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Tribes, harems, and Islam: Twenty-five years ago, these were the central concerns

dominating anthropological thought about the Arab world. But while the interests of

anthropologists have since diversified (Deeb and Winegar 2012), there is still less to

speak of in terms of economic anthropology. Julia Elyachar made this point almost a

decade ago, wondering why, despite the region’s long history of markets and

contemporary importance in the global economy, such anthropology did not exist

(Elyachar 2005b). Elyachar also gestures to Timothy Mitchell’s work as shaping

important lines of inquiry for this ‘‘subfield-to-be’’, a point I will expand on in this

review. Mitchell’s work covers a vast range of topics, from peasants and the

foundations of private property to knowledge production and global oil, and in Rule

of Experts (2002) and Carbon Democracy (2011), he has kept the very political

questions of capitalism and the economy at the forefront of his writing. Throughout

both books, as well as dozens of articles that are not the subject of this essay, he has

built up a provocative critique that challenges us to rethink agency and the

separation of human, machine, and nature. His counter-histories of capitalism and

democracy shape provocative arguments about how we conceive of and critique

capitalism itself.

‘‘Rule of experts’’ neatly sums up the Mitchell’s project across both books. The

basic foundation of the argument is familiar enough: Experts—social scientists,

development workers, economists, engineers—do not merely understand the world,

but through their analytical categories, actively create it. The laws of the market, for

instance, are said to govern interaction between rational actors and thus allow the

relativity consistent prediction of results. Mitchell’s argument is that these so-called

laws do not operate universally, but instead are effects of a particular way of

ordering the world that privileges human reason (and thus human agency) and

produces the human and the non-human as separate domains. This way of ordering
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the world is, in turn, enmeshed in the history of Western colonial domination. If the

very ordering of the world is an effect of colonial power and so-called universal

laws are in fact only stitched together by experts, then it follows that they do not

have any universal force independent of expertise, and theoretical traditions that say

otherwise are profoundly mistaken. Mitchell’s task in Rule of Experts (2002) and

Carbon Democracy (2011), then, is threefold. First, he wishes to demonstrate that

technocratic expertise is not some neutral march toward progress but rather bound

up with Western domination. This task he accomplishes admirably. But secondly, in

order to extend his critique, he must show how all thought grounded in universals,

from that of the critics of the ruling order to that of its sycophants, is unable to live

up to its claims to explain interaction between rational agents. Here, there is more

room for disagreement. Finally, the burden falls on him to provide not only new

research paradigms but also a different conception of politics, and I will close by

exploring the implications Mitchell’s arguments have for political struggle.

The construction of the Aswan Dam at the tail end of the nineteenth century is

a key example in illustrating how experts came to rule. One could object there is

nothing new about expert rule, as advisors and specialists have always played

roles of varying importance in the state apparatus, but there are several factors that

set these experts apart. Of vital importance is the epistemic hegemony of the

European belief in the ‘‘increasing power of human reason to order social affairs’’

(RE, 1).1 Reason could conquer all, and technocrats would point to the dam as

evidence technical expertise’s ability to improve the human condition through

scientific control of chaotic forces. Mitchell, however, argues it was the scale of

the dam itself, along with other twentieth-century feats of engineering that allowed

people to imagine, for the first time, the human and natural as two distinct realms

(RE, 35). This was an ideal separation; in the material world, human and natural

were always enmeshed with one another. The dam generated a plethora of human

and ecological disasters that required the development of more expertise to solve,

and these solutions only generated more uncertainty in turn (RE, 36–37). Mitchell

argues that this process shows how expertise is not ‘‘exterior intelligence applied

to the world,’’ but rather formed by the very forces—natural, mechanical, or

otherwise—it claims to control (RE, 37). In this configuration of ‘‘techno-

politics,’’ the experts order the world through an ongoing performance that asserts

the mastery of reason, ideas, and human agents over the natural and material

worlds and thus produces the effect of the latter’s dominance over the former (RE,

43). But its domination is always incomplete, thus always producing an excess that

threatens to spill over; as we will see later, this tendency is central to Mitchell’s

conception of politics.

