WISE WORDS ON DEAF EARS

JOEL BEININ

11 SEPTEMBER SHOULD HAVE CONVINCED
AMERICAN POLICYMAKERS OF THE
FOOLISHNESS — DANGERS, EVEN — OF
ALLOWING THE US ACADEMIC STUDY OF
THE MIDDLE EAST TO BE CONSTRAINED BY
THE SENSITIVITIES OF A FEW. IT DIDN'T

To paraphrase Mark Twain, reports ot the death of Middle East area studies
have been greaty exaggerated. During the 19905, many manmtestos pro-
clatmied that area seudies, as a product of che Cold War, were shaped by the
political discourse of a byvgone era and mured i overly deseriprive and
untheoretical paracularisne Hence we were advised to cast our tot wath our
mdividual disciplines, which had 2 more universalise outlook. The crnitigue
of the msularity of Middle East studhes was appropriate, though I am not
convinced that Middle East studhes was oras any more insular than Chinese
or Ruasstan stadies, or American studies tor that maceer.

The entique of arca studies was also based on v nnspevception ot s
history, Middle East area studies began to cmerge during the mterwar
period. not during the Cold War, That s o say that Middle Ease studies was
emerging with an autonomous meellectual agenda betore the Cold War and
the concerted mrervennon ot the US governmenc. That agendas was shaped
by missionary and perroleam projects distnct fraom, although allied with,
the interests of the stare and whose success required enypathie undersanding
of Middle Eastern peoples. Tor this reason, those wirh Middle East expertise
were regavded with suspicion i some circles, including parts of the
academy. The Navonal Detense Education Act ol 1938 provaded tinancial
support and public sancuon tor the growth of Middle East area studies and
sunultancously artempted to mobilise academic knowledge for the purposes
of the stace.

Fromw these revised understandings ot the relaponship of aren studies oo
disciplines and the history of Middic Bast stadies we can Tearn several things,
Fose, while situaning o vescarch and ceaching torelation o exising bodies

of knowledee and micellecrual conversanions remams imperative as ever, we

ENEX N CEMNSDRS-IP 3 2003 S

L P



JOEL BEININ

need not feel overly mferior about the marginality ot the Middle East in the
structure of disaiplinary knowledge, As 11 Sepremiber made pamftully clear,
it1s those who did not think that the Maddle Ease or Blam were worthy of
study who were insular, iF not myopic,

Islamic socal movements are o major phenomenon of global modernity.
and the contemporary world cannot be undernstood withour giving them a
prominent place. Islamie social movements were also a proninent teature ot
an carlier phase of globalisavon — the era of the new nnperialisiy from che
[870s to 1914, It too, cannot be adequarely understood without accounting
for them. And, as Janct Abu-Lughod has argued, Islam was the cultural
cement of the tourtcenth-century Eurasian commiercial syscem. A Vf:r;\
strong case can be made that for most of the past two dhousand vears, Chu
and the Iskbunic world - noc Norch America and Western Europe - have
been the dominant centres of global cconomme and cultiral power. '

In several ditferent historical eras, Middle East studies can play an impor-
tant role i implemennng Dipesh Chakrabarty's call to provineualise Europe,
and along with i the categortes of knowledge that cinerged with che global
dominance of Europe and North America. This s a worthy project, not
because Euro-American culture deserves to be regarded with more suspi-
cion and heostility than any other culture, bur because. powerful as the
United Srates now is in rebation to the rest of the world, that power s situ-
ated i conungent histoneal condinions, whether we like it or not. Histori-
cally intformed and selt-criacal awarceness of the categores ot our knowledge
and the sources of our power is a good anadote to imperial hubns,

The carly bistory of Middle East studhes also reaches us that our project
hus always mvolved the collaboraton ot scholars of Middle Eastern origins
with those based in North America and Europe. Maddle Ease studies as we
know them are imconceivable withour inscitutions such as the American
University ot Berrut, the American University in Caro and - Robert
College: publicavons such as L'Egypie Contenporaine and Reeue du Mondc
Musubman: and idividuals such as Phihip Fheds Albere Ploaranm and Charles
Essasves Amerrean Middle Last stadies are w cosimopohitan product. This has
alwavs been a source ot anxiery, and m some cases outnght pame, tor those
dedicated to pelicig the boundaries of kirowledge and public disconrse and
chlorcing 1 narrow view of American mterests. We should embrace 1oava
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REWRITING AMERICA: MIDDLE EAST STUDIES

