a 
specific historical topic. This means that you will: 
 Present your research question. 
 Present the type of primary and secondary sources you will be using in your efforts to 

answer the research question. 
 Discuss very concretely how each of the various sources you have listed may help you 

understand and explain your specific research question. 
 Draw upon the literature in the required reading to explain how you may use the 

available primary sources, what the challenges and pitfalls are and ways of overcoming 
them. 

 Wherever appropriate, you should draw upon analytical concepts and/or theoretical 
frameworks. 

 
I want you to think of the essay as something similar to what you would have written in the chapter 
on sources and methodology in a MA-thesis on a historical topic. In other words, this essay is 
primarily about how to identify and choose the relevant source material for a MA thesis, and how to 
use these primary sources analytically. Hence, you will have to do more than simply listing and 
describing the chosen source material. You should discuss how these sources can be used in your 
analysis. [Ways of using historical sources are discussed f ex in Dibble (1963) and Howell & Prevenier 
(2001), narrative explanations in Carr (2008) and an example of the use of Wikileaks as historical 
source is given in Frampton and Rosen, etc]. Depending on your research question, you should also 
think about "operationalization", that is, how to find a way to measure the 
process/change/phenomenon you are studying. This will be a way to identify the type of source 
material you need for your analysis.  
  
Other questions you may ask is: What do you expect these sources to tell you and which "blind 
spots" do you expect to find? What are the advantages / drawbacks /problems by using these 

                                                           
2
 NB: The required length of the essay refers to the main text, i.e. not counting the front page and the 

bibliography. 



specific sources as opposed to others? What are their possible biases, to what degree are they 
reliable. Can you find other type of sources that may help you verify unreliable sources?  Do you have 
to adjust or even completely revise your research question in order to be able to answer it based on 
the sources you have?  You may also draw comparisons between your proposed work and similar 
works, how did other scholars deal with these types of sources? 
 

Project Description paper 
When writing a project description paper, the students have been given the following guidelines: 

 Introduction(why is this interesting, timely, relevant, etc) 

 Select an analytical focus(from research topic to research question) 

 Brief literature review: why is my research a new contribution? 

 Describe source material (types, how to find them, etc, and anticipate challenges/problems 

you may encounter) 

 Outline a theoretical framework that you may draw upon 

 Discuss relevant methodologies: 

o How to work with your sources in practical terms. 

o Discuss ways to «operationalize» your research questions (identify indicators, proxies, 

etc) 

 Reflect on expected findings.  

 What ethical issues may you encounter?  

 Time schedule, discuss time constraints and ways of dealing with that. 

 Bibliography 

While all elements should ideally been present in a project descriptions, the examination committee 
should in particular pay attention to the way the students have make connections between source 
material and research topic and how they have grappled with and resolved the challenges of 
operationalizing their research question. 
 

General Guidelines 
In addition to these course-specific guidelines, all students have been instructed to carefully read the 
general guidelines for preparing student essays at the University of Oslo. In particular, the students 
have been taught basic skills in citation, (Chicago-style citation during the course). 

1) http://www.hf.uio.no/ikos/english/studies/resources/assignments/ 
2) http://www.hf.uio.no/ikos/english/studies/resources/assignments/writing-an-essay/ 

 

http://www.hf.uio.no/ikos/english/studies/resources/assignments/
http://www.hf.uio.no/ikos/english/studies/resources/assignments/writing-an-essay/

