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ssama Makdisi’s essay is an ambitious work that is important to anyone interested 
in the Middle East and how we study it and regard it, and why. These are 
perennially important questions and they are increasingly being posed by scholars 

in the field of Middle East studies. Given the increasing involvement of Washington in 
the Middle East, the time is ripe to consider the many issues raised by Makdisi in this 
essay. As he explains, 
 

it traces the attempted transformation of a discourse of American exceptionalism 
into a more critical postnationalist scholarship. At the same time, it reflects on the 
academic limits and political challenges facing this attempted historiographic 
makeover. (657) 

   
It is to Makdisi’s credit that he immediately seeks to place both the diverse literature he 
criticises, and the political developments he recounts, in a historical framework, albeit 
one that includes aspects of U.S.-Arab relations seldom investigated by students of 
international relations.   This, in turn, leads him to question the evolution of U.S. 
involvement in the region through its early missionaries, briefly recounting the 
extraordinary and largely forgotten dimensions of a story which has left its mark on the 
Middle East.  In more general terms, Makdisi opens the door to a consideration of 
religious-cultural experiences that contribute to explaining the context and the response 
to the western partition of the region after World War l.  
 
Such an approach acts as a reminder of what partition meant in practice, and who its 
beneficiaries were as opposed to the distant and detached calculations of those in 
command. Makdisi by no means reduces relations in this area to a clash of East vs West, 
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which some persist in doing. His interest is in uncovering, and enabling us to listen to, 
the voices of those affected and generally absent from studies dealing with such themes. 
 
Makdisi has written widely on these subjects, as in his book, The Artillery of Heaven, 
American Missionaries and the Failed Conversion of the Middle East (2008), and Faith 
Misplaced, The Broken Promise of U.S.-Arab Relations, 1820-2001, a more comprehensive 
study, that is only partly a sequel since it directly addresses critical issues of U.S.-Arab 
relations.1 
 
Considering the period following World War II, Makdisi addresses U.S. intervention in 
the region, and the parallel development of the field of Middle East studies in the United 
States, including the field of Development Studies and modernization. 
 
He takes note of the impact of British scholars such as H. R. Gibb and Bernard Lewis, as 
well as  the American political scientist, Samuel Huntington, whose views on clashing 
civilizations found a ready audience among U.S. scholars unprepared to confront, or 
attempt to understand, the roots of  nationalist, reformist, and radical movements across 
the region (659 and footnote 5).  The contempt  and accompanying condescension with 
which intellectual and political leaders of these movements were held in academic 
environments ostensibly devoted to understanding contemporary transformations of the 
Middle East was matched by a sense of American exceptionalism, which Makdisi 
discusses in this and other works. 
 
The work of Edward Said, notably, Orientalism, can in part be read as a response to this 
systematic miscomprehension of the Middle East, one often defined by and compared to 
an unstated American exceptionalism, a theme about which Makdisi writes here and 
elsewhere.2 Makdisi claims that, “Said’s Orientalism revolutionized the study of America’s 
cultural relationship with the Middle East,” while pointing to works that examine the 
relations of culture, media, political analysis, and foreign relations in an effort to make 
sense of U.S. policy (671, 679). 
 
In practice, critical works on Middle East studies and international relations are by no 
means uncommon. In 2002, Diplomatic History published, Robert Vitalis’s essay, “Black 
Gold, White Crude: An Essay on American Exceptionalism, Hierarchy, and Hegemony in 
the Gulf.”3  In a series of articles published in Diplomatic History  in 2004, Michael J 

                                                        
1 Ussama Makdisi, The Artillery of Heaven, American Missionaries and the Failed Conversion of the 

Middle East, Cornell University Press, Ithaca, N.Y. 2008; Faith Misplaced, The Broken Promises of US-Arab 
Relations, 1820-2001 (New York: Public Affairs, 2010). 

2 Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978). 

3 Robert Vilatis, “Black Gold, White Crude: An Essay on American Exceptionalism, Hierarchy, and 
Hegemony in the Gulf,” Diplomatic History, 2002, 26, 2, 185-213. The essay is included in David Long and 
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Hogan, Akira Iriye, and Peter H. Hahn revealed the extent to which these and related 
questions animate a new international scholarship, one in which the use of multi-archival 
sources, some only recently released, was an integral part of the new look.4  Zachary 
Lockman’s Contending Visions of the Middle East, The History and Politics of Orientalism 
addresses many of the concerns raised by Makdisi.5 It is also important to include under 
this heading the work of Kees van der Pijl, The Discipline of Western Supremacy, Modes of 
Foreign Relations and Political Economy, vol. 111, and Andrew N Rubin’s Archives of 
Authority, Empire, Culture and the Cold War 6 
 
Where does this lead? Makdisi observes that  “the historical convergence brought about 
by the reality of American involvement in the Middle East for nearly two centuries 
demands a historiographical convergence as well” (683). 
  
As he states, 
 

the answer to America- centrism cannot be nativism of a Middle Eastern sort. Rather, 
what is needed is an appreciation of the uneven and unequal dialectic that has long 
bound Americans and the peoples of the Middle East together, and an exposition of 
the layers of historical and historiographical entanglement that have always gone 
along with it (684). 
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Rubin, Archives of Authority,  Empire, Culture and Cold War  (Princeton University Press, Princeton, N.J.), 
2012. 



H-Diplo Article Review 

4 | P a g e  

 
© 2015 The Author. 

 
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0 
United States License. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/us/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/us/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/

