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Abstract: 
On one level geography does not matter to economics. Because economists believe that 

economic theory is universal, they tend to apply the same models of economic behavior to all 
regions of the world. This focus assures that economic theories developed by looking at one area of 
the world (usually the West and most often the US) are applied across regions, and that economists 
are prone to ignore how geographical differences, which in turn may be linked to other physical, as 
well as social and other types of differences, might make economic models developed in one region 
invalid in others.  

A closer look at economics also reveals that while ignoring geography, economists also rely 
heavily on geography for much of their analysis. As an example, national income accounting 
explicitly defines economic activity in terms of  particular physical borders.  In addition, 
organizations such as the World Bank categorize economies by region.  More generally, because of 
their reliance on clearly defined categories that can be statistically represented (often known as 
'dummy' variables), methods used by economists are quite limited and rigidly defined, making 
examinations of issues that defy measurement and defined borders difficult.  

I first explore the implications of the notion of economics as a universal, 'scientific' theory, 
which leads to the assumption that geography does not matter. I will also examine how the 
discipline, while ignoring geography, is very much defined by various geographic and other rigidly 
defined categories, which in turn are a function of the statistical methods economists prefer to use. 
Finally, I will argue that both these issues have real economic implications for individuals and 
countries, since economists have considerable power to dictate policy.  
 



I. Introduction:  

 Economics is a discipline in which very little self-examination takes place. Yet raising 

questions about the categories that economists tend to naturalize is important, particularly given the 

central role economics plays in shaping policy.  In this paper I examine the role geography plays in 

economics, first in terms of the ways economists tend to naturalize certain geographic boundaries, 

while critiquing others.  Secondly I focus on the interaction between economics and area studies, 

with a particular focus on the Middle East.  

A. Defining Economics: What Do (US) Economists Do? 

The term ‘economics’ may be used to refer to decisions or actions people all over the world 

are making that have economic consequences. Or it can be used to refer to the discipline of 

economics. My focus will be on the discipline, even more narrowly on how economics is currently 

taught/practiced at the PhD level in major US academic institutions. Why focus on the production 

of economists in the US? First, I can speak to the structure of the discipline in the US, as a graduate 

of and employee in US academe. A focus on the US of course will reveal different findings than a 

focus on Europe,since as Mitchell (2003b) points out, in the early part of the 20th century, when 

area studies programs were first being established in the US, US academia was already more 

wedded to the notion of separate disciplines than European institutions were. Finally, and perhaps 

most importantly, within the context of a growing emphasis on disciplines, US economists in 

particular are extremely powerful, not only within the context of domestic policy, but also globally. 

A large number of US trained economists become employees not only of the US government, which 

remains the world's only remaining superpower, but also of international organizations such as the 

United Nations, the World Bank, and the International Monetary Fund. In addition, the US 'exports' 

PhDs in large numbers,1 training students from all over the world, many of whom return to their 

country to work in academia or the policy arena.  Thus it is important to examine how economic 

training shapes these young scholars, who in turn will be shaping and implementing economic 

policies all over the world. 

                                                            
1  The National Science Foundation reports that the number of foreign students enrolled in graduate 
programs in Economics, fluctuated between 10,000 and 12,500 between 1995 and 2005, with on 
average an additional 2000 being enrolled in Agricultural Economics programs.  Chen and 
Thompson surveyed programs in the South of the US in 2004 and report that on average 62% of 
students in these programs were identified as foreigners. I also examined a few web pages myself. 
UC Davis lists all their PhD students who are in the job market and half had completed their 
undergraduate education outside the US. in 2004.  An examination of the Michigan State University 
(MSU) web page suggests an even higher percent being foreign born. At least five of the nine job 
candidates were definitively foreign born, and of the other four, two to three others may also have 
been foreign born, suggesting that in 2004 well over 70 percent of MSU graduates were foreign 
born.  Determining what percent return to their country of origin is even more difficult.  



PhD granting economics departments in the US primarily train students in what is known as 

neoclassical economics.  Neoclassical economics is generally taught as a series of mathematical 

models, which are assumed to capture human decision-making. The rational choice framework is 

central to economics, with the underlying assumption of most models being the selfish individual, 

who makes decisions that are economically optimal for him,2 within the context of constrained 

resource availability. Even many models of the macroeconomy begin from the premise of the 

individual decision maker.  

Although the assumptions of formal economic models can be relaxed, by for instance 

rejecting the assumption of selfishness, or assuming that decisions are made by a collective (usually 

a firm, but also a family) rather than an individual, these basic assumptions still tend to dominate, in 

part, as I will explain in more detail later in the paper, because of the empirical intractability of 

more complicated models. In addition, the belief that mathematical modelling is the best way to 

understand economic behaviour remains firmly in place. Most, if not all, articles published in the 

'top' economic journals contain formal models in the form of mathematical equations.  

From their mathematical models economists develop hypotheses, which they test using 

available data. The field of econometrics is the application of statistical analysis to economic 

problems, and required of all graduate students specializing in economics. Empirical economists 

generally require large data sets, as quantitative data are an integral part of most economic analysis. 

As will be discussed in more detail later, apart from being trained to do statistical analysis, and use 

empirical data to develop stylized mathematical economic models of the economy, economists do 

not take any courses in methodology. I have examined elsewhere (Olmsted 2002 and 2004) how the 

use of stylized models, and a narrow definition of methods, limits economists' ability to address 

issues of ambiguity or inconsistency. In this paper I expand on my earlier analysis of the discipline 

by examining how the epistemological and methodological structure of economics shapes 

economists' thinking about geography and area studies.   