If expert interventions are often such failures, how do experts remain in control?

This question brings out a second important aspect of contemporary expertise,

which is a based on a ‘‘concentration and reorganization of knowledge rather than

1 This premise seems to be the lynchpin of the argument. Mitchell does not want to argue that expertise is

a tool of political power, that it enriches development workers, serves as a way to accumulate capital, or

maintains the rule of one group over another. While expertise may, and often is, brought into the service

of all of these motives, none of them can be deployed to explain why expert knowledge continues to

reproduce itself and expand.
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an introduction of expertise where none had been in use before (RE, 41).’’

According to Mitchell, prior to this massive infrastructure project, the technology

and knowledge that had been used to control the Nile were dispersed and

decentralized, held by a variety of farmers and local experts. The construction of the

dam was effectively also the concentration of control, both of the river and of

knowledge produced about it, which was now to be found in the journals and

manuals of experts (RE, 37).

We see analyses of such expropriation and centralization of knowledge in Carbon

Democracy as well. Mitchell argues that the material properties of coal generated

particular networks that linked its extraction, transportation, and use in ways that

empowered labor and allowed for a democratic mass politics to emerge (CD, 42). In

the era of coal, ‘‘expertise’’ was in the hands of the coal miners themselves (CD,

192) and thus dispersed in a way reminiscent of the pre-dam Nile. These networks

contrast quite poorly to those dictated by the properties of oil, which ultimately

favor governments and oil companies that were in turn able to squash the

democratic possibilities of the coal age. Oil companies, Mitchell argues, ‘‘developed

much larger and more extended networks for the production of expertise (CD,

193).’’ The material composition of oil, the requirements of exploration, and

production processes all allow for the concentration of expertise in the hands of

select engineers, scientists, and capitalists (CD, 192–193).

‘‘Techno-science’’ Mitchell argues, ‘‘had to conceal its extrascientific origins’’

(RE 42), and the expropriation and maintenance of control over the concentration of

knowledge is critical in this regard. Even though expert solutions were often at the

root of the problem—Rule of Experts and Carbon Democracy are replete with

examples—with knowledge so squarely in the offices and reports of oil companies

or development organizations, their resident experts could always externalize the

problems. Development failures can be blamed on bureaucracy or improper

execution (RE, 42), while oil shortages can be ascribed to the need for the further

development of extractive and financial technologies (CD, 197). Supposedly built

on universal laws, the failure of scientific and technical fixes paradoxically

summons more experts, expanding the breadth and depth of expertise.

Experts do not only produce and govern the relationship between the natural and

human worlds. Far and away, the most important domain of expert knowledge is

‘‘the economy’’ (RE, 272). The rise of the economy as the object of politics

concentrated power in the hands of economists, replacing democratic debate with

‘‘economic planning and knowhow (CD, 124)’’ in development organizations, oil

companies, and political institutions. By the 1950s, the economy ‘‘denoted a distinct

social sphere’’ that was created and expanded by science, statistics, and policy (RE,

81). The colonial regime was foundational in many respects, as its officials created

the first detailed cadastre (RE, 87–90), and its economists measured the circulation

of money (RE, 99–100). In Carbon Democracy, Mitchell goes into detail about how

the tools economists developed to measure the circulation of money eventually led

to the creation of the economy as the movement of money within a bounded

‘‘geographical space’’ (CD, 133–137). Crucially for Mitchell, the development of

this conception of the economy, with its focus on the nation-state, later coincides

with the transition from an energy system dominated by coal to one dominated by
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oil. Oil appeared inexhaustible, and despite increased consumption, it steadily

declined in price until the 1970s. Moreover, it was easily shipped and gave rise to a

range of fertilizers and synthetic materials, promising future technologies that could

make up for resource shortages and depletion (CD, 140–141). No longer constrained

by material limits of coal, economists were able to construct an economy that

promised limitless growth (CD, 143). But in the 1970s, Keynesian intervention was

unable to deal with the environmental destruction and the depletion of natural

resources nor account for the oil crisis (CD, 194). Like the Aswan Dam, this

conception of the economy was built on forces that were deemed external to it, but

in this case, the excess was too much. This period of weakness provided an opening

for a different set of economists opposed to government intervention. They

successfully instituted a new way of arranging these forces, this time relying

squarely on the self-regulation of the market (CD 194–197). The transition to

neoliberalism in the 1970s is a shift in the rule of experts, from one set of

economists to another.