Middle East studies have had a shitting relationship wich the Us government
and it advenoures in the regon. Duaring the 19505 and 190050 modernisa-
tion theory was the dominant social seience orthodoxy. Towas fully compuart-
ihle wirh the project of expanding the post-World War T infornal US
imperium. In those decades. many scholarly stadies prased US allies in dhe
Middle Last — Turkev, [ ebanon, Tunisia and bran = as suceesstul examples of
modernnsation,

The 1967 Arab-Israclt war. the second Lebanese civil war and the
Irantan revolunion undernnned the appeal of modermsanon theory and
stimulared eritical intellecrual projects that were directly or indirectdy
nispired by the global upsurge of 1968, Among the most endurmyg ot them
is the Middle Ease Rescarch and Informartion Project. wich swhich | have
been associated tor nearly 25 vears,

Some have suggested that scholars of the Middle East have been espe-

o

cally prone to adopt approaches enticat of US government policy mn the
region. But even a cursory look ar the herature of Latun American studies
or scholarship on anv other arca ot the world, including the Unired States,
reveals that chis was o broad mrellecrual tendency that was especially strong
m history, sociology and hterary studies.

Atter the collapse of the Savier bloc, much of Amencan mrernational
studios becane enthused by the concept of civil sociery because it seemed to
have plaved a promimenc role m the hberation of Eastern Europe. b the
Middle Eastern context. this often involved investigating the exeent to which
ILimas compatible wirth democracy. This rescarch agenda was not a con-
spiracy ot antu-Amcerican radicals who wished to obtuscare che true characrer
of Isbuns it was encouraged by circles inand close to the US sovernment.

Several other conceprual approaches and research agendas huve
mobilised varving degrees of enthusiasim amaong scholars of the Muddle Bast
over the vears, Thisis not the plice to evaluate thenn Tsaanply wish to poin
out that sone ot them have been companble with the outlook of suceessive
LS govermments and Amcerican mrerests as they define themo white othen
are rooted m competng views of whar Amernican nterests should beo More-
over.awhile there cevtamnly have been meellectual fashions and dominang
tendencies. there have alvwavs bean opposiaonal viess of vartons kinds.

Docs anvone doube thar this i the normal state ot atters o desoorate
society s Hunustie scholarhy Bite procecds thvough aprocess or argamenia-
o While there v no tinal aed absolure truth, dispuracion and debaie,

tnrcrnperate and antused with ceoisig as oy sonmretnnes beas the onh
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vehicle we have o challenge received wisdom and open new imeellectual
horizons.

The bolders ot state power have always tried to impose an meellecrual
agenda compauble with thewr interests, as students of Maddle Ease history
know from the attempts of the "Abbasid Cabiphs al-Ma’mun (813--33) and
al-Mutasim (833-42) to impose the ravonalise i tazili doctrine on their
subjects. And dhere have always been those who have soruggled against the
imposition of doctrines associated with stite power, as we know from the
ardent resistance ot Ahmad ibn Hanbal (780-855) to the mitazili doconne.
As some would have i, the victory ofibn Hanbal 1o this controntation 1s
part of “what went wrong in Islanie societies. We could just as castly draw a
different lesson: that when states arttempt to nnpose an ntellectual ortho-
doxy — cven an ‘enhghtened” one such as ranonalisn, secularism, moder-
satton. Arab soctalism, Marxism-Leninism or neo-liberal ccononues and
‘frecdom’ = they mevitably generate o resistance, which may or nay not
wselt be enlightened. And in combaung that resistance they iy very hkely
adopt cruel and authoritarian measures that will undernme the leginmacy
of whatever “enlightened” ideas they espoused. "The recent histories of Irag,
Syria, Egvpe, Tumsia, Algena, ran and Turkey ofter volumes ot evidence
for this propositon.