B. Defining Geography: 

 The term geography can have many meanings, and is itself a topic of extensive intellectual 

inquiry. While perhaps oversimplifying the meaning of the term, I plan to focus on two distinct, but 

overlapping, meanings of geography, on the one hand the physical properties of land and on the 

other hand the notion of borders. While borders may be closely linked to physical properties such as 

rivers and mountains, they may also invoke notions of culture and difference. I will briefly touch on 

the notion of geography as the properties of land, illustrating how such categories are on the one 
                                                            
2 I use the term 'him' deliberately, in keeping with the feminist critique of neoclassical economics, 
which argues that economists have constructed a theory based on "economics man." See Ferber and 



hand essential, but on the other hand ignored by economists.  But primarily I will explore the 

relevance of geography by examining how economists have dealt with questions of borders and 

difference which, as Mitchell (2003b) has argued, is closely linked to the notion of the nation state.  

II. The Centrality of Borders to Economics 

Economists rarely examine the geographic assumptions behind most of their analysis, but 

geographic definitions shape the way economic (and more broadly social science) research is done 

in a number of ways. First, in terms of the availability of various resources, the economy is 

generally defined by economists as being based on three types of resources - ‘land,’ ‘labor,’ and 

‘capital.’  ‘Land’ generally encompasses all natural resources, such as water, soil, air, wild animals, 

trees, etc. This, in theory would suggest that in discussing national economies, economists would 

address differences in natural resource endowments across countries or regions. Yet it should be 

noted that macroeonomic models often assume away these differences, and that many of these 

models tend to naturalize particular resource distributions.  For example, because most oil is found 

in the third world, while most first world countries are net oil importers, macro economic models 

tend to assume that oil is an input (and therefore a cost), rather than an export and thus a revenue.  

As a result these models assume that rising oil prices will negatively affect the macroeconomy, and 

there is rarely a discussion in macroeconomics of the negative impact drops in oil prices have on oil 

producing countries or regions. This of course is of particular relevance in analyzing Middle East 

economies, as oil is such a key source of revenues for the region.  When economists do discuss oil 

based economies, they tend to refer to them as suffering from “Dutch disease,” another example of 

the ethnocentrism of economic theory, since the term originates from studies of various economic 

patterns observed in Holland after the discovery of natural gas.  

Although the way economists treat resources is worthy of further analysis, perhaps an even 

more important issue concerns the way the data economists use defines (and limits) the way they 

view economies. As Mitchell (2003b: )  points out "[a]s professional, political, and academic 

knowledge came to see the world as a series of nation states, it also came to imagine it to consist of 

a series of discrete national economies." Because economists are expected to study these national 

economies, the data they use are themselves defined in terms of national borders. Mitchell goes on 

to argue that the establishment of state level statistical agencies, as well as United Nations data 

bases, in fact facilitated the types of quantitative analysis on which most economic analysis focuses.  

This in turn solidified the identity of the discipline.  

The statistics used by economists illustrate both the centrality of geography to the types of 

analysis economists do, and the ambivalence inherent in relying on such categories. Economists for 

                                                                                                                                                                                                     
Nelson (1993) for further discussion. 



instance measure national income primarily in two ways – through GDP and GNP.  GDP, or Gross 

Domestic Product, explicitly limits the definition of national income to the income that is produced 

domestically – i.e. within the geographic territory that defines a particular country.  GNP, or Gross 

National Product, on the other hand, defines income in terms of the production of citizens of a 

particular nation, irrespective of their physical location. Notice that the key difference between 

GDP and GNP actually involves the question of how labor is treated, eg whether the focus is on 

workers of a particular nationality, regardless of location, or on workers in a particular location, 

regardless of nationality, a point I will return to later in the paper.  

Economists who focus more on microeconomic issues related to production or consumption 

decisions, must also address issues related to geography, but in a somewhat different way. For 

instance, some debates have taken place among microeconomists over the question of how to 

design surveys to capture information about individuals and the economic units in which they are 

situated. Should the basic economic unit be defined as the household (a more geographically based 

definition) or the family (a kin-based definition).3 Similarly, the increasing frequency with which 

firms are using the strategy of international outsourcing to increase profits has made the 

examination of production processes, which are generally assumed in economic models to take 

place in a single location, more complicated. These examples provide evidence that particularly as 

the economy becomes more globalized, both the micro and macroeconomic categories that 

economists rely on become more problematic, and yet there appears to be little discussion of this 

issue within the discipline. 

The question of how economists not only treat borders, but also how this treatment in turn 

reflects on how they view humans is central. Although economists are to some degree cognizant of 

the ambiguity inherent in certain statistics, they rarely seem to ask questions about how the way 

they define data, let alone the way they define methods reflect their values and lead them to 

naturalize certain categories. Before addressing the methodological ramifications of the questions I 

have raised, it is worth shifting from questions related to borders, to those related more specifically 

to the notion of area studies, while at the same time delving further into the question of how 

knowledge is organized within the discipline of economics.  