What sort of effect has this consolidation of particular forms of expertise had on

the world? The track record is quite grim, as economists and NGO workers

consistently, and inadvertently, lend support to powerful business interests. In

Egypt, for instance, we find that the World Bank and USAID have formulated

Egypt’s economic problems in terms ‘‘overpopulation’’ and ‘‘food scarcity.’’ These

so-called ‘‘natural’’ problems are understood to stem from an Egyptian lack

‘‘expertise, technology, and management skills’’ that modern Western development

organizations could provide (RE, 242). The effects of this depoliticizing discourse

mean that experts inadvertently served the interests of powerful elites, and

development schemes in the 1970s bolstered American corporate interests along

with those of the Egyptian military (RE, 240–243). Throughout the 1980s and

1990s, Egypt’s economic reform programs supported by international organizations

affected a massive redistribution of wealth upwards, widening the gap between the

superrich and the vast majority of Egyptians (RE, 266–267) and increasing the

control of a select group of Egyptian capitalists over the country (RE, 282–287).

Things are not much better outside of Egypt, and oil companies and governments

explicitly develop and deploy expertise to maintain control of countries and

markets. In fact, Mitchell argues that the transition from coal to oil was itself

undertaken by government and business interests with the express goal of

weakening the democratic gains of coal-based organized labor (CD, 60–61). In

Carbon Democracy, the whole history of oil is one of expert manipulation. Prior to

1967, for instance, Western oil companies used their monopoly control of the flow

of oil out of the Middle East to fix prices and limit supplies. Following

nationalization, these same companies changed their strategy and marshaled

economic and scientific expertise to both justify the rise in oil prices and undercut

prospective alternative energy sources. This shift explains why oil companies’

economists and scientists took a new interest in environmental conservation in the

1970s, using environmental concerns to push up the price of nuclear energy and

neutralize it as a low-cost alternative to oil (CD, 192). The rise of free-market

ideology in the 1970s put additional power in the hands of the oil companies and

their experts, and these companies in turn invested millions in ‘‘neoliberal free-
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market political organizations’’ and think tanks (CD, 197–198). Consolidation of

expertise has gone hand-in-hand with a series of blows to the democratic project,

both in the Middle East and the West (CD, 253). The rule of experts, it seems,

consistently serves the interests of the powerful.

Mitchell’s arguments shatter the notion that experts represent some pinnacle of

human progress or expertise the universal triumph of a ‘‘modern, secular

rationality’’ (RE, 1). Consistently, expertise is unable to master the world.

Moreover, it ensures that the politics of social inequality remain outside the realm

of discussion. Unlike Harvey (2005), however, Mitchell does not want to argue that

expert knowledge joins the ruling classes’ concerted and, more or less coordinated,

attempt to restore class power. Nor does he want to theorize expertise as another

appendage of capital, as it is only a particular historical configuration of expertise

that serves the interests of the ruling class. Capitalism, Mitchell wants to argue, does

not create experts, but rather it is experts—here, he means economists, development

workers, and social theorists of Marxist and other critical leanings—who create

capitalism (RE, 244–245). By distinguishing between market and nonmarket, or

capitalist and noncapitalist modes of production, these various theories create the

distinction that ‘‘gives capitalism its identity,’’ and in turn, the idea that capitalism

does the same thing wherever it spreads; noncapitalist elements it is claimed, ‘‘may

impede its progress or distort its path’’ but ‘‘do not shape its essence (RE, 245).’’

