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Introduction 

On the campus of a large, Midwestern research university, upcoming courses are 

advertised with elaborate and brightly colored flyers that are plastered along the walls of 

the student union, tacked to corkboards outside professors’ offices, and posted on kiosks 

around campus.  In the spring 2006 semester, two of these flyers were for the 

undergraduate courses, “Introduction to Intelligence” and “Terror and Terrorism.” A 

campus undergraduate advisor confirmed that since 9/11, “security and intelligence” has 

become an increasingly popular concentration within the larger International Studies 

major; indeed, both of the course descriptions on the two flyers described above reference 

the Middle East as well as the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001.  The university’s 

Center for Security Studies, with a spacious office building and ample funding, reflects 

this growing interest and importance on campus.   

Despite the frequent—if not constant—link made between the Middle East and 

issues of security and terrorism, in contrast to security studies, the university’s Center for 

Middle East Studies has limited funding and cramped space.  The difference between the 

                                                 
1 Authors’ Contact Information:  Cynthia Miller-Idriss, Assistant Professor, Department of Humanities and 
Social Sciences, New York University, 246 Greene St. #303W, New York, NY 10003; 
cynthia.miller.idriss@nyu.edu, 212-992-9371.  Elizabeth A. Anderson, Visiting Assistant Professor, 
Department of Humanities and Social Sciences, New York University, 246 Greene St., 3rd Floor, New 
York, NY 10003, eaa217@nyu.edu, 212-998-5052.  The data drawn upon in this chapter was gathered as 
part of a U.S. Department of Education-funded evaluation of Middle East Studies Centers, conducted by 
the Social Science Research Council.  Previous versions of this paper were presented at the 2006 Middle 
Eastern Studies Association Meeting and the 2007 Comparative International Education Society Meeting.  
We are indebted to Seteney Shami for her leadership on the research team which designed this study and 
collected and analyzed the data. 
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two Centers, we suggest, is reflective of the changing way in which American university 

students are learning about the world.  The past two decades have seen significant change 

in the organization of knowledge about international issues at U.S. universities, as 

research and scholarly interest has shifted from regional to global or cross-regional 

issues, such as the environment or migration.  This shift has also been reflected in 

structural changes in university curriculum and departmental structures, as evidenced by 

the emergence of increasing numbers of university majors such as “global studies” or 

“international affairs.”  These changes have posed a significant challenge for area studies 

centers—interdisciplinary units focused on a single geographic region—which have 

traditionally been at the core of the university’s international expertise.    

 Using Middle East Studies (MES) as a case study and drawing on six intensive 

case studies of U.S. campuses conducted in 2005-06 across the country, this paper 

examines the organization of new and older forms of the production of knowledge about 

global and international issues at U.S. universities and discusses the implications for 

Middle East Studies in particular, as well as for area studies more generally.   

 In addition to the challenges posed by the diffusion and reorganization of 

international knowledge on U.S. campuses, we find that MES Centers face significant 

scholarly and political critiques regarding the quality of the research they produce as well 

as their ability to produce adequate knowledge and expertise for national needs.  The 

Centers’ response to these critiques, we argue, suggests that the area studies framework is 

wedded to a default way of thinking about international issues, which we call “thinking 

nationally.”   By this we refer to two phenomena:  first, area studies centers (as 

exemplified by the MES case) focus research and instruction on distinct nations and 
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clusters of nations (regions); second and more centrally, area studies efforts are focused 

on serving “the national interest,” primarily by training young Americans for government 

service and educating the larger American public.  We suggest, however, that the 

definition of “the national interest” at play in area studies efforts is an outmoded one.  

 

Political and Epistemological Challenges to Area Studies and Middle East Studies 

The development of area studies, as it is known today, can be traced to World 

War II and its immediate aftermath.  Eager to solidify American knowledge and expertise 

on foreign regions of strategic interest, a number of private foundations and the U.S. 

government provided financial support for the creation of regionally-based area studies 

centers at U.S. universities.2   The primary function of these centers was to provide 

language training and instruction on specific regions of the world.  By order of Title VI, 

Section 602 of the Higher Education Act of 1965 as amended, federally funded area 

study centers, also referred to as National Resource Centers (NRC), provide national 

resources for four areas: the teaching of any modern foreign language; the teaching of 

knowledge about particular areas, regions, and countries where these languages are used; 

research and instruction on world affairs that cut across countries; and research and 

instruction in international studies.3  From our data, the current emphasis at NRCs is on 

the first three areas (teaching of foreign languages and of region-specific knowledge and 

instruction on one or more countries within a region), while broader university initiatives 

in international and global affairs have begun to supplant area studies centers’ focus on 

the remaining area. 

                                                 
2 Biddle, Sheila. 2002.  “Internationalization:  Rhetoric or Reality?”  p. 75. 
3  “Title VI, Higher Education Act of 1965, as Amended” 
http://www.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ope/iegps/nrcflas-laws601-602.pdf:  Accessed 24 May 2006.   
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Area studies experienced particular growth during the Cold War, when real or 

perceived national threats from the USSR, China, Cuba, and other countries created a 

need for specialists trained in the languages, politics, histories, and cultures of those 

regions.4  In 1958, Title VI of the National Defense Education Act (NDEA) created a 

stream of federal funding for area studies centers, with the explicit objective of improving 

national, including economic, security (Biddle 2002: 75).  Today, Title VI funding 

remains a significant source of support for over one hundred area studies centers (known 

as National Resource Centers, or NRCs) across the United States (Biddle 2002: 76).  

 The emergence of area studies centers and specialists was not uncontroversial, 

however.  On the one hand, the multi- and interdisciplinary nature of area studies, which 

brought together in a single enterprise scholars from across the disciplines, challenged the 

very nature of the disciplinary structure of universities.  As the Gulbenkian Commission 

explained, the practice of area studies “exposed the fact that there was considerable 

artificiality in the sharp institutional separations of social science knowledge.”5  On the 

other hand, the multidisciplinary and fieldwork-based nature of area studies scholarship 

challenged emerging trends within the disciplines toward positivistic social science.  In 

the post-World War II era, the social science disciplines struggled to reframe their work 

as part of the “scientific” enterprise, in which an objective, value-neutral, natural science 

model could be applied to the study of social and human life.6  The subsequent focus in 

the social sciences on the search for law-like generalizations that were valid across all 
                                                 
4 Almond, Gabriel A.  1992.  “The Political Culture of Foreign Area Research:  Methodological 
Reflections. Pp. 199-214 in Samuels, Richard J. and Myron Weiner, eds..  The Political Culture of Foreign 
Area and International Studies:  Essays in Honor of Lucian W. Pye.  New York:  Brassey’s, Inc. 
5 P. 38, Wallerstein, Immanuel et al.  1996.  Open the Social Sciences:  Report of the Gulbenkian 
Commission on the Restructuring of the Social Sciences.  Stanford: Stanford University Press. 
6 Steinmetz, George.  2005.  “Scientific Authority and the Transition to Post-Fordism:  The Plausibility of 
Positivism in U.S. Sociology since 1945.”  Pp. 275-323 in Steinmetz, George, ed.  The Politics of Method 
in the Human Sciences:  Positivism and its Epistemological Others.  Durham:  Duke University Press. 
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time and space clashed with the context-driven approach taken by area studies scholars.  

