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1 Introduction 

 

1.1 Major or Minor? 

Students who decide to complete the master’s degree in Near & Middle Eastern Studies with 

a master’s thesis (30 credit points) study the subject as a major. For those writing the master's 

thesis in their other degree subject, the subject Near & Middle Eastern Studies is a minor. 

Students writing the master’s thesis in the other subject are welcome to use this guide as a 

suggestion, but it is essential that they pay attention to the requirements of the subject in 

which they are writing their master’s thesis. 

 

1.2 Overview 

The master’s thesis in the master’s degree subject Near & Middle Eastern Studies earns you 

30 credit points and thus represents a quarter of your total credits in your master’s studies. For 

this reason alone, successful planning and execution is particularly important for the 

successful completion of your master’s studies. The registration period for the master's thesis 

is usually in May or November; the master’s thesis must be submitted no later than nine 

months after the deadline for registration of the master’s thesis. Links to information can be 

found in the following chapter 2. Deadlines for registration can be found at 

https://philhist.unibas.ch/de/studium/termine/ (only in German). 

 

1.3 Official Documents 

This guide is primarily intended to address those aspects that are not explicitly addressed in 

the official regulations. At the same time, this guide cannot contain all formal regulations that 

are important for your studies of the master’s subject Near & Middle Eastern Studies or even 

for the master’s thesis—otherwise, the guide would become too complicated! 

 

In order to orient yourself on your way to the master’s thesis in our subject, do (re-)read the 

guidelines for the master’s degree subject thoroughly: 

https://nahoststudien.philhist.unibas.ch/fileadmin/user_upload/nahoststudien/Dokumente/Leit

faeden/MSF_Wegleitung_Englisch_20230109.pdf  

 

For the formal aspects and requirements of master’s study and the master’s thesis in 

particular, you can find numerous information sheets and forms on the informational 

webpages of the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences: 

 

https://philhist.unibas.ch/de/studium/dokumente-merkblaetter/ (scroll down for master’s 

studies) (only in German). 

 

Please note! This “Guide for Master’s Theses in the Master’s Degree Subject Near & Middle 

Eastern Studies” is meant as a guide for you. It is not an official document of the Faculty of 

Humanities and Social Sciences. In case of contradictions or ambiguities, the regulations of 

https://philhist.unibas.ch/de/studium/termine/
https://nahoststudien.philhist.unibas.ch/fileadmin/user_upload/nahoststudien/Dokumente/Leitfaeden/MSF_Wegleitung_Englisch_20230109.pdf
https://nahoststudien.philhist.unibas.ch/fileadmin/user_upload/nahoststudien/Dokumente/Leitfaeden/MSF_Wegleitung_Englisch_20230109.pdf


 
the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences on Master’s Studies or the study plan for the 

degree subject Near & Middle Eastern Studies take precedence. 

 

2 What is a Master’s Thesis and Why Write One? 

 

As stated in the guidelines: “The master’s thesis serves as proof of general academic 

competence. The topic of the written thesis deals with a specifically defined regional and 

thematic issue in the field of Near & Middle Eastern Studies. The master’s thesis should be 

based on the processing of original language sources (such as publications, archives, 

collections, literary texts).” 

 

To give you an idea of the different degrees of challenges you will face on your way from 

writing a proseminar paper (Proseminararbeit) to a master’s thesis, we might compare your 

situation to sailing a ship. In a proseminar paper, you sail out onto a smaller lake with 

predictable wind conditions. You practice your first moves and smaller maneuvers. In a 

seminar paper (Seminararbeit), the lake is larger and the wind conditions less predictable. 

You may even venture out to sea, but always take care to stay close to shore. The basic 

maneuvers are already familiar to you, but remain a challenge. With a master’s thesis, you 

reach out further: The coast usually remains within sight, but you can sometimes move 

considerably away from it. Everything becomes more complex: you are underway for a whole 

day and you have to plan the day well in order to arrive safely in port in time before nightfall. 

Wind and weather conditions can vary over the course of a day. If you have already 

internalized the basic work methods from the seminar papers (Seminararbeiten), the master’s 

thesis will be smooth sailing. 

 

The master’s thesis is the cumulative achievement of your bachelor’s and master’s studies. In 

it, you bring together the skills you have acquired over the last few years. For this reason, it is 

all the more important that you examine the topic you choose even before registering for the 

master’s thesis. The topic should be crafted in such a way that it will continue to be 

interesting and worthwhile for you during the following nine months. It should allow you 

both to successfully incorporate the knowledge you have acquired in the previous years into 

your master’s thesis and also enjoy the potential of opening up new horizons. 