III. Organizing Knowledge:  

Because, of all the social sciences, economics is the most wedded to universalist theories, 

and particularly the rational choice model, economists have generally ignored geography in the 

sense of area studies. Mitchell (2003b) suggests that in the initial post WWII period, when area 

                                                            
 their hires.  
3 Each of these categories of course can be further problematized. 



studies programs were being developed, economics departments did play a significant role, but I 

will argue that this role was and continues to be quite minimal. Thus while, as suggested by 

Mirsepassi, Basu and Weaver (2003), political science has been moving increasingly towards 

universal models, and subsequently rejecting the need for an area studies approach, economics has 

been less subject to such a transition, because the disclipline rested more on the notion of 

universalism in the first place.   In fact, as I have noted elsewhere (Olmsted 2004) some economists 

are quite proud of the way economics has colonized other disciplines, through the introduction of 

the rational choice framework, a colonization that, one can argue, is closely linked to the embrace 

of universal models and in a rather contradictory sense, the need for disciplinary boundaries.   

In this section I explore a number of ways in which knowledge is organized within 

economics, as well as in political science, for comparative purposes. First I look at how research is 

generally categorized within economics, and how this in turn is linked to hiring decisions.  Then I 

examine institutional structures, with a discussion of how these also can shed light on the link 

between disciplinary knowledge and area studies. 

A. Subject Descriptors 

An examination of the subject descriptors defined by the American Economics Association 

reveals that the discipline is divided into nineteen subfields, ranging from A – “General Economics 

and Teaching” to Z – “Other special topics,” with few references to geography or area studies. 

Although there is an entire sub-field in academia that explicitly addresses issues elated to economic 

geography, there is no subject descriptor labelled "Economic Geography." Thus it is not a great 

surprise that most Economic Geographers are housed within geography departments and are defined 

as being outside of the discipline. Only one topic makes a direct reference to geography related 

issues – R – “Urban, Rural, and Regional Economics.” This category, it should be noted, at least 

within the context of US academia, is generally used only to categorize the work of scholars 

studying regional differences within the US. Thus all other parts of the world fall outside the 

category "regional economics" and in some sense outside the idea that geography matters. 

Five other categories that refer, either directly or indirectly to area studies or to space or 

geography related issues are F, the category “International Economics,” J, “Labor and Demographic 

Economics,” N, "Economic History," O, “Economic Development, Technological Change and 

Growth” and Q – “Agricultural and Natural Resource Economics * Environmental and Ecological 

Economics.” The first, International Economics, is defined as the study of the movement of goods, 

services and financial capital over international borders. Interestingly, there is no mention of labor 

movements under this category, although labor is identified by economists, along with capital, as 



one of the major categories of inputs needed for production. Migration, instead, is mentioned under 

the category J – "Labor  and Demographic Economics." 

This categorization, I argue, leads to economists naturalizing the notion of goods and capital 

flows within the international arena, while rejecting a similar naturalization of labor flows. This 

peculiar categorization in turn has policy implications, since economists have been rather critical of 

states’ international policies vis a vis trade and capital flows, arguing that countries should open 

their borders, but most economists have remained silent on the issue of labor, seemingly accepting 

states’ rights to limit labor mobility. As economist Hermann Daly points out, in his book with 

theologian Cobb (1994), following their own logic, neoclassical ‘purists’ should in fact be in favor 

of the unrestricted mobility of all inputs, including labor. 4 And in fact, economists have argued 

vehemently that within national boundaries, workers should be expected to move in response to 

economic signals. The fact that they advocate for loosening restrictions on goods and capital, but 

rarely examine the differential way they apply notions of borders to humans illustrates how their 

lack of interrogation of the notion of borders is linked to their naturalizing certain aspects of 

globalization, but not others.  

The category that includes the most frequent mention of areas is N - "Economic History," 

which is organized very differently than all the other categories, since within this category most 

other sub-disciplines are included. In other words, not only is there a category for "Labor and 

Demographic Economics," but within “Economic History," there is the sub-category  “Economic 

History: Labor and Consumers, Demography, Education, Income and Wealth,” which is itself sub-

divided into various geographical categories, including one labelled: “Asia, including Middle East.” 

By contrast, in category J "Labor and Demographic Economics," there is no mention of specific 

regions of the world.  This rather inconsistent way of categorizing knowledge suggests the notion 

that those who study economic history (already a somewhat interdisciplinary and thus suspect 

category) may well need to understand differences in regional histories, but those who for instance 

study the modern economy do not need to distinguish Middle East labor markets from other labor 

markets, as economic theory can tell us all we need to know about them.  

The only other two places where any reference to the Middle East is made are:  a direct 

reference under the category O – “Economic Development, Technological Change and Growth,” 

where there is a sub-category “Economywide Country Studies, Asia including the Middle East;” 

and an indirect reference, under the category Q - “Agricultural and Natural Resource Economics – 

Environmental and Ecological Economics,” where there is a sub-speciality titled: Q380 – 



"Nonrenewable Resources and Conservation: Government Policy" and, in parentheses, the term 

“includes OPEC policy” has been inserted.  

Here again, the way that area studies and area related issues come up, particularly vis a vis 

the Middle East, is revealing. While regional issues are not deemed to be of relevance to 

Macroeconomists, Health, Business or Labor Economists, they are of course relevant to the field of 

“Development," since "Development Economics" is itself the study of a region – the global south.  

One might thus expect, as in the case of "Economic History,” to find multiple references to 

geography. Instead, whereas nine mentions of Middle East can be found in Economic History, 

under Development there is only one code number identified as Middle East specific (again not 

actually Middle East specific, since the region is lumped in with the rest of Asia).  Again, this 

categorization is suggestive of the fact that within the context of modern economies, geography is 

less important.  

It is also worth noting that whereas the term used to describe labor theory is "Labor 

Economics," the term “Economic Development,” is used in category O. This category is one of the 

few where the term economic precedes, rather than following, the descriptor, (with one of the others 

not surprisingly being Economic History), suggesting somehow that while Labor Economics is a 

theoretical specialization, Economic Development (and Economic History) is the study of a 

process.  