Disciplinary scholars, moreover, tended to dismiss the scholarship produced by area 

studies scholars, arguing that it was biased, rooted in poor or watered-down 

methodology, and atheoretical (Biddle 2002: 77).   

 By the early 1990s, such critiques, combined with the impact of the end of the 

Cold War on the use of national security as the primary justification for supporting area 

studies expertise, had taken a toll.  The viability of the area studies structure was being 

called into question.7  Language enrollments were pitifully low, at less than 8% of higher 

education enrollments (down from 16% of enrollments in the 1960s).8  The number of 

American students studying abroad was significantly lower than today’s figures (for 

example, 76,302 students studies abroad in 1993/1994 compared to 176,629 in 

2002/2003).9  New critics of area studies scholarship emerged on both political and 

scholarly fronts.  President George Bush argued that “scholars of foreign areas have an 

anti-American bias,”10 while scholars critiqued Russian and Eastern European specialists 

for failing to predict the fall of the Iron Curtain and the collapse of the Soviet Union.11 

   The past decade has brought still more challenges for the area studies framework.  

In particular, the structuring of international knowledge along national or regional lines 

has been challenged by a set of global phenomena that are not organized along national 

                                                 
7 For a review of critiques, see Szanton, David L.  2003.  “The Origin, Nature, and Challenges of Area 
Studies in the United States.”  The Politics of Knowledge:  Area Studies and the Disciplines.  UCIAS Edited 
Volume 3, Article 1.  Available digitially at http://repositories.cdlib.org/uciaspubs/editedvolumes/3/1.  
8 Hayward, Fred M. 2000.  “Internationalization of U.S. Higher Education:  Preliminary Status Report 
2000.”  Washington, DC:  American Council on Education. 
9 P.58 in Institute of International Education. 2004. Open Doors: Report on International Educational 
Exchange.  New York: Institute of International Education.   
10 P. 4, Weiner, Myron.  “Political Culture in Foreign Area Studies.” Pp. 3-16 in The Political culture of 
foreign area and international studies : essays in honor of Lucian W. Pye / edited by Richard J. Samuels, 
Myron Weiner. Washington : Brassey's (US), c1992.   
11 Heydemann, Steve.  2002.  “Defending the Discipline,” Journal of Democracy volume 13, number 3, 
July 2002, p. 102. 
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lines:  the emergence of powerful but non-nationally based political, religious, and social 

movements (such as al Qaeda); the expansion of multinational corporations; the 

continued growth of English as the global lingua franca; and the explosion in popularity 

of non-nationally organized internet sites such as YouTube or MySpace are but a few 

examples.  Finally, over the past few years, the general critiques that had been levied 

against area studies took on a much more specific form, as Middle East scholars in 

particular came under fire for being politically biased, for failing to predict 9/11, and for 

overestimating the potential for democratization in the region.12  These critiques continue 

to plague MES scholars and MES Centers.   

In sum, area studies is under pressure from two types of critiques:  a political 

challenge from the right, which contends that area studies scholarship is biased and anti-

American; and a scholarly challenge from within the university, which perceives area 

studies as epistemologically outdated and intellectually weak.   Claims that area studies 

was obsolete turned out to be preemptive, however; in fact, federal funding continued and 

even increased by the end of the 1990s (Biddle 2002: 79).    

  

II.  Globalization, 9/11, and the Reorganization of International Issues on Campuses  

 By the start of the new century, international issues were back on the agenda at 

U.S. universities, as the twin phenomena of 9/11 and globalization spurred the most 

significant wave of interest in international issues on U.S. campuses in the past fifty 

                                                 
12 As Heydemann (2002) points out, Martin Kramer’s book Ivory Towers on Sand: The Failure of Middle 
Eastern Studies in America was at the center of this critique.  For examples of critiques, see Kurtz, Stanley.  
“Exposing Esposito: How the academy infected intelligence,” National Review Online, December 3, 2001; 
Kurtz, Stanley, “Studying Title VI:  Criticisms of Middle East studies get a congressional hearing,”  
National Review Online, June 16, 2003; and Pipes, Daniel.  “[Campus Watch and] Saving Mideast 
Studies,” available online at www.danielpipes.org/article/1251. 
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years.  In 2004, the Institute of International Education reported that American students 

studying abroad increased by 129% in the preceding decade, and by 53% since 1999.13  

This “new wave” of interest in international issues was distinguishable from previous 

incarnations in at least two ways, however.  First, there was an increasing emphasis on 

“global” or “international” topics and themes, rather than country-specific or regionally-

based foci.  Hundreds of new undergraduate majors and masters degree programs 

emerged across the country in fields like international conflict resolution, international 

education, global public health, global studies, and international affairs.  Second and 

relatedly, although participation in international events, such as study abroad, was on the 

rise, much of the new participation was characterized by more superficial or general 

international experiences.  For example, although participation in study abroad rose from 

76,302 during the 1993/94 academic year to 174,629 during the 2002/03 academic year,14 

significant numbers of those participating did so through short-term study abroad 

programs, which take students overseas for periods ranging from one week to several 

weeks during semester, spring, and summer breaks.  In 2003/04, almost 50% of all study 

abroad programs are short-term (summer, January term, or less than eight weeks).15  In 

1993/94, 1.7% spent under eight weeks abroad and this figure rose considerably in 

2003/04 to 9.4% while those spending an academic year abroad dropped from 14.3% in 

1993/94 to 6.7% in 2003/04.  Those students spending one semester abroad remained 

relatively the same (37.2% in 1993/94 and 40.3% in 2003/04).16    

                                                 
13 P. 17 in Institute of International Education. 2004. Open Doors: Report on International Educational 
Exchange.  New York: Institute of International Education.   
14 Ibid., p. 58. 
15 Ibid., p. 19.  
16Ibid., p. 61.  
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 The increasing internationalization of university campuses is just one facet of 

globalization affecting Middle East Studies, however.17  New forms of global 

interdependence and interconnectedness—whether financial, environmental, migratory, 

or other—have increased the value of and need for political, economic, and social 

knowledge and expertise about foreign regions.  Area studies centers’ traditional 

strengths in history, literature, and other humanities fields are not an exact match for 

these new needs.  For perhaps no other region of the world today is this more true than 

for the Middle East, in the wake of 9/11, the Iraq war, and continuing conflict in 

Israel/Palestine.  The need for greater social, political, and economic expertise on the 

Middle East is one of the most pressing challenges facing MES Centers and universities 

more generally. 