 

3 On the Way to Your Master’s Thesis 

The content of the master’s thesis follows directly from the preceding building blocks 

achieved during the master’s studies. The most important blocks leading to the master’s thesis 

are:  

 

3.1 Seminar Paper (Seminararbeit) 

In the module “Advanced Near & Middle Eastern Studies,” students write a seminar paper 

(Seminararbeit). While the (research) seminar focuses on the intensive study of longer texts in 

the original languages around a common theme, the seminar papers improve your writing 



 
routines and solidify academic working methods already practiced in the bachelor's degree 

subject. For the seminar paper at the master’s level, the “Guidelines for Proseminar and 

Seminar Papers” continue to apply. Like all program guidelines, they can be found at: 

https://nahoststudien.philhist.unibas.ch/en/studies/documents/ . 

 

3.2 Research Paper (Forschungsarbeit) 

In the module “Research in Near & Middle Eastern Studies,” students are required to carry 

out an independent research project based on original Arabic or Turkish texts in guided 

independent study. This independent academic work is considered to be a preparatory 

exercise dealing with original language sources for the master’s thesis. Ideally, the research 

paper (Forschungsarbeit) will expand the linguistic corpus used for the master’s thesis (in 

Arabic or Turkish). Even if unrelated to a master’s thesis, however, it can at least serve as a 

kind of “test run” on the search for possible thesis topics.  

 

3.3 Master’s Colloquium 

Students in both the major and minor are required to participate in the colloquium “Academic 

Discussion of Master’s Theses in Near & Middle Eastern Studies” (Wissenschaftliche 

Diskussion von Masterarbeiten in den Near & Middle Eastern Studies). The master’s 

colloquium provides a forum for discussing potential problems in the conception, sourcing, 

and writing of the master’s thesis. Since the colloquium takes place only once a year (usually 

in the spring semester), it is not always easy for students to find the right time to attend the 

colloquium. As a rule of thumb: It is better to attend sooner than later and before starting 

work on the master’s thesis than after the thesis has been completed. In the latter case, it is 

mainly the other participants in the colloquium who will benefit from the insights and 

knowledge you gained during the master’s thesis, but you yourself will no longer benefit. 

 

3.4 Academic Advising 

In the months before registering for your master’s thesis, take advantage of the opportunity to 

seek advance advising from various instructors in Near & Middle Eastern Studies. Instructors 

in Near & Middle Eastern Studies are happy to advise you, even if you are planning to write 

your master’s thesis in your other subject. Often, new insights and horizons open up during 

the conversation. 

 

3.5 Conclusion  

To sum up, you should try to productively incorporate these four elements while preparing 

your master's thesis. The seminar paper (Seminararbeit) will help you to practice and further 

routinize the ways of researching, conceptualizing, narrowing down, and writing about an 

academic topic. The research paper (Forschungsarbeit) gives you the opportunity to gain 

confidence in dealing with original language material. The master’s colloquium allows you to 

further develop your concept of a master’s thesis in a group through presentations and 

discussions of other master’s thesis drafts, or even to inspire you to write a first draft at all. 



 
Academic advising helps you to clarify questions of feasibility and implementation during a 

confidential and constructive discussion. 

 

4 Selection of Supervisors and Expectations of Supervision 

Before registering for a master’s thesis, students must discuss their topic with the designated 

first supervisor (naturally, in the case of a major, with an instructor in Near & Middle Eastern 

Studies). One of the two evaluation reports must come from a holder of a professorship in the 

Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences of the University of Basel. The other, second 

supervisor (co-supervisor) must at least have earned his or her doctorate. The Office of the 

Dean of Students (Studiendekanat) decides on justified exceptions upon request. The 

supervisor (i.e., the person who is responsible for the first supervision) and the student 

determine the co-supervisor in joint consultation. 

 

5 Primary Sources as the Basis of your Master’s Thesis 

In a master’s thesis in Near & Middle Eastern Studies, dealing with sources in original 

language (usually Arabic or Turkish) is a central and indispensable part of your work. The 

assumption (or hope) that a thesis based only on secondary literature might be “easier” is 

unfounded. The danger is all too great that you will get lost in the abundance of secondary 

literature and ultimately submit a master’s thesis that lacks contours in terms of content and 

argumentation. Think very carefully about how you are going to include primary sources. 

Primary sources are usually written sources; however, the subject of the analysis can also be 

films or interviews conducted by you. Searching for and selecting primary-source material 

requires a great deal of effort in the beginning. After this step is over, however, the work will 

become easier and more satisfying. 

 

6 Formal Aspects 

 

6.1 General Requirements 

The Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences does not specify any formal requirements for 

the preparation of the master’s thesis. However, see above all § 18 of the Faculty’s Regulation 

on Master’s Studies for the preparation of the master’s thesis: The master’s thesis, i.e. the 

actual text (without illustrations, references, bibliography, etc.), should generally not exceed 

80 pages, i.e., 30,000-35,000 words. A maximum of nine months is allowed for the 

preparation of the master’s thesis.  

 

The master’s thesis in Near & Middle Eastern Studies can be written in English or German. 