Governments ought to keep a cerann distance from the academy. There
will usually be plenty of scholars who will, of their own tree walll choose w
serve the meerests ot estabhished power it wven even modest incentives. [H
not, then perhaps they do not deserve 1o be served.

Let me conclude by saving something about the scurrifous attacks that
have been levelled agamnst the Middle East Studies Association of North
America (MLESA) collecuvely and several of our members individually
during the course ot the past vear, The gist ot these attacks iy thiat MESA has
been tiken aver by a crowd ol post-colomal studies/post-maodernise radicals
nispired by Ldward Sard and thav this takcover has been taiaihtited beeause
halt of our membervhip v composed ot people of Middle Eastern onigins,
MESA 15 theretore. an unpatriotic and not truly: American organisation.
Coosequentdy, MESA and 1ts members have been uninterested i warning
the US about dhe dangers ot radical Blam. Againse the prevasling opimions i
Washmgron, our members persist i apposing US policy on the Arab=Israch
contlict, on the pre-empove war aganst brag and other such sues.

Anvone tambar with MESA and s members will know that these claims

are an o amadeam ol outright mendacity and tendentoos readimes ot dhe
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Sant Franeisco Stare University, Augrse 20020 stedent of Middle Ease stndies.
Chedir: AP Phoro / Erne Risbere

scholaship and popular writings of some MESA members by a highly selee-
tive body. Neither the board nor the Program Conunuttee, which s prima-
rilv responsible for the content of the annual mectings, has any mterest in
moposing an ntellecrual or polincal orthodoxy on the MESA membershp.
This would, i any case, be impossible; and thats a good thing. The board.
ind espeaially its Commeee on Academie Freedom on che Maiddle East and
North Afnca. has consistently defended human nighes and academic

reedom. The board has also taken the positon thatac is i the natonal
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interest as well as the inrerese ot advancing scholarship that there be im
adminiserative separation between academie lite and the United States
government. Reasonable people might disagree about that, but T do not
believe that holding one view or another on this matter is evidence of lack
of patriotisi,

In contrast to the taincitul notions of those who have atcacked MESA | the
history of the association since 1t was founded demonserates char the vange of
intellecrual opinion and topics open to discussion has broadened consider-
ably over time. For example, the first annual meeting was held six months
after the 1967 Arab=Isracli war. The board prevented tormal discussion ot .
that event ar the mecting and even asked o graduate scudene o withdraw
proposed paper on the Avab—fIsrach conthier “due 1o the sensinvity of the
subject’.

This was an expression ot the gendemen’s agreement — and the founders

of MESA were overwhelingly gentlenmen — which facilitated the establish-
ment of MESA: discussion of the Arab-Isracli conflict would be avoided
because it would generate oo much controversy and undernine the colle- 1
grality: o the organisation. Most anportantdy, as Timothy Mitchell has /
arguced. sinmg of controversy on topics such as the Arab=Israeli contlict
would undermine the clann of Middle Fast studies to objecave and scien-
v knowledge. Consequenty, tor vears there was no discussion of the
Arab=lsrach contict at MESA. el

We live come a long wav since then, No one would dare to propose
thar the Arab-Iseacli conthicr, or the mass murder of Armuentans i the lace
Ottoman pertod, or the CIAS mvolvement in attemprs at regame change in
lran. Svria, Lebanon and elsewhere, ro name only o few conroversial topies,
should be excluded from discusston at MESA mectings,

We have three basic options betore us o deaing wirth such controversil
eetiess By roagnare thenns 23 to iy o mpose confornnae: or 3 1o chcourige
recond open discussion. Fam sure that the consensus of MESA nembers s
that the rhard npt.lﬁn v e only one o scholarlv orgamsanon can consader,

Fhie free and open dhiscossion chac has occurred withim and beyond
MESA has fed to wsimficant expanston ot dhe range of sohar are considered
lecttmite topies o engquiry and toa biberation of some space for arnculating
proviowsiv repressed oprmionss For exoonple, when T an undergradoaee
Princeron Tawas not pernnteed 1o werte v scor honours thesas o rhe
post=T4 Palestmnan nagorad movenment, on the cronnds thar the topre wo

Less iy S0 vears ol Protessors s Princaton’s Deparunenn o Near Eaem
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Stucies who were eritical of Israel rarely expressed their views to students.
There was no class on the Arab—Israch contlict. This was not a subject tor
public discussion. The topic was covered in a single lecture 1n the survey
course on modern Middle East history. Most of us were not fully aware ot
the differences of opimon among our teachers, even as we saw some of
them manocuvring to reshape the political and mrtellectual rone of the
department.