 In the face of increasing internationalization and the challenges posed by the 

interconnectedness brought on by globalization, two significant transformations in the 

organization of international issues have taken place at colleges and universities 

throughout the country over the past two decades.  First, scholars and educators began to 

focus attention on cross-cutting themes and topics that reflected a growing awareness 

about the typically porous and frequently artificial nature of country- or regionally-based 

borders.18  Global flows of people, capital, information, environmental hazards, or culture 

were not contained by national borders; thus, scholarship needed to attend to such cross-

regional phenomena.  As a result, there has been an increasing organization of the 

production of knowledge, research, and teaching around topical centers with cross-

national areas of focus—such as the environment, human rights, security, terrorism, or 

                                                 
17 See Jan Scholte article for five aspects of globalization. (see Scholte 2000(?).) 
18 See Volkman, Toby Alice.  1999.  “Introduction.”  In: Crossing Borders: Revitalizing Area Studies.  New 
York: Ford Foundation. 
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migration—instead of in country-specific or regionally-based programs.  Second, 

universities and colleges increasingly began to organize undergraduate majors, masters 

programs, research programs, and centers around “global” themes, such as global studies 

and international studies.  Programs and majors in global public health, international 

affairs, global studies, international education, and international conflict resolution, to 

name a few, have sprung up at hundreds of universities and colleges across the country 

over the past decade.  

 What do these changes mean for area studies centers? How have they responded 

to these challenges and to the scholarly and political critiques discussed above?  We turn 

to these questions in our focus on MES in the next sections, following our review of our 

data and methods, as we address first the shift in the organization of international 

knowledge for national interests and second, the particular challenges posed by 

disciplinary and interdisciplinary concerns.   

 

Data and Methods 

This paper draws on week-long, in-depth case studies conducted between 

December 2005 and March 2006 at six U.S. universities across the country and which 

aimed to “map the landscape” of Middle East Studies on each of six campuses.19  In so 

doing, we aimed to determine the breadth and depth of activities, programs, events, and 

expertise on the region at each site; to identify challenges facing Middle East Studies on 

campus; and to note potential opportunities for collaboration or cooperation between the 

MES Centers and other activities on each campus.  Thus, while the ultimate goal of the 

                                                 
19 The case studies were part of a U.S. Department of Education evaluation of area studies centers, and 
served as pilot study research for a more comprehensive study of area studies centers that is being 
conducted from 2007-2009.   
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visits was to understand each Center’s role in the production of knowledge about the 

Middle East on each campus, data collection extended well beyond individual Centers’ 

administration and programming.  Finally, we also collected data about two other area 

studies centers on campus for comparative purposes, as described in greater detail below. 

This approach to the case studies allowed us to capture complex and nuanced 

relationships within a university community in a way that would not be accessible 

through survey data.  The weeklong case studies provided ample time to explore fully 

and understand a campus landscape.   

The case studies were structured and standardized to include interviews, focus 

groups, and participant observation on six campuses, which each house a Title VI funded 

Middle East Study Center (CMES).  To create a representational sample, the sites were 

selected from the following criteria: degree or non-degree granting; and private or public.  

The Research Team also worked to ensure that there was regional representation.  In 

addition, the host universities were required to have a Title VI funded Latin American 

Study Center (CLAS) and a Russian, East European, and/or Eurasian Study Center20, 

which would serve as a comparison to the CMES.   

To maintain confidentiality, the sites are labeled as University A, B, C, D, E, and 

F.  Table 1 below outlines the individual sites.21   

 

 

                                                 
20 The exact title and geographic scope varies across the sites.  Some centers also include “Slavic” in the 
title of their center.   
21 Exact figures for enrollment, years since establishment, and endowment are not provided, in order to 
preserve the confidentiality of each research site. 
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Table 1: Description of Sites 

Site/Center Public/ 
Private 

Degree/Non-Degree
Granting through 

Center 

Center 
Years Since  

Establishment

Regional 
Location

Univ. Size  
(graduates and 

undergraduates) 

University 
Endowment

A Private Degree > 50 yrs East Coast <20,000 > $5 billion 
B Private Degree > 40 yrs Mid-West <15,000 < $5 billion 
C Public Non-Degree < 20 yrs Mid-West > 25,000 < $5 billion 

D Public Non-Degree > 30 yrs 
West 
Coast > 25,000 < $5 billion 

E Public Degree > 40 yrs South >25,000 < $5 billion 
F Private Non-Degree > 50 yrs East Coast < 25,000 < $5 billion 
 
 

Methods utilized during the case studies included formal (audiotaped) and 

informal (not audiotaped) interviews, focus groups, and observations.  Thirty formal 

interviews were conducted with CMES directors, assistant directors, associate directors 

and/or center administrators; directors of Latin American Study Centers and Russian and 

Eastern European and/or Eurasian Study Centers; and the provost or dean who oversees 

international initiatives.  These interviews were tape recorded, and written transcripts or 

audio files were coded and analyzed in a qualitative software program.  They were 

designed to draw comparisons across six centers.   

Forty-six informal interviews were conducted.  These interviews were not 

audiotaped.  Instead, detailed hand-written notes were taken during the interviews, which 

were later transferred into typed fieldnotes and coded during data analysis.22  Informal 

interviews served the primary purpose of providing depth and detail about the landscape 

of Middle East Studies on each campus, and included discussions with directors of 

graduate student advising in the disciplinary departments of political science, sociology, 
                                                 
22 The following conventions are employed in this report in order to distinguish between quotations from 
formal and informal interviews.  Direct quotations, which come from transcribed audiotapes, are 
distinguished by double quotation marks (“ ”), including the longer blocked quotations.  Direct quotes from 
my handwritten notes are noted by single quotation marks (‘ ’).  Statements that have been paraphrased 
from my handwritten notes are not in quotation marks.  In addition, all quotations longer than two lines are 
footnoted to indicate whether the quote was taken from field notes or an audiotape.  
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and economics; directors of related programs, such as Near Eastern Languages and 

Civilizations; center faculty; language coordinators; outreach coordinators; and 

organizers and directors of programs focusing on the Middle East region outside of the 

center, such as an Islamic Studies program in a divinity school.   

In total, seventy-six semi-structured interviews were conducted, ranging from 

twenty minutes to two hours.  All interviews conducted were semi-structured, meaning 

that research instruments were designed with a standard list of questions for each 

interview.  However, the interviews also allowed for follow-up questions and detailed 

discussion of interviewees’ particular projects, research, or work.  All interviews were 

voluntary and were arranged either in advance of the site visit through email or during the 

site visit through email or telephone calls, and took place in the participants’ office or a 

location chosen by them, such as a conference room or a local coffee shop.   

