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To illuminate the context within which the rest of the contributions of this volume 
are located, we provide a historical perspective on the development of “Middle East 
studies” in the modern university. Arguing that this history reflects both the varied 
and rarely congruent political contexts and the converging institutional evolution 
of universities globally, we examine how the study of the Middle East and North 
Africa illustrates an uneasy tension in simultaneously fostering critical inquiry,  
producing educated elites, serving national interests, meeting international markets, 
and producing truly global knowledge. These different aims of the university not only 
exist in tension but might, under certain conditions, become actual contradictions. 
We may be experiencing such a moment of contradiction at the present time, both in 
the United States and in the Middle East and North Africa itself.

Much social science research takes place outside universities–in think 
tanks, private consultancies, international organizations, and corpo-
rate research departments. Most Middle East studies programs are 

outside the Middle East–in North America, Europe, and increasingly East and 
Southeast Asia.1 This means that the focus of this essay and of the volume it is a 
part of–university-based social science research on the Middle East and North 
Africa–is one, if consequential, subset of a much larger, ill-defined collection of 
research enterprises within and beyond the Middle East itself. The imperatives of 
these enterprises differ, indeed sometimes seem to undermine each other, as the 
profit motive of consultants jostles with the humanitarian impulse of internation-
al organizations, or the national security demands of governments run up against 
the bureaucratic requirements of global higher education rankings. Nonetheless, 
locating university social science on the Middle East in this landscape provides a 
useful backdrop to the discussion that follows.

Much early social research was–and continues to be–undertaken by govern-
ment agencies. By the end of the nineteenth century, new and newly ambitious 
states endeavored to manage urban growth, promote social mobility, mitigate 
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poverty, sustain agriculture, police conduct, and foster innovation. “Seeing like a 
state” required social science.2 Over the twentieth century, the business value of 
greater knowledge and better data became clear as well. Corporate research de-
partments devoted to divining consumer preferences, marketing strategies, and 
financial and political risk grew, while multinational corporations developed new 
products and expanded into novel markets after World War II. The creation of the 
United Nations and the Bretton Woods organizations–the International Mone-
tary Fund and the World Bank–generated still more demand for systematic data 
collection and analysis about people and their social, cultural, economic, and po-
litical lives. International advocacy organizations and think tanks proliferated 
and employed social scientists to systematically collect and analyze data about in-
dividual and collective human behavior. 

Today in the Middle East, as public policy scholar Dina El Khawaga has pointed 
out, social science research is housed in “Arab universities that produce academic 
theses and courses; think tanks; and private and specialized research centers [as 
well as] human rights organizations or independent online journalism.”3 Major 
global consulting companies provide research for governments and multinational  
corporations while international organizations, like United Nations agencies, 
regularly commission research undertaken by local consultants. Universities are 
hardly alone; indeed, they are a relatively modest feature of the big picture.

That said, universities have remained crucial to sustaining the social science 
research enterprise as sites of training and of theoretical and methodological in-
novation: the production, accumulation, and transmission of knowledge. The as-
sociation of research and teaching in the development of the American research 
universities, an innovation originally imported from Germany in the nineteenth 
century, afforded social scientists a measure of independence and autonomy that 
permitted and fostered both invention and self-reproduction through research 
and teaching.4 

A s a field, Middle East studies was originally driven by multiple purposes, 
very few of which were internal to the region. As Edward Said showed, 
almost from the birth of Islam, Christian unease drove both curiosity 

and antagonism in Europe, but by the nineteenth century, European interest was 
heightened by imperial ambition: European militaries were occupying North Af-
rican territories, European travelers were investigating the Arabian Peninsula, and 
Americans were exploring the Holy Land, including Daniel Bliss, founder of the 
American University of Beirut in 1866, and Mark Twain, who published his trav-
elogue Innocents Abroad in 1869.5 Paris’s Sciences Po (Institut d’études politiques) was 
established in 1872, and in 1886, the university created a colonial studies program 
to better equip the French colonial administration.6 By the twentieth century, the 
demand for qualified administrative staff, as well as commercial agents, mission-
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aries, doctors, and other representatives of what the League of Nations would 
soon formally call the “civilized world” to work in the territories of the defunct 
Ottoman Empire, created yet more demand for educational programs.7 London’s 
School of Oriental Studies opened in 1916 (renamed in 1938 as the School of Ori-
ental and African Studies) to prepare Britain’s political, commercial, and military 
representatives in Asia and Africa. 