The fact that OPEC is specifically mentioned in the list of categories that is otherwise 

devoid of any other mention of actual institutions, is also significant.  There is no mention for 

instance of the World Bank, the United Nations, the US government, or any other commodity 

cartels. In fact OPEC is singled out as the only institution that has it’s own sub-category, within the 

larger category of natural resources. The mention of OPEC is suggestive of a number of issues. 

First, the centrality of oil to the functioning of economies is clearly part of this sub-text. In, 

addition, the inclusion of this category somehow suggests that OPEC is a unique and perhaps 

deviant institution, in need of particular examination. 

A closer look at the subfields within economics is also revealing for other reasons.  One 

item worth examining is the contents of category Z, which was allegedly set up as a catch-all for 

categories that do not fit elsewhere within the schematic set up. In examining the various categories 

within Z, it is noteworthy that except the first sub-category, which is the general catch-all “Other 

Special Topics: General,” all five other sub-categories within Z refer to the notion of “Culture.”  

                                                                                                                                                                                                     
4 They actually make this point not in order to advocate for more labor mobility or the dissolution of 
national boundaries, but instead to make the argument that nation states need to increase their 
control over capital and goods movements. 



From this one reads the fact that culture is somehow categorized as an Other, which does not fit 

within the category of Economics.  

It is also worth looking at how large the number of sub-fields within each major category is. 

Two fields that stand out as being particularly lengthy in terms of further sub-division are 

"Economic History" and "Mathematical and Quantitative Methods." While it is not surprising that 

Mathematical and Quantitative Methods contains a very long series of sub-categories, given that it 

is one of the fields that is most heavily emphasized within economics, the number of sub-categories 

under “Economic History” is deceptively long, because each other category is again listed within 

Economic History.  Economic History is in fact one of the fields that is increasingly being 

deemphasized in economics, while Mathematical and Quantitative Methods has gained importance. 
5It is noteworthy that the latter category is the only one that addresses issues of methods and 

methodology, and, as will be explored in more detail later, suggests how narrowly economists 

define of methods.  

An attempt to compare the categories used by economists, with those developed by political 

scientists in the US proved somewhat difficult, but was revealing in a number of ways.  First, I had 

far more difficulty locating similar categories for political science.  I eventually located a web page 

sponsored by Ovid,6 which included fourteen categories, ranging from 9000 – “History and 

Theory,” to 9260 – “Public Policy/Administration.”  Again, no explicit mention of geography or 

area studies was made in either the categories or sub-categories, although some indirect references 

to these issues could be found.  One such category is 9060 – “International Relations,” which serves 

a role similar to “International Economics,” except that human mobility issues, within the sub-

category “Refugees/Immigration,” are explicitly listed in this case. Notions of space are also raised 

in the category 9080 – “Government/Political systems,” which includes subcategories for 

comparative, national as well as state/local studies. These same notions, comparative, national and 

state/local also come up in category 9100 – “Politics.” Political science also has a category labelled 

“Political Economy,” as well as others that look at how Politics intersects with Society and 

Religion, suggesting there is more room within Political Science for interdisciplinary inquiry.  

Interestingly though, no mention is made of area studies, per se. 

Another list that provides some insights into how US Political Scientists view their 

discipline is the American Political Science Association “Organized Section List.”  This includes 37 
                                                            
5 In 1991, 29 positions (1.1 %) were listed that included Economic History as a field, while 267 
(10.1 %)  included Mathematical and Quantitative Methods as a field. In 2003 only 23 jobs (0.6 %) 
included Economic History, while Math/Quant had gone up to 416 (11.7%) (Hinshaw 1992, 
Siegfried 2004). 



categories, ranging from Federalism and Intergovernmental Relations (1) to Qualitative Methods 

(37). Again area studies, and geography more generally, play a minimal role, with only one explicit 

reference to a region, in category 21 – "European Politics and Society." This category is itself 

suggestive of the ethnocentrism of the discipline, as it only singles out Europe, (one supposes in 

contrast to the hegemonic category US,) as worthy of focus. 

B. Who's Who In Economics/Area Studies?  

Given that mentions of geography and area studies are even fewer among the categories 

devised by political scientists in the US, and generally subsumed under categories such as 

Comparative Politics, Foreign Policy, International History and Politics and Comparative 

Democratization, one could conclude that area studies is even less central to political science than to 

economics, but an examination of employment patterns suggests a somewhat different picture.  

Economics departments generally use the same subject descriptors used to categorize 

research that they use to categorize job candidates and positions.  Advertisements generally specify 

the need for a specialization in "Econometrics," “Labor,” “International,” or (decreasingly) 

“Development,” but rarely specify a regional specialization. While a scholar who specializes in 

international or development may have carried out research in the Middle East, that would generally 

not be as important in the hiring process, as the theoretical specialization. Or, as Mitchell (2003b: 

18) puts it, "in anthropology (as in history and literature) everyone was an area expert, while in 

economics no one was." By contrast, an examination of job postings in political science suggests 

that Middle East, and other regional specializations, are more likely to be listed as desirable 

characteristics of job candidates, although generally within the sub-category "Comparative 

Politics."  