But, Mitchell argues, just as the experts building the Aswan Dam relied on an

unstable amalgam of human and nonhuman forces, so do capitalists rely on an

emulsion of capitalist and noncapitalist logics and forces. The very ‘outside’ that

capitalism feeds on to survive is also something that it can never really digest. By

assuming that capitalism has a coherent nature, Mitchell claims critics and

supporters of the free market alike impart upon capitalism logic and coherence that

it does not in fact possess, thus granting it an unwarranted explanatory power while

at the same time distracting us from its core weakness. It becomes imperative, he

argues, that we analyze colonialism, or rural transformation in Egypt, or oil, in a

way that avoids ‘‘telling it as the story of capitalism (RE, 244).’’

This brings us to Mitchell’s critique of how we study capitalism, and he has three

arguments to support his assertion that capitalism is not a coherent, universalizing

force. First of all, capitalism does not follow the so-called laws of the market, as

defined by liberal theory. Second, in his criticism of Marxist theorizations, Mitchell

argues that capitalism fails to consistently change the dynamics of social

reproduction in the areas where it apparently takes root. Finally, against both

champions of globalization and its critics, he writes that capitalism is incapable of

affecting cultural homogenization on a global scale. One difficulty here is that

Mitchell never articulates in detail what particular theory, or bundle of theories, he

is arguing against. Instead we are left to piece together a definition. I think this is

important, as part of my contention is that even though all the theories Mitchell is

dealing with point to something distinct about capitalism, they all go about doing so

in ways that are often incompatible, and his critique does not always take

divergences between them into consideration. Taken together, the threshold is

impossibly high: if the spread of capitalism does not institute the rule of law but

leaves violent means of coercion intact, does not really create a free market, does
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not reconfigure social reproduction, and does not actually create a homogenous,

secular world culture, then theories of a universalizing capitalism are misguided, its

categories unable to explain the world we live in. It is unlikely that Mitchell would

demand this much of capitalism, and thus it is worth examining these different

claims separately as they appear in Rule of Experts and Carbon Democracy.

Let us examine the proposition that capitalism is incoherent because the so-called

laws of the free market rarely function with any consistency and thus do not

determine patterns of action between human agents. In Rule of Experts, for instance,

we see how reforms championed by economists and government officials that

intended to introduce the free market into Egypt often had the opposite effect,

primarily because the dismantling of protections exposed farmers to price-fixing,

monopoly, and other forms of state-corporate power. The ‘‘free market’’ for sugar

and wheat, for example, never existed, with prices being set not by supply and

demand, but by corporate-state collusion (RE, 257–259). Although important, this

particular critique is not new. Long ago, Polanyi (1944) made many similar points in

The Great Transformation, forcefully arguing that the self-regulating free market

has always been a fiction created and maintained by legislation and administrative

action. Such a reality, however, does not discourage the true believers. Much like

Polanyi’s economic liberals in the 1940s, free-market experts argued that the failure

to institute a properly functioning capitalist market in Egypt merely meant that

further obstacles remained, requiring more market reforms to reach the ideal free

market (RE, 263). Mitchell’s examples are an effective critique of the assumptions

of free-market economists and institutions, but given that this part of his argument

resonates quite strongly with a long history of liberalism’s most ardent critics, we

need to look elsewhere to understand how Mitchell really departs from previous

critical understandings of capitalism.

Capitalism’s second failing is its inability to reconfigure law, labor, and social

reproduction along capitalist lines. One of Mitchell’s interlocutors here are the

modes of production anthropologists, and at the risk of great oversimplification, I

think it may be useful to briefly outline the contours of their project. Beginning in

the 1960s, a growing number of anthropologists were theorizing the expansion of

Western capital into Africa, Asia, and Latin America, attempting to build models of

noncapitalist modes of production and investigate how their relations of production