Faculty focus groups were conducted at Centers B, C, and D, and student focus 

groups were conducted at Centers B, D, E, and F.  The focus groups were audiotaped.  In 

addition, a non-audiotaped focus group was conducted at Center C.  All of the Centers 

are physical places on campus, and the physical location of the Center often reflects the 

place of the center in the larger university structure.  For example, Centers B and D are 

affiliated with a larger organizational structure of international and/or area studies and are 

housed in a building with other similar centers.  Center C is affiliated with the office of 

international affairs and Center F is affiliated with a school of international affairs but 

both are located in buildings with other area study centers.  When interviews and focus 

groups were not being conducted, the researcher spent as much time in the centers as 
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possible, conducting observations as well as attending academic and social events, 

classes, outreach projects, and other activities associated with the centers.   

All seventy-six interviews were coded (either in written transcription, written 

fieldnote, or audiofile form) in Annotape, a qualitative software program.  In addition to 

the collected qualitative data, the authors drew on the centers’ Title VI Proposals from 

the past two funding cycles (2003-2006, 2006-2010) in order to better understand the 

functions and roles of the centers and to provide more examples of center events and 

activities.   

 

Organizing International Knowledge for National Interests 

As discussed above, universities across the country have increasingly been 

organizing international issues on campus around cross-cutting global themes rather than 

regional ones.  Within the past decade, area studies centers have also begun to shift their 

emphases away from the creation of narrow country- or regionally-based expertise to 

include more comparative, cross-regional, and thematic topics like migration and 

democratization (Biddle 2002: 80).  Even with these shifts, however, the centers’ efforts 

remain closely aligned with national interests, as the mission statement at one Center 

explains:  this Center aims “….to set the national pace in developing an interdisciplinary 

approach to the study of the Middle East from the rise of Islam to the present....” 

(emphasis added). 

Across the sites and from both degree and non-degree granting programs alike, 

Center Directors and faculty discussed the importance of serving the national interest.  

While never explicitly defined, “national interest” consistently referred to preparing 
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young Americans for government service in the Department of State, the military, 

USAID, and other federal agencies.  For CMES faculty, it is imperative that their 

students leave the university with a deep understanding of ‘the language and cultural 

context’ of the Middle East, as one professor described.  An Arabic language professor 

added, ‘Middle East Studies is in the national interest…. [our students] get to know other 

cultures and [we] produce knowledgeable government officials.’  One faculty member 

and Center Director at another site explains that the Center’s work is tied to the national 

interest:  “a lot of our students who come through the program are going to go and work 

for the government or work for the military and things like that…”  If the Center was 

eliminated, he contends, “the funding for all these people who are being trained… to go 

and do government work, or public work, or NGOs - all of that is gone.”   

Students often enroll in a MES masters program with aspirations of a career in the 

federal government or with an international development NGO.  A first year MA student 

described her career goal as “working for the government someday or perhaps working 

for non profit development organizations.”  In preparation for this future work and in 

recognition of the importance of language skills, she applied for an additional year of 

Arabic study in Qatar, which she hoped would make her more competitive on the job 

market.  A second year MA student was earning a degree in international relations with a 

concentration in MES to pursue work with the government.  He has an interest in 

economic development and hoped to find employment with a federally funded 

development project.  A student advisor at a degree granting CMES estimated that half of 

her MA graduates successfully found work with the government or NGOs while the 

remaining half went on PhD programs or unrelated careers.  MES is also of interest to 
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current and aspiring military officers.  The course offerings at one CMES are popular 

with ROTC students and Center Director of another site reported that every year they 

enroll a diverse student body, which includes military officers who are earning advanced 

degrees.    

Yet, faculty recognize the complexities and obstacles that arise while serving the 

national interest.  For example, they feel pressure to produce competent Arabic speakers 

and Middle East specialists at the MA level while acknowledging the challenges 

associated with learning languages and in-depth regional knowledge.  Other faculty noted 

that it is impossible to adequately serve the national interest without more significant 

financial support.  As one Assistant Center Director explains: 

“I think the US government has an idea of what the problem is but I think 
they have no idea of the real order of magnitude of it.  I don’t think the 
folks in the academy have been very forthcoming in really making sure 
that the government understands that you do not produce someone who is 
fluent in Arabic in two years.  It just doesn’t happen…. You are not going 
to create an army or a cadre who can do the basic groundwork that the 
government needs right now. And after all, that is a part of what we are 
for.” (emphasis added) 
 

A faculty member from another Center concurred: ‘the government wants language 

training but it is an enormous investment and it is not reflected in the market reality.’  

Several other faculty expressed frustration with the government’s mixed messages, which 

on the one hand advertise employment opportunities for MES graduates (often through 

on-campus recruiting from federal agencies) but on the other hand do not provide enough 

financial support for adequate training.  The coordinator of a joint degree program in 

MES and public affairs observed that his students had great difficulty in winning federal 

grants for field research.  He remarked, ‘the federal government does not provide 
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incentives to study and work on the Middle East….[yet] we need people with field and 

language experience.’   

Another professor remarked that she had many MA students in her classes who 

were interested in government careers but there were limits to what she could realistically 

teach them in a semester:  

“…. one of the first thing[s] that I said to the students that took the Iraq 
class that you come here to learn about the Iraqi History, so you know 
more and you can understand more and you can understand what is going 
on, but if you think that after this class is over, you can you know devise 
an exit strategy for the US Army, this is not the purpose of this class.” 

 

An Associate Director was also concerned with producing competent MES specialists in 

the brief span of a two-year MA program.  She remarked, “People just don’t have the 

opportunity to think deeply and in a non-competitive way about what interests them, and 

to try and really identify puzzles, identify gaps in scholarship and to really try and solve 

them.”  The brevity of graduate programs and the lack of sustained financial support for 

students’ overseas training are endemic to all the sites.  

The MES faculty view serving the national interest by developing specialists as 

their “responsibility” and view it as a critical component of Title VI Centers.  Many 

respondents, and especially those at the non-degree granting Centers, noted that this 

responsibility extends beyond the university; they feel an obligation to share knowledge 

beyond the university.  “National interest,” for these faculty, involves not only training 

Americans to serve the government as intelligence officers or state department officials, 

but also sharing their knowledge to better inform the American public about the Middle 

East.  A program director from one Center stressed the importance of educating the 

public with the observation that there is ‘no more ivory tower – everything we do is now 
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in the public sphere.’  A staff member described the role of his Center as ‘to teach 

Americans about the Middle East in a broad way through outreach’ and ‘train the next 

generation of scholars and professionals.’  One faculty member and program director 

discussed the number of emails she receives every day asking for information about the 

country on which she focuses her research—from educators, the McNeil Lehr News 

Hour, other press inquiries, and so forth.  Addressing these inquiries, she says, are “part 

of my responsibility,” since she receives government funding for her Center’s work.  She 

added that ‘we are a resource, really a resource for all those parts of the world that people 

don't understand.’  But her sense of responsibility to a national interest has limits; when 

the CIA called her about recruiting students, she said no.  Another Center Director 

discussed the number of requests they have received to give talks about the region, 

referring explicitly to the ways in which Americans’ interest in international issues is 

connected to national security and the national interest: 

“So all these nasty things which [are] happening in other parts of the 
world, especially when Americans get involved in it and Americans are 
killed and American interest or American security interests are in danger, 
then it becomes news, and after the news… synagogues, churches, and 
mosques invite us to go and give lectures, newspapers… We were in so 
much demand when 9/11, that we could not meet really the demand, from 
September 11, 2001 to September 11, 2002, I gave about 167 public 
lectures.” 