An examination of the major Middle East studies programs7 in the US reveals that while 

these departments are dominated by historians and language specialists, they contain quite a few 

political scientists as well, but very few economists. In fact, in 2005, the only economists holding 

positions within major Middle East studies programs were Roger Owen (housed in the history 

department at Harvard) and Tarik Yousef (a student of Owen's), who had a position at Georgetown 

University's Center for Arab Studies8  

                                                                                                                                                                                                     
6 Ovid provides many of the on-line platforms used by research libraries to organize and access 
academic research. 
7 I examined web pages for fifteen programs most of which receive US Dept. of Education Title VI 
money. These included the University of California campuses in Los Angeles, Berkeley and Santa 
Barbara, the Universities of Chicago, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Texas (Austin), Arizona, 
Harvard, Columbia, Georgetown, Princeton, Yale, Georgia State and New York Universities.  
8  I did find five Agricultural Economists at Berkeley who were affiliated with the Middle East 
Center.  These economists though have made minimal contributions to the pool of published 



By contrast all Middle East studies programs examined, with the exception of Harvard's, 

contained political scientists. Although Mitchell (2003b:9) suggests that the number of political 

scientists associated with Middle East programs has diminished, his conclusions may be premature. 

He states that "[b]y 1967 there were tenured specialists in Middle Eastern politics at, among others, 

Harvard, Princeton, Michigan, UCLA, Northwestern, Chicago, Columbia, NYU, and Berkeley." 

Then in parentheses he states that "[t]hirty years later, there were tenured Middle East politics 

faculty only at the last three out of that list."  My own count, carried out in 2005, suggests that 

political scientists far outnumber economists. For example, there are six tenured political scientists 

at the nine schools mentioned by Mitchell, as well as one untenured faculty member. The two 

schools on his list that no longer have Middle East political scientists are Northwestern, which 

seems to have dismantled much of its program, and Harvard, where Roger Owen is. 9 

What does the lack of economists in Middle East studies suggest?  On the one hand this 

could be due to the fact that area studies programs are wary of hiring economists. Or, as Hajjar and 

Niva (1997: 7) suggest, it could be that financial pressure on universities has led them to seek  “new 

hires … who can handle a broad(er) range of teaching responsibilities.” I would argue that while the 

above factors may play a small role in the patterns we are seeing, economists' disinterest in, and 

even hostility towards area studies programs plays the largest role in explaining these patterns. 

Concerning Hajjar and Niva’s suggestion, while it is certainly true that colleges and 

universities are under financial pressure, and this may reduce the attractiveness of hiring scholars 

who focus on a particular geographic area, this cannot explain why, as a report by MESA that they 

cite reports, the “most insecure disciplines for specialists on the Middle East are economics, where 

an estimated 80 percent of the current positions would not be refilled with someone who works on 

the Middle East (9).”   In contrast, political science, which Mitchell worried was moving away from 

a commitment to area studies, is one of the fields that is most likely to refill its Middle East 

positions  (along with History and languages and literature).  

Returning to whether there is any validity to the first suggestion, there certainly appears to 

be a battle going on within Middle East studies over issues related to epistemology and 

                                                                                                                                                                                                     
research on the Middle East. And three of the five have rather narrow interests within the region - 
listing themselves as experts in Israeli water issues, after having received grant money in the 1990s, 
when a considerable amount of money was available to academics, in conjunction with the 
Palestinian Israeli 'peace process.' A handful of other economists, housed in economics 
departments, but with a focus on the Middle East included two at the University of Utah and one at 
Ohio State University.  Johns Hopkins also hires an economist on a part-time basis to teach one 
Middle East economics course.   
9 Of course these numbers are in continuous flux, since scholars change positions either out of 
necessity (not getting tenure) or to pursue other opportunities. Tarik Yousef for instance has 
recently left his position at Georgetown to become Dean of the Dubai School of Government. 



methodology, a battle I first noted in reactions from colleagues to speeches by the two most recent 

MESA presidents, both of whom are female political scientists.  In her 2003 presidential speech, 

Lisa Anderson argued: "Informing policy debates with the sort of evidence scholars bring to bear is 

an essential part of responsible policymaking in the modern world. We, as the community of 

scientists and scholars devoted to the production and deployment of evidence, a project we 

sometimes call the search for truth, must remain faithful to that purpose even, perhaps especially, 

when policymakers seem distracted or uninterested. We must also make that evidence accessible."  

Some historians, I discovered in private discussions, read this statement as an indirect critique of 

and attack on the work historians and other researchers, who are not located within the 

contemporary period and/or the social sciences, are doing.   

The following year, aspects of Laurie Brand's speech, on the other hand, appeared more 

defensive in nature, as she seemed to be responding to the implicit (counter) criticism, that 

contemporary social scientists, by carrying out policy driven research, are (unwittingly) the tools of 

the ‘empire.’ She stated: “I insist that those who draw strict lines between accepting a government-

sponsored educational grant and participating in a conference by the State Department or the 

Central Intelligence Agency, need to rethink their position."  She continued by arguing that "if one 

has reservations about aspects of US policy, one cannot simply accept one’s Fulbright and then 

deny implication in the broader imperial/political system because the funding comes from the 

Department of Education." 

I witnessed similar tensions while serving on the MESA program committee, where I was 

struck by the hostility that some on the committee expressed towards empirically based, social 

science studies that relied on large data sets.  While this critique was not vocalized in terms of 

methods, but instead using the argument that proposals were 'undertheorized' and/or provided a 

discussion of 'the obvious,' the underlying  assertion seemed to be that the methods and the 

objectives of this research was uninteresting or inappropriate for MESA. 

