UCLA
UCLA Previously Published Works

Title

Middle East Studies for the New Millennium: Infrastructures of
Knowledge

Permalink

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/8jp6f76n

Journal
Contemporary Sociology A Journal of Reviews, 47(3)

ISSN
0094-3061

Author
Harris, Kevan

Publication Date
2018-05-01

DOI
10.1177/0094306118767651nn

Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Diqgital Library

University of California


https://escholarship.org/uc/item/8jp6f76n
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/

'.) Check for updates

360 Reviews

Contemporary Sociology 47, 3

Middle East Studies for the New Millennium:
Infrastructures of Knowledge, edited by
Seteney Shami and Cynthia Miller-Idriss.
New York: New York University Press,
2016. 512 pp. $55.00 cloth. ISBN:
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It has been good times and bad times for
Middle East studies in the United States,
sociologists included. Since 2001, the relative
share of dissertation subjects focusing on
Islam or Muslims has increased, as have
articles in flagship journals across most U.S.
disciplines. Many Islamic studies or Middle
East studies centers were founded by U.S.
universities after 2001, and older ones were
rebranded to take advantage of newfound
attention. The American Sociological Associ-
ation is currently considering a petition,
signed by this reviewer among others, to cre-
ate a new section on the “Global Middle
East.” The proposed section’s title is
unwieldy, to be sure, as are most petitions
designed by committee, but the growing
movement by involved students and
scholars is genuine.

As Seteney Shami and Cynthia Miller-
Idriss, the editors of Middle East Studies for
the New Millennium: Infrastructures of
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Knowledge, describe, however, the mounting
woes of the field signal a ““canary in the mine
shaft” for U.S. universities (p. 353). After
2001, even with renewed public interest in
the region, the long decline in U.S. federal
funding for foreign language training and
area studies programs continued apace.
Budget sequestrations during the Obama
administration sent the Department of
Education’s support of university-based
National Resource Centers to their lowest
level, in real terms, in over half a century.
Such “Title VI” funding for area studies
centers, as it is known under the U.S. Higher
Education Act, may be zeroed out in future
federal budgets, no matter the regional
focus, except under the auspices of produc-
ing knowledge specifically for security
studies—the restricted charge to “know
your enemy.”

As the data gathered for this volume show,
U.S. universities are not good at furnishing
instrumental inputs for national security
anyway. Most undergraduates undertaking
foreign language or area studies training do
not study abroad, and few go on to work
for the U.S. government aside from those in
Washington locales such as Georgetown Uni-
versity. Politicians may believe that the Unit-
ed States is embattled in a Cold War with
a nebulous Middle Eastern enemy, but these
new Cold Warriors prefer to draw knowl-
edge from, and spend their limited funds
on, Defense Department-linked war colleges
and Dupont Circle think tanks.

Even as the 2011 Arab uprisings partly
upended the popular consensus on the Mid-
dle East, U.S. institutions with the potential
to bolster an interdisciplinary mix of scholars
to renew Middle East studies remain in dire
shape. This volume, the first of a promised
series to emerge from the Social Science
Research Council-funded project Producing
Knowledge on World Regions, aims at such
a “field-building” assessment of scholarly
disciplines and academic organizations alike
(p. 24). As such, it is best suited for center
administrators and program directors in
search of useful scaffolding from which to
solicit resources for their own projects and
initiatives.

The volume opens with a set of essays tak-
ing aim at social scientific approaches to the

Middle East. Political science, economics,
and sociology are jabbed for generalization,
quantification, and theoretical hubris. While
such concerns are valid, these objections
rework the 1890s methodenstreit of universal
covering laws versus particular historical
conjunctures and rehash the 1990s science
wars on the power imbalances of knowledge
production, rather than examining disciplin-
ary debates about the region. In other words,
a novice reader would learn little about the-
oretical paradigms on the Middle East, right
or wrong, but she would read much about
the hidden “work” that these paradigms car-
ry out by framing the region one way or
another.

The standout chapter in this section, by
political scientist Lisa Wedeen, goes further
to note how the presence of the United States
in the region is largely absent from accounts
that purport to explain Middle Eastern
exceptionalism. Moreover, the United States
is not considered an “area” within compara-
tive social science. Rather, it is the crucial
“non-area” that fashions our theoretical
yardsticks. The parochialism of American-
centered political science is “so central to
the discipline that it is able to stand in for
and produce knowledge about the general
character of political life” (pp. 50-51).

The second section assesses area studies
centers and language training across U.S.
universities. A case study of Middle East
studies at New York University, by Jonathan
Friedman and Cynthia Miller-Idriss,
illustrates broader challenges to cross-
disciplinary knowledge production. Even
within Middle East studies, methodological
training differs by period. Late antiquity
and classical Islamic studies are populated
by philologists who rely on textual source
criticism; early modern historiography is
largely fielded by social historians who uti-
lize archives and material culture; and mean-
while the modern Middle East is examined
through anthropological and social scientific
lenses of ethnographic and comparative
methods. Specialization requires intensive
training and produces a handful of experts
in each subfield.

In tension with this ethos, New York Uni-
versity has pursued an institution-wide
goal of internationalization, ~whereby
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students can learn about a cosmopolitan
array of “global” issues through short stays
at NYU-administered campuses in Abu
Dhabi, Shanghai, Accra, and other locales.
English is the spoken language for all
students abroad, while the NYU brand
remains disconnected from local universities
that would have previously sponsored lon-
ger stays for students. As the authors note,
this cosmopolitan logic of higher education
fits neither into the specialization require-
ments of area studies centers nor into the
Cold War approach of producing experts
for the “national interest.” Instead, as
Craig Calhoun has described, the economic
restructuring of higher education since the
1990s has led to “a collapsing of semi-
autonomous social fields into markets” legit-
imated by students’ supposed needs for
workplace skills and intercultural experi-
ences (quoted on p. 365).

A separate chapter by Laura Bier reviews
dissertations produced from 2000 to 2010 in
Middle East studies across multiple disci-
plines. The author repeats the previous
criticisms of social science and historical
methods as evidenced by the topics listed,
while uncritically celebrating the increasing
“imprint of the theoretical and epistemologi-
cal concerns of structuralism, postcolonial
studies, feminist theory, and cultural studies”
(p. 265). While these theoretical approaches
are held up to be superior without reflexive
scrutiny, the irony is not lost on one of the
editors, Seteney Shami, in a subsequent chap-
ter. As Shami notes, the “acrimonious debates
between discipline-oriented scholars and
their area studies counterparts regarding the
merits and shortcomings of their respective
scholarly practices” contributed to the crisis
of area studies alongside the securitization
of US. government knowledge needs and
the neoliberalization of the university (p.
364). The “terrorism studies” genre of the
think tank world or the client-consumer mod-
el of higher education cares not a whit for the
canon wars or the methodenstreit.

One hopes that a forthright assessment of
producing knowledge on world regions
might generate calls for a temporary truce
between the humanities and social sciences.
Given the impossibility of shoehorning a field
into a desired mold, an ecumenical appraisal
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of disciplines that acknowledges the need for
diverse methodological approaches would
firm up any broader appeal for revitalizing
institutions under the rubric of Middle East
studies. In a phenomenal conclusion, politi-
cal scientist Lisa Anderson writes, “itis a mis-
take to say we study a region. We study
things that happen in a region. Most of these
are universal—power, states, poetry, fami-
lies, livelihoods, jokes, corruption . . . —and
we merely study particular expressions”
(p. 438). Between American parochialism
and regional exceptionalism lies the intellec-
tual necessity and defense of area studies,
Middle East or otherwise.
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