 

Detailed information on form and layout, structure, literature research, citation, bibliography, 

and the development of your guiding research question can be found in the “Guidelines for 

Proseminar and Seminar Papers” of the Program in Near & Middle Eastern Studies. Be sure 

to read Chapter 5 of these Guidelines, “From Topic to Thesis,” carefully. To make your work 

easier and to avoid contradictions with other requirements, the formal or content-related 



 
guidelines of the “Guidelines for Proseminar and Seminar Papers” in Near & Middle Eastern 

Studies continue to apply to the master’s thesis. Again, you may find those guidelines here: 

https://nahoststudien.philhist.unibas.ch/fileadmin/user_upload/nahoststudien/Near_and_Middl

e_Eastern_Studies_Seminar_Paper_210322.pdf. 

 

6.2 Exposition Paper (Exposé) 

The students write the master’s thesis independently. Motivation, independence, 

responsibility and successful time management can and must come from the students 

themselves. However, as already described in detail above, we would like to encourage you to 

regularly seek contact with the two instructors supervising your master’s thesis (supervisor 

and co-supervisor). 

 

An obligatory milestone for all students writing their master’s thesis in Near & Middle 

Eastern Studies is to submit an exposition paper (exposé) of your master’s thesis. The 

exposition paper is to be 3,000-3,500 words and to be submitted at least six months before the 

deadline for submission of the master’s thesis.  The exposition paper must contain, at a 

minimum, the following parts: Preliminary research question, rationale for selection of 

(original language) primary source(s), hypothesis(es), list of important secondary literature, 

and proposed methodology. Please do not wait for the supervising instructors to request this 

exposition paper from you, but do submit it of your own accord. You will receive written 

feedback from at least the first supervisor of your master’s thesis within four weeks of 

submission. 

 

6.3 Declaration of Scientific Integrity 

A separate declaration must state whether help has been received and from whom, and 

whether the master’s thesis has already been submitted to another faculty or university for 

review. At the end of the thesis, the declaration, dated and signed, must be made verbatim (in 

German): 

 

Ich bezeuge mit meiner Unterschrift, dass meine Angaben über die bei der Erstellung meiner 

Masterarbeit benutzten Hilfsmittel, über die mir zuteil gewordene Hilfe sowie über frühere 

Begutachtung meiner Masterarbeit in jeder Hinsicht der Wahrheit entsprechen und 

vollständig sind. 

 

6.4 Cover Sheet of the Master’s Thesis 

 

The faculty does not give precise guidelines for the design of the cover sheet of the master's 

thesis. However, the following information should be included on the cover sheet: 

 

 

 

 

https://nahoststudien.philhist.unibas.ch/fileadmin/user_upload/nahoststudien/Near_and_Middle_Eastern_Studies_Seminar_Paper_210322.pdf
https://nahoststudien.philhist.unibas.ch/fileadmin/user_upload/nahoststudien/Near_and_Middle_Eastern_Studies_Seminar_Paper_210322.pdf


 

 

Master’s Thesis in Near & Middle Eastern Studies 

at the Program in Near & Middle Eastern Studies at the University of Basel 

[Title of the master’s thesis] 

 

Submitted by: 

[first name last name] 

 

[Indication of both master’s degree subjects] 

Current semester of study: [number] 

Matriculation number: [specify matriculation number] 

Address: [specify postal address and e-mail address of the University of Basel] 

 

Date of submission: [date] 

Supervisor: [specify person] 

Co-supervisor: [specify person] 

 

 

7 Further Reading 

 

As mentioned above, the “Guidelines for Proseminar and Seminar Papers” are also valid for 

the master’s thesis with regard to the formal requirements and the development of your 

research question. However, in order to successfully advance your master’s thesis, we advise 

you to read at least one basic work on academic research and writing. We’ve prepared a short 

selection of works for you that we consider particularly helpful in this respect: 

 

Eco, Umberto: How to Write an Academic Thesis. Doctoral, Diploma and Master's Theses in 

the Humanities and Social Sciences. 14th edition of the German edition. Vienna: Facultas 

2020. 

 

This introduction by the famous semiotician and writer Umberto Eco, first published in Italian 

in 1977, is outdated in many technical aspects and assumes a dearth of academic literature 

that is no longer applicable, given the vast literature available on the Internet today. On the 

other hand, the introduction is still enormously helpful, given its basic and very pragmatic 

advice on the fundamentals of academic work. 

 

Booth, Wayne C. et al: The Craft of Research. Fourth Edition. Chicago, London: The 

University of Chicago Press 2016. 

 

An excellent introduction to the fundamentals and processes of research, combined with a 

fundamental, if sometimes rather challenging, introduction to the epistemic foundations of 

academic work and argumentation. 



 
Turabian, Kate L.: A Manual for Writers of Research Papers, Theses, and Dissertations. 9th 

ed. Chicago: University of Chicago Press 2018. 

 

 

Good luck and have fun with your master’s thesis! 
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