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The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) is a large, diverse region comprising at least 22 
countries, with broad variation with respect to religion, language and ethnicity, economic systems 
and resource endowments, regime type, forms of social organization and state-society relations, 
and other factors. i, ii Anyone who teaches introductory survey courses on the region is (perhaps 
painfully) aware of the breadth of knowledge and expertise required to do justice to the region. In 
this piece, we take a close look at political science scholarship on the Middle East, focusing on what 
researchers study in terms of country coverage and the predominant topics addressed using cases 
from the region.  

 

Our analyses are based on an original, comprehensive dataset of journ al articles on Middle Eastern 
cases in comparative politics and international relations from 2000 through 2019 in a set of 
leading mainstream political science journals. Our sample of publications includes the American 
Political Science Review, American Journal of Political Science, Annual Review of Political 
Science, Journal of Politics, World Politics, International Organization, Comparative Political 
Studies, Comparative Politics, British Journal of Political Science, Perspectives on Politics, 
Political Research Quarterly, International Studies Quarterly, and Quarterly Journal of Political 
Science. This captures a set of widely cited general disciplinary journals; including security -focused 
journals such as International Security  or Journal of Conflict Resolution, or other specialized 
journals such as Party Politics  or World Development  would likely have changed some of our 
findings on the margins.  

 

We included articles on Arab countries, Turkey, Iran and Israel, along with publications covering 
aggregates such as the “Arab region,” “Middle East,” or “North Africa”. We dropped articles that do 
not entail at least one-third of the empirical evidence based on MENA cases. Our coverage spans 
the last two decades (2000 through 2019), which allows us to see tren ds over a period 
encompassing major events such as 9/11 or the Arab uprisings that have attracted global attention 
among policy-makers and scholars alike. The resultant dataset covers 20 years, 13 journals, 290 
unique authors, and 222 articles, of which 113 are single-authored papers and 109 co-authored. 

 

To contextualize our findings, it is important to note that Middle East focused research in the 
discipline does not constitute a large proportion of all published articles in mainstream political 
science journals. The discipline as a whole has witnessed a trend towards increased publishing in 
peer-reviewed journals over the past two decades. By our count, total articles published in the 
journals in our dataset have nearly doubled over the past 20 years, ris ing from 322 articles in 2000 
to 649 in 2019. MENA-focused scholarship has also increased during this period, but not at the 
same rate. From 2000 to 2019, the number of articles per year focusing on the Middle East rose 
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from 4 to 18 articles, with a peak of 22 articles in 2016. As a percentage of journal content, this 
amounts to an increase from 1.2 percent in 2000 to 2.8 percent in 2019. As would be expected, 
articles on the region spiked after the Arab uprisings in 2011, but the proportion of published 
research on the Middle East remains marginal, as articles on the region never exceed 4 percent of 
total articles in the selected journals. Due to lack of data on coverage of other global regions, we 
cannot benchmark this finding in cross-regional comparative perspective. Nonetheless, for a region 
with at least 22 countries, this seems strikingly low.  

 

What do political scientists study in the Middle East?  

 

Descriptive analyses of our data present a picture of what political scientists study in research on 
the Middle East. In this essay, we focus on which countries receive the most scholarly attention 
and, among them, which topics are the primary subjects of research. Together, the results trace 
how scholarship on different countries in the region - or on the region as a whole - links to broader 
research programs in political science and how this has evolved over time.  

