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Abstract

In the late 20th century, a novel mode of historical research and writing emerged and soon acquired its
distinctive label, “the new cultural history.” By the ﬁrst decade of the current century, some deemed
cultural history to have achieved hegemonic status within the historical profession. Yet recently
mounted retrospective assessments of this “cultural turn” have cast doubt on such triumphalist declarations. This is especially so within the ﬁeld of Middle East historiography, in which cultural history per se
has failed to achieve the status of an identiﬁable sub-discipline on a par with social, economic, or
political history. This essay explores possible explanations for this conspicuous absence, focusing on
the distinctive history of the Western historiography of the Middle East and the tendency of disciplinary
mainstreams to “domesticate” their unruly “children.”

In the late 20th century, a novel mode of historical research and writing, one informed by a
variety of theoretical and methodological approaches associated with broader “post-modernist”
and “post-structuralist” tendencies in the humanities, emerged and soon acquired its distinctive
label, “the new cultural history.”1 By the ﬁrst decade of the current century, some deemed
cultural history, now sufﬁciently familiar to be shorn of its “new” designation, to have achieved
hegemonic status within the historical profession.2 Yet recently mounted retrospective assessments of this “cultural turn” have cast doubt on such triumphalist declarations.3 Using these
reassessments as a point of departure, this essay analyzes the impact of the cultural turn within
Middle East historiography, highlights the most salient theoretical and methodological currents,
indicates some remaining lacunae, and explores possible explanations for cultural history’s
apparent failure to acquire meaningful purchase within the ﬁeld.
All of the readily available anecdotal evidence suggests that historians of the Middle East
have “missed” the aforementioned cultural turn. First, scholarly overviews of cultural
history’s purpose and signiﬁcance, whether found in the reassessments noted above or in
primers on cultural history as a sub-discipline, reference Middle East historiography in cursory
fashion or not at all.4 Second, much recent scholarship on the Middle East displaying research
interests and approaches characteristic of cultural history was produced not by historians but by
practitioners of other academic disciplines.5 Third and perhaps most signiﬁcantly, a very small
minority of historians of the Middle East describe themselves as cultural historians or characterize their scholarship in these terms.6 When discussed at all, cultural history is usually
adjoined with or subsumed within the ﬁeld of social history. In what follows, I suggest that
Western historiography of the Middle East has its own distinctive history, one that goes a long
way toward explaining this general reticence to embrace cultural history as an identiﬁable subdiscipline on a par with social, economic, or political history.
First, however, it is necessary to present my working deﬁnition of cultural history. At the
most obvious topical level, cultural history entails analyzing the production and consumption
of cultural phenomena. At a deeper level, it is informed by a particular conception of culture
as a historical phenomenon. Prompted by the work of the anthropologist Clifford Geertz,
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this conception assumes culture to be contextually speciﬁc yet more systematic, comprehensive, and omnipresent than products like tools or the arts and letters. In other words, culture
is elemental. It is intrinsic to and constitutive of human beings, not just another discrete realm
of social science research akin to “society” or “the economy.”7 Analysis based on such an
understanding refuses distinctions between “high” and “low” culture and is more qualitative
than quantitative, emphasizing subjective experiences of historical events and processes rather
than attempting to uncover an objective “reality” underlying these phenomena. It is thus
more inclined to analyze systems of signiﬁcation on their own terms rather than as mere
reﬂections of said reality. Hence, as new cultural history pioneer Lynn Hunt observed,
“the central task of cultural history” is the “deciphering of meaning.”8
Attempts to fulﬁll this interpretive task have also been informed by 20th-century Marxist
cultural theory,9 yet the work of a Marxist apostate, the French philosopher Michel Foucault,
has wielded far greater inﬂuence. One obvious manifestation of Foucault’s impact in Middle
East historiography is the application of his observations on the relationship between discourse, the modern sciences, and the expansion of state power. These assertions have informed
studies of military conscription and training,10 state-sponsored “reforms” of health care,11 and
the design of urban spaces, all exercises in what Foucault called “governmentality,” or the art
and science of managing populations.12
Foucault’s anti-positivist assertion that “there are no ‘natural’ intellectual objects”13 has also
been fruitful, inspiring a number of studies that historicize putatively stable, universal, and
value-free phenomena, thereby revealing them to be normative and highly contingent historical constructions. Most notable in this vein is a recent wave of innovative and provocative
scholarship exploring the historically constructed nature of sexuality.14 Khaled El-Rouayheb
has persuasively argued that using the term homosexuality to refer to same-sex desires and