The American rise to global power after World War II led to the formaliza-
tion of “foreign area studies” in the United States, and by the 1960s, the American 
government was funding dozens of university-based centers on the Middle East 
and North Africa, supporting hundreds of students to study the “less common-
ly taught” languages of the region.8 Although there were concerns that the end 
of the Cold War would lessen interest in foreign area studies in the United States 
in favor of “international” or “global” studies, in fact–and in no small measure 
thanks to the U.S. response to the attacks of 9/11 in the “Global War on Terror”–
by the 2020s, the United States had more than fifty academic centers devoted to 
the study of the modern Middle East. By contrast, there were only four academ-
ic centers on the Middle East and North Africa in the entire Arab world: three at 
English-medium universities established by Americans–the American Universi-
ty of Beirut, the American University in Cairo, and the Georgetown University  
campus in Qatar–and one operating in Arabic–the Arab Center for Research 
and Policy Studies and the associated Doha Institute of Graduate Studies in Qa-
tar. (There were also two in Turkey, both at English-medium universities, and sev-
eral more in Israel.) 

In fact, and perhaps not surprisingly, most of the social science research on the 
region in the region was focused on public policy, development studies, business, or 
management. Like the university study of domestic issues in the United States, such 
research was “mainstreamed” and often housed within faculties, schools, and de-
partments such as Cairo University’s Faculty of Economics and Political Science.9 
As elsewhere, however, much of it was sponsored by governments, internation-
al organizations, nongovernmental organizations, quasi-governmental organiza-
tions, and think tanks.10 The relative weakness of the higher education sector in 
the Middle East and North Africa meant that while regional universities produced 
graduates equipped with skills useful to these efforts, they did not house major 
funded research programs themselves. Governments–many mistrustful of faculty 
syndicates and student activists–provided relatively little funding for university- 
based research in general, directing resources instead to more easily managed think 
tanks and consultants. As a result, very little social science research in the region, 
whether on the Middle East or otherwise, is systematically subject to the scholar-
ly standards–peer review, verifiable documentation, public dissemination–that  
contribute to the accumulation of knowledge or to the strengthening of uni- 
versities. 
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The frailty of the social science research enterprise in the Middle East and 
North Africa is exacerbated by the changing condition of universities 
globally. Well into the twentieth century, universities were institutions 

of a privileged elite who in turn sustained their institutions as autonomous spac-
es in which discovery, broadly understood, was fostered. Unfettered inquiry by 
students and faculty as they reexamined received wisdom, challenged prevailing 
opinion, and broadened and deepened understanding of the social world was a 
source of innovation, productivity, and power. The end of World War II produced 
not only a demand for area studies in the United States, but also brought the ex-
pansion of universities around the world. The postwar “massification” of high-
er education in the United States mirrored the national push for education after 
independence in much of the postcolonial world. Newly ambitious governments 
and growing international, multinational, and transnational organizations want-
ed skilled, well-educated staff. 

By the 1990s, however, across the world, higher education and the institutions 
it housed represented a sector in crisis. Public support waned, cramped by the fis-
cal crises that had afflicted many governments, and it was further diminished in 
the subsequent triumph of neoliberal ideologies. The contraction of the state in 
favor of the market was heralded as the new solution to the perennial problems of 
promoting order and prosperity; universities pivoted from supporting the public 
good to serving the labor market. This turn prized, as philosopher Judith Butler 
put it, “the profitability of disciplines [and] a new regime of values that includes . . .  
as well ‘impact,’ marketable skills, managerial efficiency, donor appeal, the ap-
preciation of human capital, and the internal demands of systems analysis, all of 
which have been identified as hallmarks of neo-liberalism.”11 

The utilitarian, instrumental purposes of higher education–to satisfy the la-
bor market, to ensure employability, to stimulate innovation and spur growth–
seem everywhere to be triumphant. The “crisis of the humanities” may or may 
not have been real in enrollment terms, but it certainly was in self-image, and in 
the view of most governments, firms, foundations, and, indeed, families.12 As so-
ciologists Daniel Nehring and Dylan Kerrigan observed,