 

Which countries? Geographic coverage of MENA-focused articles in political science  

 

Which MENA countries or country groupings occupy the most publication “real estate”? Regional 
and multi-country coverage are the two most popular geographic categories with about 24 percent 
and 14 percent of geographic share, respectively. iii  Looking at articles focusing on one country (or a 
single conflict) within the region, Israel, the Israeli -Palestinian conflict, and Turkey have the 
largest share of articles. Israel accounts for about 14 percent of all articles, Israel -Palestine about 
10 percent, and Turkey about 7 percent. This is surprising given that Arab c ountries constitute the 
vast majority of countries in the region and yet none are represented in the highest shares of 
scholarship on the Middle East. (Although Palestine is an Arab country, the Israel -Palestine 
category only encompasses articles that focus on dyadic relations between the two countries - not 
on politics in Palestine itself.)  Egypt, Lebanon, and Iraq are the next most frequently studied 
countries, and receive the largest share of coverage among Arab countries in the dataset. Of the 
total share of articles in the dataset, those about 6 percent focus on Egypt, 5 percent on Lebanon, 
and 4.5 percent on Iraq. 

 

How has coverage of individual countries or country groupings evolved over the past two decades? 
Mirroring the geographic distribution of articles, regionally-focused and multi-country articles 
remain the most numerous over time. Those with a general regional focus increased substantially 
from 2009 to 2012, when they peaked and then gradually decreased, plateauing in recent years. 
Coverage of Tunisia and Egypt, both of which were the first movers in the Arab uprisings, did not 
immediately increase after 2011, no doubt reflecting the time lag required for data collection and 
analysis. In 2014, articles focusing on Egypt began to increase, with  a steady albeit gradual climb 
since then. Coverage of Tunisia started to increase more recently, in 2017, but exhibit an uptick in 
the last two years covered in our dataset. Over the study period, published research on Israel and 
Israel-Palestine has remained relatively constant over the study period. In particular, articles on 
Israel peaked in 2009 and then remained high from 2013 to 2016, with a slight decrease in more 
recent years. Research on Israeli-Palestinian relations reached a high point in 2007, with a 
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marginal increase since 2013. Finally, coverage of Syria also shows some interesting trends. While 
no articles on Syria were published from 2000 to 2015, since then the country has received more 
extensive scholarly attention, likely as a result of t he war and the ongoing refugee crisis.  

 

Which topics and where?  

 

Based on the full range of substantive areas of research addressed by the articles in the dataset, our 
coding scheme encompasses 12 different topics: Political regimes, which includes democr acy, 
authoritarianism, and regime transitions; religion and politics, which includes political Islam; 
social mobilization and civil society; gender; political economy and development; patronage and 
clientelism; international relations, which includes inter state relations in the region, the foreign 
policy of MENA states, and anti-Americanism among Middle Eastern publics; political violence, 
which largely centers on studies of terrorism; conflict and conflict resolution, which includes 
international and civil  wars; identity, which largely entails research on ethnic and sectarian 
politics; elections and voting behavior; and political institutions. This approach enables a detailed 
look at the array of research programs treated in scholarship on the Middle East, although we 
concede that some of these topics could be combined to generate a more aggregated coding scheme.  

 
Figure 1: Topics in MENA-focused articles in selected political science journals, 2000-2019 
 

 
 

The largest number of articles focuses on social mobilization and conflict, with 30 and 28 articles 
covering those topics respectively. Confirming the importance of the research program on 
persistent authoritarianism in the Middle East, articles on this to pic constitute about 11 percent of 
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all MENA-focused publications in the selected journals. If research on political institutions and 
elections and voting are merged in - a logical coding rule in an alternative, more aggregated 
classification scheme - then scholarship on political regimes would constitute by far the largest 
share of scholarship on the Middle East in political science journals.  

 

Conversely, the smallest share of MENA-focused articles center on the topic areas of gender and 
patronage and clientelism. The relatively low proportion of publications on the latter topic may 
seem surprising, given the growing importance of research on clientelism in the region in the past 
decade. In part, this finding may arise because of overlap with the category o f “political economy 
and development.” In addition, because our coding criteria classify the primary topic based on the 
outcome in question, we may downplay the weight of this research program in MENA -focused 
political science scholarship.  

