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Field Notes from Middle East Studies
As the field continues to evolve and grow,
each MESPI newsletter will take a closer look
at one element of these changes. In this
issue, we turn our attention to academic
freedom.
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Field Notes: Middle East Studies

MESPI Developments

MESPI Talks: The Sijal Institute

The US Department of Education is
See the latest Essential Readings,
taking a new aggressive role in policing Engaging Books collections, and
campus speech on Palestine. Ziad Abu- New Texts Out Now produced by
Rish outlines the stakes.
the Middle East Studies Pedagogy

Initiative

Jonathan Adler interviews Katy
Whiting, managing director of the
Sijal Institute, about the
organization’s philosophy and
approach towards teaching Arabic.

Field Notes from Middle East Studies: What is MESPI?
US Federal Government Throws Its Weight Against
Campus-based Criticisms of Israeli Policies
By Ziad Abu-Rish
US higher education campuses have long been centers of
debate, advocacy, and mobilization around the question of
Palestine. Over the decades, many students, faculty, and staff
who express views critical of Israeli policies have variously
experienced a range of censorship. In some cases, university
officials issued statements condemning such views or making
clear that “the institution” does not share them. In other cases,
school administrators sought to suspend student groups or
deny faculty tenure and/or promotion because of such criticism.
continued on page 2

The Middle East Studies Pedagogy
Initiative (MESPI) is a curated
platform for Middle East studies
resources, tailored for the needs of
teachers, researchers, and
students. With several different
modules, MESPI provides scholars
and students with materials and
tools to support their work inside
and outside of the classroom. The
MESPI project aims to reorient the
way educators and students
research, learn, and teach the
Middle East.
continued on page 7

Such measures have apparently increased in
frequency, intensity, and publicity in the last
decade, particularly as the international campaign
to boycott, divest, and sanction (BDS) Israel has
gained traction. In many instances, these measures
have been accompanied by baseless accusations
of anti-Semitism, conflating legitimate criticism of
Israeli policies—for their violations of international
law, human rights, and equality—with anti-Semitism.
In recent years, an important component of the
attempt to censor campus-based debate and
criticism of Israeli policies has come from
community groups, city councils, and state
legislatures.
Whether originating from within campuses or
outside, most of these attempts at censorship
directly violated principles of academic freedom,
freedom of speech, and freedom of expression. It
is for this reasons that civil rights organizations,
academic associations, and prominent individuals
have spoken out against many of these attempts, in
some cases providing public, legal, and financial
support in defense of those targeted. Most of
those campus community members targeted by
such attempts have defended themselves, whether
in the public, in university procedures, or in courts
of law. In the vast majority of these cases, it was
definitively proven that the criticisms expressed
were both protected speech and critique. Labeling
these acts anti-Semitic was a baseless and
politically-motived claim aimed at censorship.
The years 2018 and 2019 appear to mark an
important turning point with regard to these
dynamics. In particular, the federal government has
now sought to redefine anti-Semitism and
reinterpret certain statutes so as to more effectively
censor expression that had previously been upheld
as both constitutional and not anti-Semitic.
In August 2018, Assistant Secretary of Civil Rights
at the US Department of Education (DoE) signaled
a policy change in claiming the DoE was using a
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(new) definition for antiSemitism based on that
of the International
Holocaust
Remembrance Alliance
(IHRA). The IHRA
adopted this definition
in May 2016 and listed
contemporary examples
of alleged public antiSemitism. The articles
that limit free speech on
Israel are: (1) “Denying
the Jewish people their
right to selfdetermination, e.g., by
claiming that the existence of a State of Israel is a
racist endeavor;” and (2) “Applying double
standards by requiring of it a behavior not
expected or demanded of any other democratic
nation.” This represented a clear reversal of
previous instances in which the DoE’s Office for
Civil Rights (OCR) rejected calls for it to adopt the
IHRA redefinition of anti-Semitism, including in
December 2015 and September 2017.

“ Most of these attempts at censorship
directly violated principles of
academic freedom, freedom of
speech, and freedom of expression.