 
Outreach, which is part of a center’s Title VI mandate, is an important aspect of how the 

Centers think about the national interest and was often a point of pride in the interviews 

with center directors and staff.  A language professor thought that his university ‘is 

unique, because it does not confine outreach to only schools with K-12 but other 

institutions of higher learning, such as local liberal arts colleges, and even local 

businesses.’  An outreach coordinator spoke about his Center’s extensive outreach 
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program to public school teachers.  He reported that they facilitate approximately 16 

teacher training workshops on the Middle East a year with of 30 participants attended 

each workshop.  He also discussed how his Center worked with their state’s department 

of education to include Middle East topics in the required state curriculum.   He noted 

that ‘we must fit area studies into the [state’s] framework….we giggle about Campus 

Watch’s claim that we are anti-American but we would never be in a [public school] 

classroom if we were anti-American!’  

 From the six Centers in the study, one Center Director felt uncomfortable with 

intertwining of MES and the national interest.  In particular, he was troubled by the 

pressure on MES experts to predict political events in the region:   

“…we operate in a climate that now Middle East Studies is going to be 
blamed for the failure of public policy [in the region]…. we don’t actually 
blame Latin America or Latin American studies for the fact that all Latin 
American countries are electing socialists… we don’t exist in a predictive 
discipline and I think this is the greatest challenge….Middle Eastern 
Studies was about producing this scholarship and not about engaging in 
politics.”   

 
Other faculty acknowledged this tension and the threats to their academic freedom that 

they have experienced since 9/11.  Yet, they incorporated it into their larger sense of 

responsibility to the American public.  For example, when asked how to respond to these 

challenges, many faculty responded that MES scholars must “hold their own” and 

continue to outreach work to educate the public.  There are also critics from within the 

sites that claim CMES is inadequate for preparing Middle East specialists, which will be 

discussed in the following section.  Despite the complexities and challenges associated 

with serving the national interest and internal criticism, CMES directors, faculty, and 
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staff continue to regard it as an important aspect of their centers’ role, mission, and of 

their own teaching in and outside of the classroom.   

  

 Rethinking the National in order to Reorganize the International 

Despite area studies centers’ efforts to develop more cross-cutting areas of focus, 

the perception on campuses is that the forms of knowledge production taking place in 

area studies centers are outdated.  In part, these critiques stem from a growing awareness 

that the world itself is no longer organized in bounded categories.  As discussed above, 

phenomena as wide-ranging as YouTube, Al Qaeda, and multinational corporations, 

cannot be understood in national terms.  The notion of the “national interest,” in turn, 

must be transformed to include cross-national and cross-regional phenomena.  The Dean 

at one site regards areas studies as an “old paradigm” and believes that the move toward 

thematic organization of knowledge, such as religious and global studies, provides a 

better understanding of the particular:  

“We are operating under an old paradigm... I see my mandate as obviously 
taking the best of what area studies can offer with the obvious caveat that 
most who can do it don't actually believe in the over-arching ideology of 
area studies.  First of all, because the Cold War ended, and the kind of 
useful geographic bracketing that was imposed at the time does not seem 
to apply as well at least in the current world… So, the upshot is much of 
what [new thematic and global studies are] trying to promote is trans-
disciplinary and trans-area studies, so the whole thing is a de-centering of 
things that we associate with Middle East Studies…  For example, the 
study of Islam, for the relatively ignorant, would seem to fit in well with 
Middle East Studies but as we know it is not regional.  Islam happens 
outside of the Middle East, and in many ways I think what people are 
really interested in is radical Islam and that is hard to study that in the 
context of a region... So one of our new [centers] is on religion, politics, 
and globalization.  I mean again the focus might be a post-9/11 focus on 
terrorism, but not exclusively to focus on the Middle East or radical Islam 
but to see the whole thing in a global perspective....The study of Arab 
populations, oil, and politics can be desegregated and we arrive at a much 
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better understanding of what is going on by not doing area studies as 
traditionally conceived.” (emphasis added) 

 

Others recognize that the “national interest” is no longer regionally-specific.  A 

professor at a public affairs school, for example, argues that MES has failed to produce 

specialists in the field because ‘it has a weak traditional approach, which has failed to 

produce leaders in Washington DC who have true empathy of what is Islam and the 

Middle East.’  He argues for a cross-cutting approach that would focus on the region as 

well as policy studies to produce graduates who are well versed in policy and 

contemporary Middle East issues and would work for the governments or international 

NGOs.  Currently, he is the process of developing such a program.  A professor on a 

different campus also discussed the failure of Middle East Studies to produce specialists, 

which he attributed to the lack of ‘real expertise in contemporary Middle East’ and 

faculty in the political science and economic disciplines.  This professor is developing an 

Islamic studies program at his university.  A political scientist at another site thought that 

CMES is inadequate in producing experts who are truly emphatic and understanding of 

the region.  He compares MES with Soviet Studies, which he likes to call ‘anti-Soviet 

Studies.’  He explains that these scholars ‘never liked the Soviets and were studying the 

enemy….study the region because they hate the region.’  He furthers that one has ‘to care 

about the region to continue studying it but most people hate the Middle East and [the 

field] is dominated by people who are interested in America.’  

Some of the faculty who had joint appointments in area studies centers and 

thematic centers were equally critical of area studies centers, criticizing their narrow 

focus. A professor in Islamic Studies at one campus, for example, did not want to be 
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defined by area studies, noting that ‘I refuse to be part of only area studies because this 

imprisons one in an ivory tower of Orientalism,” while a professor of Women’s Studies 

on a different campus reports having a “low opinion” of Middle East Studies because of 

its insular nature and lack of intellectual challenge.   

 In sum, many scholars clearly feel that the wave of the future is away from the 

organization of knowledge based on geographic regions and toward thematic approaches 

that cut across regionally-based issues—such as women’s studies, the environment, 

migration, security, or religion.  Other scholars are also opposed to area studies, but for a 

different reason:  they argue that the disciplines are the best setting to ground research on 

any topic, regardless of region or cross-cutting theme.  The following section explains in 

greater detail. 

 

The Challenge of Interdisciplinarity 

Area study centers, as traditionally conceived, are interdisciplinary units designed 

to prepare well-rounded regional specialists.  The mission statement at one Center, for 

example, notes: 

The mission of the Center is to foster and generate knowledge of the 
Middle East, its past and current economic, social and political 
developments, and to promote teaching, learning, research and public 
awareness of the diverse array of Middle Eastern cultures and peoples. 
The Center's continual goal of making greater impact and its striving to 
meet the priorities of Title VI… (emphasis added) 
 

However, there is a disciplinary imbalance within Middle East Studies, 

particularly regarding the underrepresented social science disciplines of economics, 

political science, and sociology.  To evaluate the Centers’ interdisciplinarity, we collected 
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data on affiliated faculty, course offerings, and events and activities sponsored by the 

centers.  Extensive questions about interdisciplinarity and the Centers’ relationship with 

disciplinary departments were included in the interview instruments.  Interviews with the 

directors of graduate advising for economics, political science, and sociology were 

specifically aimed at understanding the attitudes towards and support of Middle East 

Studies in the these departments.  