Over the past two decades, universities across the world have begun a transformation 
from scholarly institutions, concerned with intellectual pursuit in terms of their own 
merits, into an industry, concerned with the pursuit of measurable contributions to 
economic life. In other words, academic work and culture has been thoroughly finan-
cialized, through shifts in governments’ policy, the efforts of international organiza-
tions, and the growing importance within universities of a new class of managers who 
view academia as business.13

Obviously, universities around the world struggle to make a case for scholar-
ship in this neoliberal era.14 Bill Ackman, the private-equity billionaire who spear-
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headed the opposition to Claudine Gay as president of Harvard in 2023, wrote, for 
example, that:

a university president requires more business skills than can be gleaned from even the 
most successful academic career with its hundreds of peer reviewed papers and many 
books. . . . The president’s job–managing thousands of employees, overseeing a $50 
billion endowment, raising money, managing expenses, capital allocation, real estate 
acquisition, disposition, and construction, and reputation management–are respon-
sibilities that few career academics are capable of executing.15 

As scholars of the Middle East and North Africa in Europe and the United States 
were reminded in the aftermath of the Israeli invasion of Gaza after the Hamas at-
tack of October 7, 2023, academic freedom–the institutional setting for unfettered 
inquiry–can run afoul of the “reputation management” for which Ackman calls. 

I f these are virtually universal characteristics of the state of social science re-
search and university life in the world today, how do they express themselves 
in the Arab world? To what extent do regional specificities shape how con-

cerns about the shrinking public mandate for social science, the growing com-
mercialization of higher education, and increasing apprehension about the risks 
of research are exhibited? In some ways, the Middle East and North Africa seems 
a world apart from the highly elaborated systems of global higher education and 
research based in North America and Europe. In 2015, Jamil Salmi, education 
economist with the World Bank, observed that the Arab world

represents 5.8% percent of the world population and produces 4.5% percent of the 
planet’s GDP, but its universities account for only 0.08% percent of the top 500 insti-
tutions in the Shanghai ranking. . . . The tiny territory of Hong Kong has more universities in 
the Shanghai ranking as all Arab countries considered together.16

And the causes of the miserable record of the region’s universities are well-known, 
as the secretary general of the Association of Arab Universities put it several years 
ago:

The Arab world today faces a host of hurdles when it comes to higher education and 
scientific research including a lack of clear focus in research priorities and strategies, 
insufficient time and funding to meet research goals, low awareness of the importance 
and impact of good scientific research, inadequate networking opportunities and 
databases, limited international collaborative efforts, and of course, the brain-drain.17

This higher education sector in the Middle East and North Africa is relative-
ly young. Until 1953, there were only forty-two universities in the Arab world. 
Ninety-seven percent of the approximately fifteen hundred universities in the re-
gion today were established after 1950; 70 percent were established after 1991.18 
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The first universities established after independence were part of state-led nation-
al development projects designed both to broaden access to higher education and 
to train the civil service of the newly independent countries. But the postindepen-
dence expansion of the state–and its related confidence in the value of education 
and research–was short-lived. The global erosion of belief in state-led develop-
ment in the 1970s and 1980s, and the correspondingly diminished capacity of the 
states of the region to fund distributive welfare projects–including public univer-
sities that were, virtually without exception, tuition-free–contributed to the de-
terioration of national universities. Today, public universities everywhere in the 
region are heavily subsidized and run at a considerable financial loss; yet, despite 
the oft-remarked decline in quality, they cannot absorb the demand for places. 
The all-too-apparent inadequacy of the public higher education sector prompt-
ed many governments to permit, indeed, encourage, the establishment of private 
universities.19 Today about one thousand of the Arab world’s fifteen hundred uni-
versities, or 75 percent, are private–almost entirely for-profit institutions and al-
most all established after 1990.20 