In August 2019, the DoE issued a letter to the
Duke-UNC Consortium for Middle East Studies
threatening its Title VI international education
funding for allegedly failing to advance the
“security and economic stability of the United
State.” This represented a much narrower (i.e.,
securitized) definition of the “national needs”
referenced in the statute authorizing Title VI.
On this basis, the letter took aim at
programming that neither directly addressed
US national security and economic stability nor
funneled students into government careers.

In December 2019, President Donald Trump
singed an executive order (“Combatting AntiSemitism”). The text construed all Jews as sharing a
common origin and required all executive branch
departments and agencies to “consider” the IHRA’s
definition and contemporary examples of antiSemitism. It expands the definition of anti-Semitism
to include protest against Israeli state practices.
This effectively stigmatizes and punishes this
speech. This is a threat to free expression. It seeks
to intimidate and punish Palestine solidarity and
anyone who criticizes Israeli state violence. In
doing so, the EO effectively stigmatizes this speech
while using federal funds to suppress the Boycott,
Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) movement. The
EO is a threat to academic freedom and to
constitutionally guaranteed right of freedom of
expression. It is a repressive state action that sets
policy by executive fiat. It is a hostile limit to free
speech.

struggle over academic freedom and free speech
vis-à-vis the question of Palestine on higher
education campuses. It is in this vein that we
highlight a range of articles, statements, and letters
that provide context, details, and criticisms of such
interventions:

Most of the above developments have been
roundly criticized by academic freedom and free
speech advocates, including civil rights lawyers
and scholars. While members of the Middle East
studies communities debate the significance of
these development relative to the much longer
history of censorship and repression in the United
States, there can be little doubt that we have now
entered a phase in which the federal government
has in unprecedented ways entered into the

October 2019: 62 Duke Faculty Respond to
Department of Education Directive

December 2018: Civil Rights Groups Demand
DOE Assistant Secretary Marcus End Attacks on
Free Speech
September 2019: Duke-UNC Middle East Studies
Program Comes Under Federal Scrutiny
September 2019: UNC Vice Chancellor of
Research to Department of Education
September 2019: 18 Major Scholars Societies
Join MESA In Expressing Concern About the DOE’s
Interpretation of Title VI

November 2019: House Democrats Question the
DOE’s Criticism of Middle East Consortium
December 2019: MESA Committee on Academic
Freedom’s Letter Criticizing President Trump’s
Executive Order on Combatting Anti-Semitism

Grad Corner
The Grad Corner of MESPI’s newsletter directs you to language and study abroad programs, research
organizations, and news relevant to higher education on and from the Middle East. Below is a small selection of
resources helpful to those currently in graduate school or considering graduate school in the future.

Al-Fanar Media
Al-Fanar Media covers a dearth of topics related
to higher education and research in the Middle
East. Recent articles include a discussion on the
state of academic freedom in the region, as well
as a review of translated books.

The Chronicle of Higher Education
The Chronicle of Higher Education delves into a multitude
of issues concerning the state of higher education across
the United States. With both short-form and long-form
articles, The Chronicle brings to the fore conversations
such as the finances behind higher education and the
evolution of pedagogy across disciplines.
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MESPI Developments
Over the last months, MESPI has been hard at work, finishing our first edition of the
Pedagogy JadMAG. This JadMAG includes a collection of articles regarding pedagogy
previously published on Jadaliyya, as well as a roundtable discussing teaching the Middle
East post-uprisings, an interview with Lila Abu Lughod, and more! We have also published several new
Essential Readings, Engaging Books, and New Text Out Now pieces. Below is but a small selection of
these resources.
Recent Author Reviews
Hundreds of books have been reviewed as part of the NEWTON series
(New Texts Out Now), including texts such as Lisa Wedeen’s
Authoritarian Apprehensions and David Stenner’s Globalizing Morocco.
NEWTON interviews are often organized by theme for pedagogical
purposes.

Publishers’ Curations
In collaboration with publishing presses across the United States and
Europe, MESPI has curated several thematic collections of recently
published texts. As part of this series, Ginkgo Press submitted a
selection of their books on the making of modern Iran.