 Centers’ disciplinary offerings, resources, and faculty representation are varied.  

With the exception of Centers D and E, the Center Directors expressed concern with 

regard to the disciplinary balance on campuses.  Across the sites, economics and 

sociology are underrepresented fields in Middle East Studies (see Table 3).  Political 

science is also a weaker component.  As Table 3 below indicates, faculty representation is 

heaviest in regional languages and literature and secondly in history.  The data collected 

from the interviews reveals that the disciplinary imbalance is caused by two primary 

reasons, faculty hiring and disciplinary trends.   

University structures prevent the centers from hiring faculty.  The centers are not 

academic departments and therefore do not have faculty lines.  Centers cannot simply 

hire faculty to fill in gaps.  The disciplinary composition of a campus is precarious 

because it depends upon departmental priorities and hiring.  Throughout the interviews, 

the lack of faculty lines is the most pressing example of how university structures 

negatively impact a center.23  CMES leaders are well aware of their faculty imbalances, 

however few have the means of improving the situation.  All of the center directors report 

                                                 
23 Center E is the exception.  The center has worked with several departments in arranging eight to ten new 
faculty hires in the past five years.  In part, the hiring spree is attributed to the central administration’s goal 
of decreasing the student teacher ratio in the classroom and there has been increased hiring across the 
university.  More importantly, Provost E has made a commitment to international studies and strengthening 
all area studies departments and centers.   
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that they serve in a limited advisory or consulting capacity to hiring committees.  As the 

Assistant Director of a Center explains:  “A negative effect [of university structures] 

would be our lack of control over faculty hiring; we don’t have any say.  It doesn’t mean 

that we don’t have influence…We are invited quite frequently to hiring committees but 

there is no guarantee.”  A Center Director gives a more pointed example: 

“For example, it would be wonderful to have someone here at the moment 
and I think it is an oddity at this precise moment that we don’t have 
anyone working in sociology or anthropology of the Middle East…but I’m 
not in the position to the go the Dean of Social Sciences and say, ‘I 
demand an anthropologist of the Middle East.’  I do not have that kind [of 
authority] but I do have ways of dropping the hint, sending memos, 
representing the thoughts of the executive committee here about what 
we’ve got, what we need, and sending that up to different levels.  So, it is 
a way in which we are able to intervene in discussions but not specific 
ways and that is problematic.”   

 

Disciplinary trends, which discourage a regional concentration, further skew the 

disciplinary composition.  In interviews with the directors of graduate advising for 

economics and political science, we discovered that few if any students in these 

departments research Middle East topics—particularly in economics.  Throughout the 

interviews, participants contributed the lack of regional expertise and lack of student 

interest to “trends” in the disciplines.  These “trends” consistently refer to the low regard 

or suspicion that disciplinary departments have for area studies in general.  The directors 

of graduate advising were most helpful in elucidating this point and some expressed 

outright disdain for area studies.  The economics advisor at one site plainly stated, 

‘Nobody cares about area studies.’  The advisor in political science at the same site went 

so far as to question why he was being interviewed:  ‘I don’t think this is helpful because 

I don’t care about the Middle East.’  A political scientist at one site does not think that an 
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area study produces rigorous research:  ‘There is a great division because most research 

in the disciplines is analytical but area studies are collections of descriptive information.’   

Center directors and faculty openly discussed the shift away from regional 

specialization.  A head of Arabic Language Studies remarked, ‘Somewhere in the 

academy, disciplines began to change… [One] had to be in a discipline first and a 

regional or area expert second.  The disciplines took us on … Middle East was no longer 

the unifying factor because the discipline became the core.’  He believes that the ‘crisis of 

Middle East Studies’ does not have to do with the field but rather with the changing 

nature of how we study regions.  Director F concurs:  

“Our problem is the social sciences where there is a disciplinary move 
away from the specific knowledge.  And [with] the exception of language, 
literature departments, history and anthropology, which see themselves as 
having a responsibility for the specific, there is a tendency in the social 
sciences…there is a move way from the specific and towards the general 
which some mistakenly call theory.  What some lightly call science.  It has 
nothing to do with science and not what I would recognize as theory.  
Whatever it is - whatever it is that political scientists play with, it has 
increasingly less to do with the specific and I am purposely not using the 
term areas studies because this has nothing to do with area studies … They 
think they are addressing general rules and that is all well and good but it 
means that what students actually are interested in, in many cases, and 
what we need to have taught doesn’t get taught because of [lack of] 
appointments…so we are forced to compensate by making adjunct 
appointments.”24    

   
 

In light of the uneven faculty representation, centers actively work to compensate 

for the underrepresented fields.  They do this through hiring adjunct professors, and by 

sponsoring lectures, conferences, reading groups, and other activities.  To this effect, the 

centers create interdisciplinarity within their centers and sponsored activities.  The 

sponsoring of events and activities, whether it is a conference on the economy of Iraq or a 

                                                 
24 From audiotape transcription. 
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concert of Middle Eastern music, is at the heart of all the centers.  The Centers create 

interdisciplinarity within the Center through inviting speakers from underrepresented 

fields.  The events act as a supplement to the university’s Middle East course offerings 

and faculty.  However, they do not and cannot correct disciplinary imbalances.   

 As we noted earlier, one goal of area studies during the Cold War era was to 

produce specialists trained in the languages, politics, histories, and cultures of those 

regions that posed a threat to the United States.  Although some consider area studies to 

be an “old paradigm,” the need for greater social, political, and economic expertise on the 

Middle East is steadily increasing in light of current events.  However, the Centers’ 

interdisciplinary imbalance hinders their attempt to produce specialists and to fulfill this 

goal of area studies. 
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Table 3:  Faculty Representation for 2005-2006 Academic Year 

 

Academic Field Site A Site B Site C Site D Site E Site F Total 

Anthropology 2 1 2 6 2 5 18 

Art/Architecture 5 1 4 7 2   19 

Economics     1 5 (Agriculture & 
Resource Economics)     6 

Geography   1   3 3   7 

History 8 9 11 8 6 3 45 

Jewish Studies 2 2 2       6 

Middle East Languages & 
Literature (including Near Eastern 
Depts. and Middle East and Islamic 
Studies) 

20 18 18 37 17 31 141 

Political Science 2 1 3   4 3 13 

Public Affairs/Intl Relations/Law 1 2 1 1 1 3 9 

Sociology         2 1 3 

Other* 18 7 11 14 10 10 70 

Total 58 42 53 81 47 56 337 
* "Other" includes fields that are represented at fewer than 3 sites: archaeology, Assyriology, business, classics, communications, 
divinity, education, Egyptology, engineering, Germanic languages, linguistics, medicine, music, natural resources, psychology, 
religion, rhetoric, Romance languages, social medicine, social welfare, theater, and urban planning.   