Given the hostility between the humanities and the social sciences, one could conclude that 

the lack of economists in Middle East studies programs is due to the hiring practices of the 

programs. And I don’t doubt that some of this goes on. But given that political scientists, whose 

approach is often similar to economists’, have been far more successful in obtaining positions in 

these departments, and also hold positions of considerable power within MESA (with as noted 

above two recent presidents being political scientists), the lack of economists in Middle East studies 

programs seems more a function of Economics. 

My own experiences on the job market, as well as teaching at the University of Michigan, 

Flint provide some insights into how economists at what are considered the most prestigious PhD 



granting institutions view area studies and geographic specialization. In a conversation with the 

director of the Center for Middle East studies program in Ann Arbor, I offered to teach a Middle 

East economics course on the Ann Arbor campus and was told that although the center would be 

very happy if such a course were offered, the economics department had little interest in one. The 

director also explained that he had approached the chair of economics, asking if it would be 

possible to make a joint appointment between economics and Middle East studies, but was told that 

such scholars would not be acceptable to the economics department, because they, by virtue of the 

fact that they would have spent time learning local languages and trying to understand the region, 

would have less developed skills in the area of theory. Discussions with other colleagues suggest 

that similar attitudes prevail at other schools, where economists with a regional focus are seen as 

less serious and not being tenurable in economics.10 I was also told by a colleague that studying the 

Palestinian economy would not be very valuable, since it was such a special case that this precluded 

my ability to make a theoretical contribution. In addition, I was advised on a number of occasions to 

broaden my research focus beyond the Middle East in order to improve my marketability (which I 

eventually did when I joined the Dept. of Ag and worked on US poverty issues).  

Economists' indifference towards area studies is also reflected in the type of curricula 

available in economics. A quick google search for instance revealed that very few courses that 

include a discussion of Middle East economic issues are taught, and when they are offered, it is 

often in geography, history or political science, rather than economics departments. Not only is it 

difficult to find courses in Middle East economics, as the notion that economic theories are 

universal and applicable globally solidifies, but hires in Development Economics and Comparative 

Economic Systems11 are also becoming less common at larger research universities.12 After all, why 

would it be necessary for scholars to specialize in countries in the process of ‘developing,’ or to 

compare capitalism with other possible systems, now that  capitalist models prevail and economic 

theory is assumed to be universal and therefore studying ‘development’ is not necessary, since all 

countries should/will follow the same economic path. If economic theory is universal, this precludes 

the need to examine the uniqueness of particular region and/or the need to weigh various alternative 

approaches to economic policy.  
                                                            
10 This also points to the problem that some, but not all area studies programs have, which is that 
they often have to find a disciplinary department in which to house their hires, again illustrating to 
the power disciplines have over inter-disciplinary programs.   
11 Comparative Economic Systems, is a sub-set of the category Economic Systems, which generally 
involves comparing market oriented and state controlled economies. Following the dissolution of 
the Soviet Union, this field no doubt became less popular. 



While academic economists seem uninterested in regions, the World Bank and other 

international organizations are organized not only by economic category, but also by region. Still, I 

would argue that the geographic units are not seen as locations from which theoretical contributions 

are made, but rather where regional policies are examined and empirical analysis done. Or put 

another way, geographic units are often used to identify compliance with neoliberal policies and the 

locations of 'deviant' policies or countries in need of reform. 

In addition, the World Bank has historically discouraged employees from focusing on a 

particular region, for a number of reasons.  First, regional expertise is not highly valued, since 

economic theory is seen as not being regionally based, and perhaps more importantly because too 

much familiarity with a region is viewed as making one more prone to bias in one’s analysis.  While 

this view has changed somewhat in recent years, World Bank employees are still likely to change 

their geographic focus periodically, and most work in a number of (often very different) regions 

during their career.  

Economics does tolerate regional specialists and development economists, for instance by 

allowing the Middle East Economics Association (MEEA) to organize a certain number of sessions 

at what is perhaps the largest gathering of economists in the world - the Allied Social Science 

Association (ASSA) meetings. Despite its rather deceptive name, the ASSA meetings, which is 

dominated by the American Economic Association (AEA) attracts primarily economists (often 

close to 10,000 participants).13 A substantial number of economists who focus on the Middle East, 

both from the region, as well as Northern countries (primarily the US) attend the ASSA meetings 

and present papers, primarily in sessions organized by MEEA. But in recent years the number of 

slots allotted to MEEA (as well as other groups defined as being on the fringe, or taking a 

'heterodox’14 approach to economics) has been reduced (in the case of MEEA rather substantially, 

from 14 down to 6), with the ASSA claiming that attendance at the sessions was low.  In fact 

attendance is often a problem, since few non-MEEA members attend these sessions, suggesting that 

Middle East issues are of minimal interest to most of the profession.  

While active (on the margins) of the ASSA, few Middle East economists are members of the 

Middle East Studies Association (MESA) of North America.  The numbers reported by Hajjar and 

                                                                                                                                                                                                     
12 Positions that included a field in Development dropped from 151 to 145 between 1991 and 2003, 
although the number of jobs in Economics rose from 2633 to 3563. As a result, Development went 
from being the 6th most popular field to the 12th. 
13 The number of registrants is reported in the AEA minutes and in recent years has ranged from 
7500 to 9000 (See http://www.vanderbilt.edu/AEA/news.htm#minutes). 
14 Economists who incorporate Marxist, Feminist, Post-colonial, Post-Keynesian, Austrian and 
other types of theory that may challenge or be critical of Neoclassical Economics are generally 
labeled ‘heterodox’ within the discipline. 