As a doctoral studenc ar the Unmiversiey of Michigan | was told by my
adviser. the hate Richard P Mitchell, that he would support me if 1 wrote a
Phid thesis on the formation of the Arab working class in Palesune, bur that
if | wrote a dissertation about Israel or Palestine 1 would hikely have dith-
culty getting an academice job. That was the ongin of my engagement with
Egvpt. While this has been an entirely positve expertence, it was originally
motivated by tear that those whe held the then dommant views in the tield
ol Middle East studies would use their power to resteict debate and impede
the advancement ot those with unorthodox views. I did not need much
convincing that Dick Matchell’s advice was wise, as 1 had already witnessed
the misuse of academic power on matters relaung o the Arab—lsrachi
conthict whale pursting an MA ac Harvard,

The intellecrual boundaries of Middle East studies have been substan-
trally u(]ﬁ:\.n_\lnu the tme of my undergraduate and graduate traming.
This is whar the self=prockimed entorcers of acadenic propricty object to.
Opintons thar previously could barely be articulared at all now eirculate
rehvely freely on campusces.

That treedom is now under attack and we must vigorously detend i For
example, Flarvard President Lawrence Summers has clumsily attempred o
police the s of acceprable opnion on Middle Eastern topics by
suggesting that callivg tor divestment from corporations doing, business with
Fsrach s ano=Seninie i effect ot o mtent’. One necd not support
the substance of the demand for divestmene i order to discern the ditter-
cnice beoween even the most veliement crionasm ot il and s policies and
ant=Sennisi, We st vesist such attempresy o delegronmise dissenany
aprnron. Lhev are wiave threas to acadenie freedom and mtelligent publie
Jiscounse,

The admmsoanen and faculiy of the Unversey of Noreh Carolina
scted much more wisely aond bravely refusing o capriulate to attacks from
the Chistan nghe Fannly Policy Neowork and others i choosing as the

stnnmer readimg aesgnment formconnmg freshuren Machuel Sellss onansda-
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ton and interpretation of the early verses ot the Qurian, Approaching the

Qur'an: The Early Revelations.
—

Those who have attacked MESA are, in the maim. neo-conservanve true
believers with links to the Israch right. They tend to think thar phrases such
as Swar on terrovisin’, Cclash of civilisaoions™ and “axis of evil” are serious
explanations tor what s happening in the contemporary Middle East. Thev
are welcome to their opinions; and they certinly have no dearth of outlets
for expressing them.

Many of us may fteel that because the attacks on MESA are mtellectually
vacuous, there is no need for us to respond. In my opinion, it would be a
nustake tor us to dismiss such slogans as arrant nonsense, simplistic and ahis-
covical as they may be, If we believe so, we must marshal the appropriate
argumnents to demonstrate the case. We should expose students to this mare-
ctal and reach thenm to understand the debate. And we should muake our case
to the broader public in whatever venues are available to us. Morcover, we
cannot ignore the fact that these notons are being propagated by circles
close to the governntent ot the most powertul country in human history in
comcert with unprecedented asscrrions of a right to make and vonmake
regines throughout the world, especially in the Middle East. Teis a dang-
craus moment when a state accustomed to thinking its donmnion is absolhue

confronts the lunis of its power, as was the case on 11 Seprember 2001, (3

Joet Beinin is Professor of Middle Fast History ar Stanford University amd
Past President of the Middle Fast Studies Assoctation of North Awmeriva

The fodl version of this text, the Presidential address ar the 2002 ananal meeting of

the Middle tast Studies Assoctation of North America, is published in the MESA
Bulletin, vol 37, no 1 ¢ July 2003)
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