Peer-Reviewed Articles Review
On a seasonal basis, the Peer-Reviewed Articles Review team at MESPI
aggregates and publishes the most recent articles from peer-reviewed
journals that address the Middle East. In addition to the seasonal
publications, the team creates an annual bouquet that includes all the
articles within the year on a given topic. One of our recent bouquets
highlighted articles on gender in Turkey.

Essential Readings
MESPI continues to solicit submissions from scholars for its Essential
Readings module. This series serves as a resource for students and
faculty alike. They can turn to these annotated bibliographies on a
variety of topics. In this newsletter, we highlight those on masculinity in
the Middle East and Islam in the Unites States.

MESPI Newsletter
Well, you are reading it! We are happy to announce the first issue of
the MESPI Newsletter, featuring articles, interviews, updates on our
field, news, and more. Should you be interested in contributing to the
newsletter, please email us at newsletter@mespi.org
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From Our Partners
Interview with Seteney
Shami
Over the past month, the Arab
Barometer project, a partner of
MESPI, has published several
phenomenal country-based
public opinion surveys. We've
listed two of the reports here,
but more can be found at:
arabbarometer.org

1
Sudan Country Report
The Arab Barometer fielded a
survey that finished twelve days
before the first protests started in
December 2018.

ACSS (TheACSS.org) is the leading
social science organization in the
Arab World, endeavoring to
promote and engage the fields
therein, their institutions, as well as
their scholars. Speaking with Kylie
Broderick, the managing editor of
Jadaliyya, Seteney Shami, the
founding director of the Arab
Council for the Social Sciences,
discussed networking, knowledge
production, and scholastic
communities across the Middle East.

“Everyone can speak
eloquently about the problems
of the universities or
the
problems of fields
or the problems of
disciplines or why
the region is not
producing
intellectually as it
should and this and that, but
we feel that a major missing
piece of the landscape is the
nurturing of intellectual
community.”

To see the full article visit
jadaliyya.com ⇢

Seteney Shami

2
Tunisia Country Report
At the time of the revolution, the
vast majority of Tunisians expected
better economic times ahead while
today only a third think the future
will be better than the current
situation.

Knowledge Production Project
The Knowledge Production Project (KPP) is a dynamic, openaccess archive, search tool, and data visualization platform. It
collects, catalogues, and makes available for analysis knowledge
produced on the Middle East since 1979 in the English language
in eight databases. More at www.KnowledgeProduction.com

3
Lebanon Country Report
Surveys conducted between
September 2017 and October 2018
give insight into Lebanese
institutional trust, perceptions of
corruption, and views on the state
of civil society.
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Interview with Katy
Whiting, conducted
by MESPI’s Jonathan
Adler

Learning Arabic in Jordan: The Sijal Institute

“

The main idea
behind
establishing Sijal
was to couple
language
instruction with
cultural immersion
and critical
engagement with
issues in the
region; whether
political or social.

“

This is the first installment of our new
series “MESPI Talks,” which is a series
of institutional profiles. In this series,
we will highlight new and noteworthy
academic institutions in the region
that are helping to advance critical
learning in Middle East studies.
Jonathan Adler, who attended Sijal in
the summer of 2018, talked with Katy
Whiting, the managing director of
the Sijal Institute in Amman. Whiting
has extensive experience teaching
Arabic and developing curricular
materials at the K-12 and collegiate
levels. She holds a Master's degree
in Applied Linguistics from the
University of Texas at Austin, where
she specialized in Teaching Arabic as
a Foreign Language and Curriculum
Design.
Full interview on mespi.org ⇢

Jadaliyya Turns Nine!
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This past fall, Jadaliyya turned nine. We are proud of the nuanced and
critical analyses we produced over the years, and we look forward to
continuing to provide such analyses. In that vein, visit these new and
revamped pages: Iran, Egypt, and Refugees and Migrants. Find out more
at shorturl.at/hmop2 ⇢

JadMag Publication

JADMAG.ORG

JadMag (Jadaliyya in print) provides a unique resource in the field of Middle East Studies,
combining scholarship with passion, advocacy with practicality, and meaning with metrics.
It goes beyond the capacity and format of both traditional academic journals and everyday
blogs to meet the needs of educators, researchers, and students alike. The publication
stands to evolve with its readers and their feedback, as well as the changing contexts of
educators. To purchase and view past JadMag issues visit jadmag.org ⇢

Snippets
The latest in pedagogy and knowledge production from and on the Middle East
Persian Literature
and Educating the
Whole Person
Fatemeh Keshavarz
explores how “ancient
artistic and literary masterpieces
are intellectual tools that revive
and nourish our ability to pause,
look closely, and ponder.”