 

The evolution of topics covered in MENA-focused scholarship exhibits variation in the rise and 
decline of distinct research programs. Research focusing on social mobilization and regimes spiked 
dramatically after the Arab uprisings in 2011. The widespread protests across  the Arab world and 
their aftermath attracted broad attention from global media outlets, mirrored in the increase of 
academic work published on mobilization, civil society, persistent authoritarianism and emerging 
democracies immediately after 2011. Additionally, articles on social mobilization peaked again in 
2018, likely as researchers carried out and analyzed additional data collection initiatives.  

 

A similar initial spike did not occur in articles focusing on elections and voting behavior at the 
same point in time. Articles on this topic remained stable after 2011, with an increase between 2013 
and 2015. Two factors are noteworthy here: first, the large share of articles on electoral politics in 
Israel and, second, the time lapse between mass mobilizati on and political change, on the one 
hand, and the holding of elections after incumbent autocratic regimes were ousted or at least 
conceded some political liberalization measures, on the other. Furthermore, publications on 
elections dropped in 2016 and remained low until 2019. Articles covering conflict in the region rose 
in 2016, increasing from 4 articles in 2015 to 9 articles in 2016. The geographic areas responsible 
for increased scholarly attention on conflict are Iraq, Israel and Israel -Palestine, and Syria, with 
less coverage on other conflict -affected countries such as Libya and Yemen.  

 

Finally, articles focusing on political economy and development increased slightly after 2010. This 
is likely due in part to widespread demands by protestors for econ omic and social rights in addition 
to civic and political freedoms during the Arab uprisings. Nonetheless, political economy and 
development remain relatively marginal topics in MENA -focused scholarship, despite their 
importance in daily life to citizens in the region. 

 

Which countries or groupings of countries generate the most empirical material for different 
research programs? A large share of articles on conflict and political violence are based on studies 
of Israel and Israel-Palestine, which collectively account for about 83 percent of articles on 
political violence and about 39 percent of articles on conflict. An additional 21 percent of all 
articles on conflict are based on studies of Iraq, while 11 percent focus on Syria. Research focusing 
on Israel also constitutes a large part of the research on elections and voting behavior, making up 
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roughly 44 percent of all articles on this topic. Lastly, articles on the region as a whole account for 
the overwhelming majority of articles on political regimes, a nd multi-country and region-wide 
studies generate much of the empirical material for publications on social mobilization and religion 
and politics. Of particular note, Egypt alone accounted for 13 percent of articles written on social 
mobilization.  

 

Although the share of articles on the Middle East remains strikingly low, it has more than doubled 
in the past two decades. (Again, let’s not get carried away here: The share of MENA -focused articles 
in the selected journals only amounts to about 4 percent of t he total.) However, the distribution of 
country coverage and the array of research topics are uneven across scholarship on the Middle 
East. 

 

The majority of articles in our dataset focus on the region as a whole or sub -regional aggregates 
such as the Levant, North Africa or the Gulf. Looking at scholarship on individual countries, Israel 
and, next, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict account for a major share of research, followed by 
scholarship on Turkey. In part, this may reflect data availability since, unt il recently at least, these 
countries and contexts generated more off-the-shelf data and may have offered more permissible 
research environments, depending on the precise topic in question. Arab countries constitute a 
lower share of published research in mainstream political science journals, with the highest 
proportion based on findings from Egypt. (Again, we do not mean to imply that Egypt or any 
Middle Eastern country, for that matter, accounts for a high proportion of scholarship in political 
science empirical research as a whole.)  

 

Our analyses of over-time trends also point to the evolution of research programs in the region, 
with social mobilization, elections, and conflict becoming increasingly important in the wake of the 
Arab uprisings and the eruption of conflict in Syria and other countries in the region. These 
patterns will likely evolve as a result of the further tightening of restrictions on research activities 
by autocratic regimes, the constraints on data collection posed by the novel Corona virus pandemic, 
and evolving research methods, some of which will actually facilitate data collection under different 
conditions.  
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