 
  
 

Thinking Nationally:  Area Studies Centers and the University 

Despite the challenges posed by disciplinary imbalances, globalization, and the 

re-organization of knowledge about international topics around thematic or cross-cutting 

themes, area studies centers continue to be supported by both universities and major 

funders.  Why is this the case?  First, area studies centers do serve several key functions 

for universities:  they promote the study of the region by advocating for faculty hires and 

course offerings focused on the region, by organizing campus-wide events like lectures 
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and concerts, and by sponsoring student scholarships and fellowships; they provide 

language instruction for less commonly taught languages; and they maintain 

advantageous networks in the region.   

Across the sites, the Centers advocate for faculty hires whose work focuses on the 

region.  As an assistant director explains, “…we see our role as being advocates for the 

field” and as such they lobby other departments for faculty hires.  The Centers also 

promote the Middle East through campus-wide activities.  One Center director describes: 

“Within the university, our job is to be the umbrella of Middle East 
Studies across the campus, to provide a space for interdisciplinary 
conversation between faculty and students from different departments, and 
to coordinate campus-wide activities and events to animate and promote 
the study of the Middle East.  We also have outreach that connects to our 
mission [sic] beyond campus.”    

 
The Centers sponsor and co-sponsor with other area study centers, thematic centers, 

departments, outside institutions conferences, lectures, seminars, and other events, which 

are plentiful and constant at all the sites.  Other departments or study centers may sponsor 

events but without funding and a mandate from Title VI, it is unlikely that these events 

would take place with the same breadth and frequency.  

 The Centers also promote the Middle East through funding students to study in 

the region.  FLAS (Foreign Language and Area Study) is a competitive fellowship for 

graduate students (US citizens only) of any discipline, who are enrolled in a modern 

foreign language program and demonstrate potential for academic achievement.  FLAS 

grants provide funding for academic year or summer study at a students’ home institution 

or overseas.  Administering FLAS, which is part of a Title VI grant, provides overseas 

opportunities that may be otherwise unavailable to students.   
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 Through Title VI, the Centers provide for the teaching of less commonly taught 

languages (LCTLs).  A Center Director explained that often there is inadequate student 

enrollment to justify a faculty line for a LCTL, such as Pashto and Urdu.  Title VI 

provides funding to hire instructors, supports intensive summer workshops and seminars, 

and other activities related to language study. 

 Lastly, the Centers maintain networks in the region that are advantageous to 

faculty, students, and the university at large.  Across the sites, the Centers’ faculty is 

eager to help any student travel to the region for study, research, or work.  When asked 

about how he would assist students who may want internships in the region, a Center 

Director replied that he would “open his rolodex.”  These informal networks between the 

CMES and the region are also invaluable in larger university efforts to set up partnerships 

in the region.  Individual linkages with the region would exist without Middle East Study 

Centers but the Centers provide a key focal point for those seeking contacts and 

assistance.   

 The findings discussed above, however, point to a habit of “thinking nationally” 

as an additional reason why area studies centers continue to be supported.  By “thinking 

nationally,” we mean the popular and scholarly habit of thinking in bounded categories—

of dividing the world into nations and clusters of nations (regions).  Nations—and 

regions— in other words, are so much a part of our everyday thinking about how the 

world is organized25 that they shape the ways in which we think about other, non-national 

issues—such as the structuring of teaching and learning in higher education.  When 

Center faculty and directors speak about the importance of serving the “national interest,” 

                                                 
25 See Michael Billig. 1995. Banal Nationalism;  Fox, Jon and Cynthia Miller-Idriss (forthcoming in 
Ethnicities). “Everyday Nationhood.”  .   
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they appear to mean serving the national interest by preparing future experts who are 

trained in the “Other’s” regional and national knowledge, including linguistic expertise. 

It is true that nations are currently the only existing political structure in the 

world; while in the past societies were organized based on feudalism and serfdom, 

monarchies, or tribes, for at least the past few hundred years, nations have been the only 

viable form of political organization beyond local governance.26  Recently, however, new 

forms of social organization have emerged which circumvent nations.  Indeed, some of 

the most innovative (and destructive) social movements and global phenomena in the 

world today, as well as some of the most pressing social issues, are transnational or non-

national.   

The internet, terrorist networks like al Qaeda, global warming and environmental 

pollution, and viruses such as bird flu, to name only a few, do not operate within the 

boundaries of traditional nation-states.  Issues such as migration, immigration, 

transnationalism, and relationships among diaspora communities often bridge multiple 

regions of the world, linking Iran and Los Angeles, North Africa and Paris, Istanbul and 

Berlin.  The economic system has become liberalized through reductions in trade barriers 

and deterritorialized through the growth of multinational corporations and 

transformations in work structures as more and more people “telecommute” from 

physical locations quite distant from corporate headquarters.27  As these kinds of 

transformations begin to challenge the power of the nation-state to regulate and organize 

our social, political, and economic lives, it will be increasingly difficult to justify 

                                                 
26 Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism. 
27 See Jan Scholte (2000?). 
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organizing international knowledge at U.S. universities based on the nation-state 

framework.   

Center directors in particular are keenly aware that the reality of area studies is 

that it is closely linked to national interests.  With the bulk of Center funding tied to 

federal support, Centers’ mandates must take the national interests into account.  But if 

the national interest has changed—or needs to change—to account for cross-national and 

transnational phenomena, then so must area studies centers’ sense of their relationship to 

the national interest.  While scholars may like to think that we are producing knowledge 

for knowledge’s sake, the reality of area studies, as many of our respondents pointed out, 

is that it is in large part driven by national interests.   If they are to remain viable, area 

studies centers will need to do more to embrace cross-regional and non-national issues.  

Even where regionally-specific knowledge is useful, moreover, a broader, more well-

rounded expertise is essential.  In particular, centers need to make greater strides in their 

efforts to provide broadly interdisciplinary training on the region rather than training that 

is heavily focused on the humanities.   