practices in the pre-modern Arab-Islamic world is an exercise in anachronism, conﬂating or
erasing numerous “distinctions not captured by the concept.”15 Joseph Massad has effectively
extended this effort into the modern period, arguing that much of the historical and cultural
discourse at the core of the fabled Nahda or modern Arab intellectual renaissance was characterized by apologia for and denial of expressions of same-sex love and desire found in the
classical Arabic literary tradition.16
Yet the ﬁgure who has left the most indelible mark on Middle East historiography is the
literary theorist Edward Said. The subject of Said’s Orientalism is, of course, the problematic
history of Western scholarship on the Arab and Islamic worlds. Elements of this seminal text’s
core argument have thus served as enduring cautionary admonitions to those who would
venture into the ﬁeld of Middle East Studies. Chief among these are Said’s assertion that
Orientalist scholars routinely selected anecdotal evidence to construct essentialist, reductionist,
and ahistorical arguments about the “timeless essence” of Arab-Islamic civilization.17
Drawing upon Said’s contributions to post-colonial studies (as well as the work of Foucault, Martin Heidegger, and Jacques Derrida), Timothy Mitchell has begun the process of
illuminating the shared, troubling history of the social science disciplines and imperialist/colonialist projects, ultimately problematizing the very objects of these disciplines. Others have
continued this effort, often tracking the evolution of this relationship via the analysis of
Western and local discourses of development.18
Orientalism’s inﬂuence is also visible in environmental history, a growing sub-ﬁeld of
Middle East historiography. Said’s observation that Europeans constructed the Orient as “a
place of romance, exotic beings, haunting memories and landscapes, [and] remarkable
experiences,”19 is echoed in Diana K. Davis’ concept of the “environmental imaginary” –
the “constellation of ideas that groups of humans develop about a given landscape” – and
in Priya Satia’s work on imperialist imaginaries of “Arabia.”20
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Another foundational premise of cultural history, the belief that “linguistic practice, rather
than simply reﬂecting social reality, could actively be an instrument of (or constitute)
power,”21 has been reﬂected in the proliferation of source materials used by Middle East
historians. Social historians of the Middle East traditionally relied on state archives, particularly court records and, to a lesser extent, probate inventories. The gradual complication of
positivist certainties has yielded new readings of these sources and the incorporation of others
previously deemed too “literary” and thus “secondary.” Chief among the latter are biographical dictionaries, chronicles, legal codices, medical treatises, various genres of belles lettres, and
mass media.
Middle East scholars have also begun to examine another form of state archive, the
museum. Such studies, mounted chieﬂy by art historians, have analyzed museums as sites
for the articulation of various forms of collective identity via the selective presentation of
archaeological artifacts,22 the representation of the state’s ofﬁcial history,23 and as concrete manifestations of the “nationalist project.”24 Other sites of ofﬁcially sanctioned
historical memory have attracted scholars interested in their commodiﬁcation and consumption as tourist attractions.25
Consumption studies, which explore the various meanings ascribed to the sale, purchase,
and use of goods and services, is one form of culturally inﬂected research that has established a
presence in the ﬁeld.26 Among the most notable efforts to date are studies of the cigarette
industry in Egypt,27 material culture in early 20th-century Jerusalem,28 and the consumption
of mind-altering substances in early-modern Iran.29
Analysis of the cultural norms and social sanctions surrounding the latter phenomena have
played a role in the study of marginality, a state experienced by (or ascribed to) segments of
the population who fail to conform to a variety of legal, cultural, or aesthetic norms.30 Thus,
in addition to those who partake of forbidden substances, the marginalized can include ethnic
and religious minorities, migrants, the visible poor, entertainers, prostitutes, criminals,
homosexuals, various other practitioners of perceived immorality, and the physically and
mentally disabled.31
One of the sanctions most frequently applied against such unfortunates is the forced exclusion from public spaces, a practice that has recently drawn the attention of Middle East
historians.32 In fact, urban space is the common unit of analysis for a wave of recent scholarship by historians, anthropologists, human geographers, and art historians. Inﬂuenced to
varying degrees by the cultural turn’s “spatial” counterpart,33 these works examine contested
“narratives of place” produced by voluntary and involuntary migrations to and from urban
spaces,34 modernist fantasies of urban planning and social engineering,35 class and gender
segregation produced by the neo-liberal reordering of urban space,36 the role of space in
contingent processes like the formation of the nation-state,37 and the relationship between
urban space, politics, and consumption.38
Yet several subﬁelds of cultural history remain poorly represented or completely absent
from Middle East historiography. Particularly striking in this regard are the history of the
body and disability history,39 research vectors closely linked to the study of marginality.