The failure of the early public universities to take root as reliable vehicles for 
social mobility and the relative novelty of the new private institutions mean that 
the university sector as a whole does not enjoy widespread popular support. Most 
university students are first generation, and their families are not experienced 
judges or consumers of university education. Moreover, with a few marked ex-
ceptions, regional universities have yet to develop established constituencies of 
alumni in positions of authority in either the public or private sectors. Reports on 
the accession of Mohammed Bin Salman as Crown Prince in Saudi Arabia in 2017 
made much of the fact that, unlike most of the ruling family princes, including his 
older brothers, he had not studied outside the Kingdom.21

In fact, over the past decade or so, Arab Gulf states have made it an explicit aim 
to transform into what are known as “knowledge economies,” a framework intro-
duced by management guru Peter Drucker in the 1960s in which “knowledge” is 
less an end in itself or a tool of empowerment than an instrument by which states 
or cities worldwide compete for visibility, status, and wealth.22 The internation-
al branch campus has had particular visibility in the United Arab Emirates and 
Qatar, while many of the new private universities are, or portray themselves as, 
“international” in an effort to convey (if not actually provide) access to the inter-
national labor market–see, among others, the German University in Cairo, the 
British University of Egypt, the German-Jordanian University, the American Uni-
versity in Dubai, and the American University in Kuwait. As a result, education 
and research–that is, learning–tend to be seen as a by-product. Indeed, the ruler 
of Dubai, Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, himself a prominent advocate of 
this new approach, took Ackman’s enthusiasm for the management methods of 
the private sector even further, arguing, “maybe the time has come for [the Gulf 
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Cooperation Council or the Arab League] to be overseen by leaders, managers, 
businessmen, heads of industry and entrepreneurs instead of foreign ministers.”23 

In this context, the social sciences have been particularly challenged. Fewer 
than half the universities in the region offer social science degrees, and six coun-
tries (Algeria, Morocco, Egypt, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, and Iraq) account for 
nearly 90 percent of the university-based social science research centers.24 Even 
the American-style private universities emphasize technical and preprofessional 
education, as political scientist Shafeeq Ghabra has observed:

Most degrees in the new American-style institutions are technical, science-related, or 
business-oriented. Degrees in the arts and humanities tend to be limited to mass com-
munication, education, and languages. Few universities offer degrees in fine arts, his-
tory, or the social sciences.25

To some extent, the debility of the social sciences and humanities reflects 
the unacknowledged bias of many of its fields: as political scientist Stan-
ley Hoffmann noted decades ago, for example, international relations is 

an “American social science” and, despite many worthy efforts to “decenter” it by 
scholars in the Arab world and beyond, it continues to reflect a predisposition to 
see the world from Washington, London, and Brussels.26 

Skepticism about social science also, however, reflects an anxiety, not to say 
hostility, on the part of many of the governments that would ordinarily be expect-
ed to be major consumers, and therefore advocates, of such work. Even among 
governments eager to foster the “knowledge production” that will produce world- 
class innovation and a thriving economy, there is reluctance to invest in the hu-
manities and social sciences.27 These disciplines are widely–and no doubt some-
times rightly, given their original link with politics and policy–seen as likely to 
cause embarrassment to governments and harm to states. Such assumptions af-
fect even private institutions. As sociologist Sari Hanafi has written:

Historically AUB [American University in Beirut] played a major role in producing 
critical scholarship. Critical intellectuals, reformists and nationalists engaged with 
the public, addressing critical issues in Arab history, modern readings of the Koran, 
gender education and Arab unity. However, since the beginning of the 1980s, the fi-
nancial and institutional focus within universities has shifted from the departments 
of history, philosophy and Middle Eastern studies, and is instead focused on business 
and engineering schools. . . . Whereas AUB was once a vibrant space of critical think-
ing, challenging common suppositions and engaging with the public, . . . administra-
tors have become cautious because of the sensitivity of some of these engagements.28

Even when governments do commission research, they are reluctant to dis-
seminate the results, as illustrated in Egyptian sociologist Mona Abaza’s descrip-
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tion of a study on poverty sponsored by the National Institute for Planning. When 
the study was completed, the then-prime minister called the principal investiga-
tor and reproached him: the study’s finding that 36 percent of the population lived 
under the poverty line could not be published. After negotiations with the govern-
ment, the official poverty level was announced to be 19 percent. As Abaza put it, 
“sociologists are constantly negotiating over scientific scales and facts, in an ef-
fort to adapt their findings to the national level political reality.”29 