(and in some cases reproduction) fostered particular cultural and political

formations (c.f. Meillassoux 1981). This undertaking, it was hoped, would allow

a better understanding of these societies on their own terms as well as the impact of

colonialism and the transformations brought about by capitalism. For example, it

was argued that the preservation of noncapitalist modes of production effectively

placed the costs of reproducing labor on the community, and thus outside the

capitalist system, allowing colonial capitalist enterprises access to cheap labor

power (Meillassoux 1981). Rather than assuming that capitalism swept away all pre-

existing institutions and practices, anthropologists looked at how noncapitalist

relations of production could articulate with capitalism, generating a wide range of

political alliances and economic dependencies, at times strengthening and at times

destroying elements of the pre-capitalist system (Dupré and Rey 1978).
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Much of Mitchell’s work in Rule of Experts covers the same ground, looking at

the expansion of capitalism into areas of Egypt less integrated into the international

capitalist market. The institution of private property, for example, did not sweep

away so-called noncapitalist forms of power, and instead of replacing the arbitrary

violence of the ’izba estates with the rule of law. Mitchell shows that it rearranged

and codified an amalgam of violence and law (RE, 77). In another example from

Upper Egypt, villagers integrated into the global market nevertheless maintained a

number of what could be considered noncapitalist practices, surviving on a fragile

balance of subsistence and cash-crop farming (RE, 254–255). Small farms avoided

going under in the capitalist market through the unpaid labor of the family (RE,

257), and households relied on unpaid labor of women, not on the market and wage

labor (RE, 262–263). Mitchell’s evidence resonates with the older modes of

production literature on Africa and Latin America, but there is a significant

difference in interpretation. For instance, we have a situation where a household

grew crops for subsistence in one plot and sugarcane, a cash crop, in another. A

local sugar factory would pay for part of the sugarcane crop in advance. Farmers

kept the sugarcane because it functioned as a source of credit; without it, they would

be unable to purchase the seed or machinery required for the subsistence crops.

Mitchell concludes that because these farmers were not producing for the market,

but instead using the cash crop as a means to maintain their other crops, it is a case

of the nonmarket sector supporting capitalism (RE, 255). This configuration is so

ubiquitous, that Mitchell argues it is impossible to find ‘‘any analytic or descriptive

method of separating the noncapitalist from the capitalist (RE, 268).’’ What we call

capitalism is too reliant on noncapitalist relations, and thus so radically different

from place to place that Mitchell dismisses the idea that ‘‘there is some universal

social form called capitalism (RE, 269).’’ Instead,

the power of what we call capitalism rests increasingly on its ability to portray

itself as a unique and universal form, on reproducing a view of history and of

economics in which the market is the universal system, constituted and

propelled forward by the power of its own interior logic (RE, 271).

Capitalism as we thought we knew it, it turns out, is a mirage. While liberal

theory clings to a nonexistent free market, Marxist approaches are unable to

appreciate just how greatly capitalism depends on noncapitalist forces, and by

clinging to universal theories cannot grasp how the proliferation of difference means

that there is no universal process called capitalism. Worse, these assumptions put

critical theories in the service of capital.

Despite these criticisms, there is more agreement than disagreement between

Mitchell and his opponents. However, it seems that Mitchell, by pointing to a wide

variety of labor, market, and legal (and later, as we will see, cultural) configurations,

sets the criteria for coherence too high. If we were to argue, instead, that capital

universalizes a type of ‘‘economic reproduction’’ that makes the accumulation of

capital an imperative for capitalists (Chibber 2013, 111), then the expansion of

capitalism would be the expansion of social and political arrangements beholden to

this imperative, and not the expansion of a particular legal system, relations of

power, or culture. Across the globe, the expansion of capitalism has entailed
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strengthening so-called traditional practices, the uneven transformations of socie-

ties, and at times complete indifference to local practices (Chibber 2013, 244–245).

The universalization of the imperative of capitalist competition, the drive for profit,

and the chaos of rapid technological innovation are processes that are by definition

uneven, producing radical forms of difference, leaving certain political, social, and

economic relations intact while destroying others. It is not my intention to argue that

we must trace everything back to the unchanging logic of capital, and I think

Mitchell is correct in asserting that we should be suspicious of claims, often

advanced by capitalists themselves, of global dominance.2 It is only to say that the

conclusions Mitchell draws from his examples, of peasants who did not transform

into cash-crop growing entrepreneurs, or production for the market relied on

compulsory labor or kinship, seem to be unwarranted.3

The third argument, related to the second, is about cultural homogenization and is

developed more fully in the penultimate chapter of Carbon Democracy. Mitchell

argues that both proponents and critics of capitalism mistakenly attribute to

capitalism a modernizing, secular force and Islam, a reactionary, pre-capitalist one.