Niva (1997) suggest that the percentage of political scientists in MESA declined from 24.4 to 19.7 

percent between 1968 and 1996, while the percent of economists went from the already low figure 

of 5.6 down to 2.3 percent. And the downward trend may have continued, since in 2007 the MESA 

Newsletter reported that only 3 out of 822 scholars (less than 0.5%) who had papers accepted for 

the MESA conference identified themselves as economists.  In contrast, 129 authors (15.7%) 

identified themselves as Political Scientists, suggesting that the latter are still well represented at 

MESA.  Given the field of economics is at least as large as field of political science15 these various 

numbers suggest not only that economics as a discipline sees little use for area studies (and hasn’t, 

even since the 1960s), but also that economists who focus on the Middle East find the 

interdisciplinary networking forum provided by MESA to be of little use. 

It is also noteworthy that among economists who work in the Middle East, historically very 

few have done studies of Middle East economies. When I visited the West Bank in the late 1980s, I 

was able to locate only one economist and one agricultural economist who were teaching at West 

Bank universities and doing research on the Palestinian economy. Since economists trained in the 

US are encouraged to focus their research either in economic theory, which means developing a 

mathematical model that includes no reference to a particular geographic location, culture or 

political system, or to do empirical research in a region where data were abundant and easily 

available, it is not surprising that those economists returning ‘home’ would not focus on the region 

in carrying out their research.  Particularly in the case of the Middle East, where large data sets have 

not been widely available historically, research on their economy by indigenous economists was not 

common..16  Thus for both empirical and theoretical reasons research focusing on the Middle East 

has been limited, either because of data limitations, or because the problems facing these countries 

were seen as theoretically uninteresting. In recent years though, particularly after the establishment 

of the Economic Research Forum (ERF), and the greater availability of data and research funds, 

more economists in the region have been focusing on Middle East economic issues. Still, these 

economists tend to draw on theoretical and methodological ideas developed in the US in carrying 

out their research, and rarely are economists focusing on the Middle East seen as being capable of 

making theoretical contributions to the field. 

V. Economic Schizophrenia and Orientalism 

                                                            
15 In 2004 APSA reported having about 15,000 members http://www.apsanet.org/section_417.cfm, 
while the AEA reported having between 17,000 and 19,000 paid members in recent years. 
http://www.vanderbilt.edu/AEA/table_members.htm 
16 Again a quick check of the dissertation topics of both various job candidates or recent economics 
graduates suggests that most either wrote theoretical dissertations that made no reference to a 
region, or used empirical, US or international (trade or exchange rate) data in their dissertation.  



Although they have been relegated to its margins, most Middle East economists have 

remained loyal to their discipline. In this way US academia has in fact been quite successful in 

'exporting' the notion of economics as a distinct social science, not only with clear boundaries (eg 

economics is the study of markets and culture, history and politics are not central to an 

understanding of economics) but also a universal theory. And as Mitchell (2003a) points out, 

economists increasingly are defining themselves by their methods, leading to the Middle East, as 

well as other parts of the world, containing plenty of quantitative economists, in search of large data 

sets with which they can test their theories.   

Economists have also continued to give their colleagues in areas studies a wide girth. Given 

how area studies has been critiqued at the very least for promoting orientalism, and at the very 

worst for being a tool of imperialism, one could view economists' unwillingness to engage with area 

studies as a sign that the discipline has not itself been a tool of imperialism. But as a collection by 

Zein-Elabdin and Charusheela (2004) points out, this has certainly not been the case. In fact one 

could argue that although it followed a very different route, economics, precisely because of its 

attempts to apply universal theories, has served empire, while falling into the trap of orientalism. 

This has been particularly the case of development economics. Callari (2004: 127) argues that 

development economics "in its better days … lived as a field with a split personality: on the one 

hand there were structuralist and universalist approaches to economic development, and on the 

other hand there were culturalist approaches to it." While I think the point he was trying to make 

was to give credit to those economists who resist the temptation to do decontextualized research, I 

think one can also argue that to some degree these approaches are practiced simultaneously by the 

same scholars. For instance, when national economies, or economic 'actors,' refuse to cooperate 

with economists' theories, economists have on the one hand tried to maintain their argument that 

economic theories are universal, but at the same time they have been forced to explain the failure of 

their models to predict economic outcomes. This they have often done in terms of notions of 

'deviance.'  Such explanations of course are easy to fall into in an environment where orientalist 

thought is not challenged. By suggesting that there is something different and therefore inferior, not 

just about the Middle East, but most developing countries, these economists can conclude that the 

problem lies not with economic theory, but instead with 'culture,' which they can consequently point 

out, falls outside of economics and thus they do not study. 

It should be noted though that not all economists have followed the path I described above. 

Like Callari, I argue that there are in fact different types of economists, and in looking at who does 

research on the Middle East, I would argue that they fall into three broad categories.  There are of 

course a handful of economists who contextualize their studies within the relevant social, political 



and economic histories of the region. But these economists often publish in “marginal” or 

‘interdisciplinary’ journals and are not recognized as major players in the discipline.  More 

prevalent are those who are fairly regular contributors to the field of Middle East economics, and 

may be familiar with the Middle East literature within economics, as well as the more general 

‘theoretical’ literature in economics, but who rarely problematize economic theory in their attempts 

to explain Middle East economies. The third category of researchers are those who have not written 

about the Middle East previously, but who from time to time, when a particular topic is ‘hot,’ or 

when a particularly interesting data set is made available, may apply their economic tool kit to a 

specific issue in the region. 