Foreign researchers are similarly suspect. Again, this sometimes is merited. As 
El Khawaga and colleagues have observed, the “importation of foreign expertise, 
particularly North American, has served to simultaneously crowd out and delegit
imize most local and organic knowledge producers and to marginalize their in-
puts in formal policy debates.”30 Yet the suspicion of foreigners is often less about 
empowering local researchers and more about misconstruing research altogether. 
In the aftermath of the murder of Giulio Regeni, an Italian doctoral student from 
Cambridge who was killed in police custody in Cairo in 2016 while studying inde-
pendent labor syndicates, a security official was quoted as saying, “They figured 
he was a spy. . . . After all, who comes to Egypt to study trade unions?”31 There is, 
in fact, a robust literature on “workers on the Nile,” but to many Egyptians, and 
most Egyptian security officials, a foreign examination of labor activity is at best a 
reflection of the historical utility of social science research in the service of impe-
rialism, and at worst a simple cover for spying.32 

This skepticism often extends to universities as a whole. As John Waterbury, 
former president of the American University in Beirut, wrote, 

There is . . . one piece of the governance puzzle that does sharply distinguish the Arab 
university from its European and American peers. The Arab university is perceived by 
the prevailing authoritarian leaders in the MENA as a particularly dangerous entity. 
The concentration of brain power, youth, energy, open debate and daily engagement 
with big issues constitutes a threat for autocrats. They become schizophrenic, hop-
ing the university will produce the expertise needed to run the country while seeing 
threats and malevolent maneuvers in every corner.33

The conviction that research and education are intrinsically dangerous resonates 
with the growing global anxieties about the importance of risk management.34 

For these reasons and perhaps others, the observation of Hanafi and sociolo
gist Rigas Arvanitis about Egypt before 2011 seems apt: “The research system 
had come to a halt. . . . The stress on the university system was enormous: lack of 
funds, inappropriate structures, bad management. . . . We cannot but be convinced 
that some of the dry tinder that fed the [2011] revolution can be found among 
the frustrated academics and students.”35 The fires of that revolution were soon 
spent, however, and higher education in the region was caught in the ensuing bat-
tles. More than five hundred academics were assassinated in Iraq in the fifteen 
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years after the U.S. invasion in 2003; a January 2013 bombing of Aleppo Universi-
ty killed over eighty students and a March 2013 mortar attack on Damascus Uni-
versity killed fifteen more; student protests in Egypt after 2013 reportedly led to 
over one hundred and fifty deaths. An estimated seventy thousand Syrian univer-
sity students are displaced in Lebanon and another forty to fifty thousand are dis-
placed in Turkey and Jordan.36 A poll of young people aged fifteen to twenty-four 
in Jordan, Lebanon, Turkey, and the Kurdish Region of Iraq concluded in 2016 that 
“across the Middle East, a whole generation of young people . . . is losing hope in 
the future. . . . If we are to avoid a lost generation, much more support needs to be 
given to youth to allow them to regain control over their futures and develop into 
educated, productive and engaged members of society.”37 

The study of the Middle East and North Africa is fraught with power dispar-
ities, with the imposition of distinct and often competing policy agendas, with 
institutional contexts that are at best indifferent and often actively hostile to the 
research enterprise itself. Scholarly collaboration across national borders is in-
hibited by conflicting political commitments and demands as well as legal imped-
iments, institutional constraints, and disciplinary conventions. Social scientists 
both within and outside the region look to each other for solace and support in 
contexts where their colleagues are often ignorant of and indeed even unsympa-
thetic to the challenges of the research enterprise. Yet, as one of us has written 
elsewhere, while “the possibilities for nurturing transregional academic innova-
tion, dialogue, and exchange appear bleak . . . there are new opportunities for Mid-
dle East studies to reinvent itself as a truly global field of knowledge.”38 The Re-
search Ethics in the Middle East and North Africa (REMENA) project of which 
this volume is an expression is devoted to revealing and addressing the obstacles 
to that reinvention, in the enduring belief that the social science research enter-
prise, in Middle East studies and beyond, represents a worthwhile contribution to 
human knowledge. 
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