Global capitalism runs on oil, however, and since Islam (or more specifically

Wahhabism) is a critical ‘‘internal element in the political economy of oil (CD,

213),’’ it is impossible to separate the two. The foundation and survival of the Saudi

state, in Mitchell’s interpretation, is a constant interplay between capitalist oil

companies and Islamists or ‘‘the forces of jihad’’ (CD, 209–211). Thus, ‘‘the

mechanisms of what we call capitalism appear to operate, in certain critical

instances, only by adopting the social force and moral authority of conservative

Islamic movements (CD, 203).’’ This combination of ‘‘logics and forces’’ Mitchell

labels ‘‘McJihad’’ (CD, 213). Seemingly, there is sharp division between (Western)

oil companies and businesses, who are interested in accumulating capital, and

‘‘political Islam [which] was not oriented toward that goal.’’ Instead, ‘‘Islamic

movements had their own agendas—sometimes stemming from injustices and

inequalities that people suffered, or from threats to local ways of living a moral life

or to local arrangements of hierarchy and respect, including male prerogatives in

family and gender relations (CD, 214).’’ Post-war, Iraq is prime example of

‘‘another form of McJihad, a hybrid compound of American military power,

international oil companies, and conservative and Islamic domestic politics (CD,

226).’’

Again, the problem seems to rest more with what Mitchell thinks capitalism

should do. Hanieh (2011) illustrates how Saudi Arabia, and the Gulf as a whole,

became a core area in the global capitalist system as a result of its oil supplies. Its

position, and the power of its capitalist class, grew increasingly important following

the 1970s. National control of oil resulted in massive petrodollar profits that in turn

2 Financialization is a case in point. Ho (2009) shows, for example, how the global reach of Wall St.

banks is not a statement of objective fact, but rather an aspirational goal, with banks opening up empty or

nearly empty offices across the world to attract clients and claim the title of ‘‘global.’’
3 Arrighi’s analysis of colonial capitalism, for example, aligns with many of Mitchell’s findings, but

departs in its conclusions. See especially: ‘‘International Corporations, Labor Aristocracies, and

Economic Development in Tropical Africa’’ and ‘‘Labor Supplies in Historical Perspective: A Study of

the Proletarianization of the African Peasantry in Rhodesia’’ in Arrighi and Saul (1973).
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played a key role in the financialization of the global economy (Hanieh 2011,

42–43), and threats to accumulation represented by class struggle were averted by a

switch to migrant labor (62–64). Mitchell’s interpretation that the presence of

Islamic movements somehow challenges us to rethink the very nature of capitalism,

is mistaken. That oil companies allied with Saudi Islamists or relied on the Taliban’s

‘‘powers of moral authority, social discipline and political violence’’ to build a

pipeline (CD, 203) is not necessarily evidence of something called ‘‘McJihad.’’

Instead it follows a long history of capitalists putting local circumstances to work.

Most certainly, Islamists began to threaten Western political interests and a

particular group of Western oil companies trying to maintain the scarcity of oil, but

it is a stretch to read this as the ‘‘deficiency of capitalism (CD, 230).’’

Even if some of Mitchell’s conclusions are perhaps unfounded, it is still

important to look at the conceptual tools he uses to make sense of capitalism.

Another comparison with the modes of production literature may be useful. In an

important state-of-the-field essay published near the end of the 1970s, Aidan Foster-

Carter argued that the modes of production approach had come up against a

theoretical dead end. Those advocating articulation approaches found themselves

with an ever increasing number of modes of production, leading to doubts about the

analytical purchase of the theory itself (Foster-Carter 1978). In order to prevent

things from growing out of control, some advocated scrapping the whole theoretical

apparatus in favor of a single capitalist world system. Mitchell follows Foster-Carter

characterization of both positions, although he is not very excited about either side.