A recent and particularly policy relevant example of the latter category is an article  

published in the Journal of Economic Perspectives, which rarely covers Middle East issues, titled 

“Economic Prospects and Policy in Iraq.” This article (Block et al 2004) was written by four 

researchers with no previous background in the Middle East, who, after working for the “Coalition 

Provisional Authority (CPA),” wrote a piece in which they concluded, not surprisingly, that: 

“sustained economic growth will depend on whether Iraq’s future leaders pursue the pro-market 

approaches the Coalition has advocated. If the Iraqi economy is to reach its potential, it will need to 

go even farther than the Coalition did, implementing reforms the Coalition did not pursue because 

of security concerns.”  Perhaps more disturbing than the article itself, was the reaction that an Iraqi 

colleague, who had written his dissertation on the Iraqi economy, received when he wrote a 

comment critiquing the analysis in the paper. The journal swiftly rejected his comment, thus 

precluding even the presentation of a differing view-point on the subject of how best to address the 

dismal state of the Iraqi economy. The comment was subsequently turned into a full length article, 

which was published by Third World Quarterly. (See Yousif  2006.) 

I had a similar experience a few years ago, when I attempted to critique a piece written by 

two economists, who argued that Christians and Jews in Israel could be categorized as fitting into 

one category (A), in terms of their views about gender roles, while Muslims fit into another (B).  

When I argued that reducing ‘culture’ to a binomial variable was problematic in general, and that 

the specific categorization being theorized by these authors was particularly problematic given 

Israel’s history, I was basically told that the evidence presented by these authors (as well as other 

research) suggested that Muslims were ‘different,’ and that unless I could provide empirical 

evidence to refute these authors’ conclusions, my comment would not be published. I also was able 

to subsequently publish my comment, but in another journal. (See Olmsted, 2002). 

These two examples illustrate not only the careful gatekeeping that takes places within 

economics, where attempts are made to dismiss and silence critiques by economists who have 



actually taken the time to specialize in the region. These examples also illustrate how methods are 

used to define the limits of the discipline.  In my subsequent work (Olmsted 2004) I have argued 

that it is in part the very narrow way that economists define methods that has led to them not only to 

define certain scholars as outside the discipline, but also to erase ambiguity and simplify notions of 

difference in their analysis. In their efforts to reduce everything to a number, economists generally 

include ‘dummy’ variables, which are often used to statistically capture variables that cannot be 

measured numerically. Returning to the issue of geography, for instance, in an empirical analysis 

including various countries or regions, each country/region can be introduced as a separate variable, 

so that regional differences can be separated from universal ‘truisms.’  Subsequent treatment of 

these 'dummy' variables generally takes two forms - in some cases regional differences are simply 

ignored, with the unstated conclusion being that these represent statistical 'noise' and cannot 

contribute to our understanding of economic processes. I admit to having followed this practice 

myself, for example in a paper I wrote with Datt (2004), which examined wage patterns in Egypt 

and included unanalyzed dummy variables for each governorate. 17 

Alternatively, geographic (and other dummy) identifiers may be deliberately isolated, in 

order to shed light on regional differences and particularly to capture ‘culture’ or other ‘differences’ 

using these rather simplistic dummy variables. As an example, a recent paper by Adams and Page 

(2003) identifies how various regions have performed in terms of poverty and inequality. These 

authors use statistical analysis to reach the conclusion that the Middle East and North Africa 

(MENA) have experienced relatively low incidences of poverty and income inequality.  While the 

findings of these authors put the region in a positive light, much of the literature is critical of 

MENA's economic policies and failure to integrate into the global economy and have reinforced 

orientalist assumptions about the region. 

Conclusions: 

There is a dearth of research on the economies of the Middle East for a number of reasons.  

First, large, statistically reliable data sets have been missing for much of the region, and given the 

methodological structure of the discipline, this had led to a lack of economic analysis. Secondly, 

there has been an assumption that analysis of the region is unnecessary, either because economic 

theory is universal, or because the Middle East is a special case (due to ‘culture,’ violence and/or 

oil), and is uninteresting, since it can't shed light on economic theory. In addition, some of the 

research that does exist has been carried out by economists trained in the neoclassical tradition and 

thus is likely to assume rather than examine the question of whether Western models of economies 
                                                            
17 In fact the question of how to use statistical analysis responsibly and effectively is a question I 
continue to struggle with, since, despite my concerns about the limits of such analysis, I do not wish 



are relevant, or to explain any differences by invoking orientalist stereotypes. Of course there are 

exceptions to these rather sweeping conclusions. Various 'heterodox’ scholars within economics,  as 

well as scholars from other disciplines who focus on economic issues, have contributed to our 

understanding of economic conditions in the region, although these scholars continue to be 

marginalized, since their methods are suspect,  and thus their work can be dismissed.  Because of 

their focus on women's non-market contributions, feminist economists for instance have been 

among those who have been most vocal in challenging the notion of economics as being strictly the 

study of markets. In addition, because of their focus on the link between gender roles and economic 

outcomes, feminists have been vocal critiques of the notion of economics as somehow separable 

from notions of culture and have also called for nuanced notions of culture.  It is thus likely that in 

the future critiques of economic theory when applied to the Middle East are likely to come from 

scholars who may or may not work on the Middle East, but who are taking a more critical view of 

economic theory. These same scholars are not only challenging the way the discipline defines 

concepts such as markets and methods, but also notions such as 'nations' and borders. Of course if 

others in the profession also began to interrogate these concepts, they would also be questioning the 

very borders of their discipline and their superior claims to knowledge and truth, which would be a 

rather frightening experience.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                     
to reject the idea of using statistical analysis altogether. 
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