Digitizing Printed Arabic
Journals: Is a Scalable
Solution Possible?
With support from the National
Endowment for the Humanities,
JSTOR recently completed a twoyear long investigation into the
possibilities and opportunities
that can come from digitizing
Arabic language materials.

Cornell Brings Sounds of Middle East to Local K-12 Teachers
Working with a local K-12 educational service, Cornell's Department of
Near Eastern Studies hosted a "multi-sensory exploration of the sounds
of the Middle East."

Is There a Future for American
Universities in the Middle
East?: Why the US Model is
More Important Than Ever
"The insurrection [by faculty of the
American University in Cairo] was
not just a response to [Secretary
Pompeo's] speech but an expression
of long-standing unease about the
direction of the university. The
faculty’s concerns about academic
freedom and governance also in part
reflect broader alarm in the
academic community in Egypt about
the erosion of free speech and
public debate."
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ABOUT MESPI
The Middle East Studies Pedagogy Initiative (MESPI) is a curated interactive platform for
Middle East studies resources, specifically tailored for the needs of teachers, researchers,
and students. It is a one-stop-shop for course design on the macro level, lesson planning
on the micro level, and for scholarship vis-a-vis specific topics, countries, and disciplines. The MESPI
project strives to reorient the way educators and students research, learn, and teach the Middle
East.
In cooperation with the Middle East Studies Program at George Mason University, the Center for
Contemporary Arab Studies as Georgetown University, the Asfari Institute for Civil Society and
Citizenship at the American University in Beirut, and the Center for Global Islamic Studies at George
Mason University, MESPI provides critical and informative pedagogical material and instruction to
educators in the field and beyond. MESPI continues to make available a wide array of resources, as
well as grow its community and network of educators, scholars, research centers, and organizations.

Middle East Studies Pedagogy Initiative
Board
Adam Hanieh, SOAS
Ahmad Dallal, Georgetown Qatar
Akram Khater, NC State University
Amaney Jamal, Princeton University
Arang Keshavarzian, NYU
Asef Bayat, University of Illinois
Asli Bali, UCLA
Beth Baron, CUNY
Fida Adely, Georgetown University
Huseyin Yilmaz, George Mason University
Ilham Khuri-Makdisi, Northeastern University
Jessica Winegar, Northwestern University
Jillian Schwedler, Hunter College
John Willis, University of Colorado, Boulder
Khalid Medani, McGill University
Lara Deeb, Scripps College
Lila Abu Lughod, Columbia University
Lisa Wedeen, University of Chicago
Marc Lynch, George Washington University
Maria Dakake, George Mason University
Max Weiss, Princeton University
Melani Cammett, Harvard University
Muriam Haleh Davis, UCSC
Nathalie Peutz, NYU Abu Dhabi
Pete Moore, Case Western University
Peter Mandaville, George Mason University
Rochelle Davis, Georgetown University

Samah Selim, Rutgers University
Sara Scalenghe, Loyola University
Sarah Shields, UNC Chapel Hill
Shira Robinson, George Washington University
Suad Joseph, UC Davis
Susan Douglass, Georgetown University
Zachary Lockman, NYU

Team
Bassam Haddad, Co-Director
Ziad Abu-Rish, Co-Director
Nadya Sbaiti, NEWTON Editor
Rosie Bsheer, MESPI Editor
Sherene Seikaly, MESPI Editor
Rochelle Davis, MESPI Editor
Huseyin Yilmaz, MESPI Editor
Mekarem Eljamal, MESPI Associate Editor
Jacob Bessen, Essential Readings Editor
Shakeela Omar, Peer-Review Articles Review
(PRAR) Editor
Maddie Vagadori, MESPI Website Editor
Jonathan Adler, Engaging Books Editor
Kylie Broderick, ASI Liaison