Another related ﬁeld, teratology or the study of “monstrous” physical abnormalities, has
received considerable attention in early-modern and modern European historiography.40
This current of cultural history, which sometimes verges on the fetishization of the bizarre
and the grotesque, is perhaps, for reasons stated below, deemed too delicate for Middle East
scholars to explore.
There has also been a relative dearth of visual or pictorial studies, with few Middle East
historians answering “the call for a cultural analysis capable of decoding a speciﬁc language
of images.”41 Given the many large collections of late 19th- and early 20th-century
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photographs now available, this is perplexing. Similarly, the histories of sensory experiences
and emotions have yet to make their appearance in Middle East historiography. Scholars
have recently begun to study the relationship between masculinity, athleticism, and modern
politics,42 yet the cultural history of sport remains underdeveloped. And ﬁnally, given the
region’s long and painful experience with undemocratic governance, why has the culture
of authoritarianism loomed so small in the historiography? To date, only two monographs
have attempted to engage with this issue.43
Conclusion: Did We Miss the Cultural Turn?
As noted at the outset of this essay, I contend that the context in which Middle East historiography came of age has rendered some of cultural history’s distinctive features unpalatable
to many. First, there is cultural history’s “nihilistic strain,” the propensity, attributable largely
to the inﬂuence of Michel Foucault, to view all human identities, practices, and relationships
as “culturally conditioned.”44 For some, this tendency threatens the effacement of “all
reference to social context or causes,”45 the displacement of “our gaze from the poor and
powerless”46, and ultimately “evading politics,”47 a potentially irreversible “turning away”
that would “foreclose” a return to previous positions and intentions.48 In this way, some
Middle East historians may perceive the adoption of a cultural history approach as the certain
abandonment of social history and all of its associated commitments – feminism, human
rights activism, social justice for workers and peasants, the Palestinian cause, anti-imperialism,
opposition to American foreign policy, etc. Cultural historians, of course, would argue that
the shift from the “objective” (material) to the “subjective” (interpretive) is informed by a
desire to uncover the experiences of the oppressed and the marginalized. Yet in a ﬁeld so
sensitive to contentious contemporary political issues, such concerns provide a powerful
motivation to shun identiﬁcation as a cultural historian.
Second, there is cultural history’s seemingly whimsical research spirit, a penchant for
“novelty and innovation”49 expressed via the “endless search for new [and unusual] cultural
practices” like “carnivals, cat massacres, or impotence trials.”50 Robert Darnton, one of the
“Founding Fathers” of the new cultural history, aptly summarized this disposition through
his deﬁnition of the sub-discipline’s core objective, “capturing otherness.”51 Given Edward
Said’s now canonical pronouncement that western scholarship on the Middle East was long
premised on a spurious construction of the Orient as a place “absolutely different … from
[and inferior to] the West,”52 pursuing Darnton’s research agenda is fraught with potential
peril. Few, if any, among us wish to be accused of “cultural essentialism” and thus be
“branded as Orientalists.”53 This begs the question: Does the mere acknowledgment of, let
alone an abiding research interest in, “difference,” however deﬁned, expose cultural historians to such accusations, to being tarred with the same brush as the likes of Raphael Patai
and Samuel Huntington?
All of this is doubly ironic, for Orientalism and Said’s other interventions into Middle East
Studies were profoundly “cultural,” in every possible sense of the word.54 As a result, Said
was accused of the very sin so frequently laid at the door of cultural historians, initiating a
“pernicious retreat from engagement with … the realities of politics, economics, power
and oppression, and an accompanying turn toward … the abstract, depoliticized and ahistorical
analysis of texts.”55
As should be clear from the above, for two decades or more, Middle East historiography
has displayed various inﬂuences of the cultural turn. But the question remains: why is the
term “cultural history” so conspicuously absent within the ﬁeld? Perhaps this disinterest in,
or aversion to, cultural history per se is, particularly for older, more established scholars, simply
© 2014 John Wiley & Sons Ltd

History Compass 12/2 (2014): 178–186, 10.1111/hic3.12142

182

Did We Miss the Cultural Turn?

an effect of “turn fatigue,” the weary, jaded perception that the cultural turn and all subsequent theoretically inspired pivots are mere “fads” not worthy of the serious academic historian’s attention. Or could it all be, quite literally, semantic? Perhaps cultural history is “there”
but has been, like several of its predecessors, “domesticated,” i.e., stripped of its singularity,
tamed, and absorbed into the mainstream of social history.56 In other words, to belabor
the transportation metaphor appearing in the title of this essay, we quietly “made” the cultural turn, appropriated some of what we found in that “foreign country” where “they do
things differently,” and returned to our ﬁeld’s social history “superhighway,” rarely acknowledging the fruitful diversion we had taken.57
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