  

Centers’ Adaptability: The Changing Form of Middle Eastern Studies Centers 

In fact, area studies centers have begun to adapt to these kinds of transformations, 

although we suggest there is more they could do.  The centers’ roles on each campus are 

complex.  To capture these roles, questions regarding how one sees or understands the 

CMES were part of almost every interview.28  In describing the CMES, some of the 

following terms and concepts were used: “coordinating body” for the university; 

                                                 
28 The directors of the Latin American and Russian, East European, or Eurasian Study Centers and the 
directors of graduate advising for economics, political science, and sociology were not asked specifically 
about the role of CMES.   
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“advocate” for MES at the university; meeting place; outreach to university and 

community; teaching; source of funding for faculty and students; facilitating teaching and 

research; and training Middle East specialists for government and other non-academic 

careers.  Many respondents used multiple concepts in discussing their Center and the 

range of responses is reflected across the interviews at each individual site.  For example, 

one provost refers to the center as an “anchor point” for Middle East issues because the 

Center provides guidance in moderating campus dialogue.  A faculty member explains 

the Center’s role is to coordinate ‘a bunch of faculty, classes, activities, and FLAS 

[funding] related to the Middle East.’  A staff member added that the Center’s role is ‘to 

teach Americans about the Middle East in a broad way through outreach’ and ‘train the 

next generation of scholars and professionals.’  The chair of the Department of Middle 

East and Near East Studies at the same site distinguishes the role of the center from the 

role of her department:  ‘The Center supports and promotes the study of the Middle East 

on campus….it pulls together faculty from a variety of disciplines.  [Whereas the 

department] is responsible for the teaching of languages and cultures.’  The range of 

responses at this site is consistent with the other sites.29  

The Centers’ mission statements are also fluid and changing.  As one assistant 

director describes: 

“We tweak [the mission statement] every year… Since I've been here, I 
think we've changed the mission statement quite a bit.  I think we have 
really improved it, made it more specific, how it relates to our mandates 
from Title VI versus what we're here to do on campus, how we're serving 
our community here, and how those two things interrelate have become 
more clear in [the mission statement].  Rather than just saying, ‘Our 
mission is to fulfill Title VI mandates’ - that's not really a mission…. I 

                                                 
29 With the exception of Center F where all participants more consistently identify the center with utilitarian 
purposes, such as a coordinating body, an advocate for Middle East Studies, and a sponsor of events; they 
do not associate the center with teaching, training, or social functions.   
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think it gives you more integrity if you're like ‘Look, even if we didn't 
have Title VI, we would still be here, we would still have a purpose, and 
we could still fulfill it; it would just be to a lesser degree.’  Much lesser 
without the money that we have but we could still definitely facilitate 
Middle East Studies on campus and serve as a meeting point for different 
disciplines.” 

 
Another assistant director revealed that their mission statement is currently in flux: “The 

mission statement has gone through a lot of editing and changing and what-not, I think 

we are actually in the process of re-drafting again so couldn’t say that it is our final 

statement.”  A Center Director remarked that their mission statement serves as an 

umbrella, which shifts to accommodate faculty interests: “our mission statement, in 

particular, attempts to create an umbrella in which all those faculty [who have expertise 

in the Middle East] can actually coexist and feel comfortable.”  Another Center Director 

added:   

“I think that the challenge in writing a mission statement for an academic 
institute is to be focused and to give you the kind of latitude that allows 
you to be both active in terms of what you're trying to accomplish and 
reactive in terms of people who materialize and are putting things together 
in a really interesting ways and who may in fact, be coming from a very 
different angle, than say of history or anthropology.” 

 
 

 Thus, the Centers are not static entities.  They could—and in some cases, do—

adjust to transformations in the campus landscape, to changes in faculty composition, and 

to the new forms of knowledge production and organization evident in the creation of 

thematic or cross-cutting centers.  As academic centers, faculty, and students on campus 

move towards more thematic or global approaches to knowledge, the Centers may evolve 

to meet or complement these changes.  To some extent, the Centers in our study have 

already begun to embrace thematic approaches to research as exemplified in their 
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willingness to collaborate with other centers, such as security or migration studies.  But 

we find they could do more to serve as resources for the wide variety of initiatives related 

to international issues on campus.   

 This is especially true for Centers focused on the Middle East, because interest in 

the Middle East or in related areas (such as Islam or Arabic) has increased significantly 

among students since September 11, 2001.30  There is also increased demand from the 

region for American expertise in higher education, particularly from professional schools.  

Satellite campuses from prominent American medical and nursing colleges, engineering, 

architecture, and public policy schools, and specialty schools such as the Georgetown 

School of Foreign Service are being set up throughout the Middle East, especially in the 

Persian Gulf.  But as far as we can tell, the Centers for Middle East Studies have been 

wholly absent from these initiatives.  This is a missed opportunity for these Centers, 

whose collective historical and cultural expertise in the region could significantly aid 

other university units beginning to establish networks in the region.  Faculty from 

professional schools who are planning to spend a semester or year in the region, for 

example, may need cultural sensitivity training.  The Centers could offer pre-departure 

workshops on Islam and the Middle East, intensive basic Arabic courses, or orientation 

sessions on cultural and historical issues in the region.   

 

Conclusion 

Universities have begun to respond to the kinds of global transformations 

discussed above by creating new centers for the organization of international knowledge 

                                                 
30 NOTE:  Insert statistics from EELIAS on changes in Arabic language enrollments (also foreign language 
enrollments more generally). 
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around cross-cutting, cross-regional themes.  But these centers have emerged in addition 

to area studies centers, rather than as a replacement to them.  This is a sensible solution 

for the time being, particularly because area studies centers fulfill at least two key 

functions for the university: teaching foreign languages and helping to build and maintain 

networks in the region. However, if area studies centers are to remain a central part of the 

university, they need to better respond to scholarly critiques, address disciplinary 

imbalances, and reach out more systematically to other campus international initiatives. 

As we discuss earlier, disciplinary imbalances in area studies do not meet current 

national needs for expertise in social, political, and economic issues about particular 

regions, especially the Middle East.  The traditional area studies strengths in the 

humanities—history, literature, anthropology, and other related fields—help create an 

impression that area studies is too far removed from core social science disciplinary 

interests.  The relative low regard with which many social science faculty and university 

administration hold area studies further contributes to the lack of interest among 

disciplinary scholars in focusing on the Middle East or on regions in particular.   

The varying perceptions and understandings of the Centers revealed in these six 

site visits remind us that the Centers are not monolithic.  They have many roles on their 

respective campuses and all centers are different.  No two centers have the exact same 

combination of overlapping roles.  For example, one Center’s role has a greater social 

component than that of another Center, which places a greater emphasis on providing 

funding to faculty and staff.  The multifaceted nature of the centers makes it difficult to 

classify, define, and criticize them.  Scholarly criticism aimed at Middle East Studies is 

often general, one-dimensional, and fails to grasp the potential malleability of the 
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Centers.  The Centers’ flexibility and adaptability could be emphasized when responding 

to the scholarly critiques.   

Although the Centers are somewhat responsive to changes on campus, as their 

changing missions statements illustrate, they could do more to position themselves more 

strategically as expert resources to campus initiatives in the region.  They could be a 

resource during the establishment of satellite professional school campuses which many 

American universities are establishing in cities in the Middle East and Persian Gulf, for 

example.  Currently, universities continue to lean on Middle East Study Centers for the 

instruction of less commonly taught languages and to help build and maintain overseas 

networks, but the Centers have the potential to be of greater use than these two rather 

narrow functions permit. 

 

 
 