The terms of debate, he feels, are problematic. By pulling everything together under

a global capitalist system, the world systems approach provides ‘‘no real alternative

to the story of the market (RE, 269).’’ For Mitchell, the former approach is more

commendable, as at least it attempted to account for the diverse responses of the

colonized to capitalism. But with no coherent system, capitalist or otherwise, there

is a change in the research agenda. Rather than trying to study and compare social

formations vis-à-vis the logic of capital, Mitchell proposes that we focus our

energies on ‘‘failures, diversions, and redirections of the [capitalist] project (RE,

271).’’

How are we to make sense of the failures and diversions? Mitchell relies on the

term ‘‘logics,’’ which does little to extricate analysis from the quagmire of the

1970s. At times, logics are equivalent with ‘‘forces’’ or ‘‘agencies’’ that can be

human or nonhuman (RE, 51). At other times, it is closer to modes of production,

and people engage in ‘‘logics that moved away from or at cross-purposes with the

logic of the market (RE, 254).’’ We encounter a ‘‘logic of the free market’’ that is

‘‘displaced by other logics at work in the village (RE, 266)’’; all of these other logics

seem to be grouped as ‘‘a multitude of seemingly noncapitalist logics’’ which ‘‘no

longer deserve the label of noncapitalist (RE, 271).’’ Capitalism is a ‘‘project,’’ but it

lacks laws and coherence and seems to be structured as much around contingencies

(an important point) as it is capital (RE, 51–53). One of Mitchell’s criticisms of both

‘‘alternative modernities’’ and modes of production approaches is that they suggest

‘‘an almost infinite play of possibilities’’ without any ‘‘rigorous sense of what, if

anything gives capitalist globalization’’ its ‘‘phenomenal power of replication and

expansion (RE, 248).’’ But identifying everything from an Islamist backlash to
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peasant subsistence farming as instances of the failure or redirection of capitalism,

while avoiding one problem leads to another. Do these radically heterogeneous

processes share anything that gives some sense of what exactly gives capitalist

globalization its phenomenal weakness?

The combination of logics and their resultant failures has another analytical

shortcomings. Recall that in Mitchell’s discussion of Islam in Carbon Democracy,

he argues that ‘‘McJihad’’ is ‘‘a hybrid compound of American military power,

international oil companies, and conservative and Islamic domestic politics (CD,

226).’’ Kate Crehan, in her discussion of the term in anthropological literature,

argues that ‘‘underpinning the metaphor of hybridity […] is a persistent

assumption of the existence of distinct cultures, elements of which may

intermingle in all kinds of ways but which nonetheless somehow remain rooted

in that culture to which they ‘belong’ (Crehan 2002, 61).’’ She notes that we

would never refer to liberation theology as ‘‘hybrid Christianity,’’ wondering why

‘‘some incongruities are more troubling than others (Crehan 2002, 60).’’ Can we

ask why Islam can be political, but not capitalist? When Mitchell writes that a

combination of Islam, oil, and military power is hybrid, there is an unstated

assumption about what Islamists do and what capitalists do. In the history of

Saudi Arabia that Mitchell gives us, Western capitalists are constantly juxtaposed

to Saudi Islamists, designated collectively as muwahhidun. Mitchell develops an

explanation of crisis that hinges on the division between the logic of conservative

Islam and the logic of capitalism; because (political) Islam is somehow different

from capitalism, it becomes a ‘‘disjunctive’’ force that ultimately escapes the

control of the political and business interests that depend upon it (CD, 203). Such

a position runs the risk of essentializing Islam and putting us in the unenviable

position of sorting out types of Islam that are good for capitalism and types that

are bad. Moreover, it has little to say about inter-capitalist competition and the

struggle between capital and labor brought out in the work of Hanieh and others.

Analyzing the role of Islam through metaphors of hybridity or theories of

disjunction, or setting up Islam and capital as oppositional forces, obscures more

than it illuminates.

Finally, Mitchell’s theoretical positioning has important consequences for

politics, as it is the very constitution and expansion of expertise that give rise to

contradictions that in turn open up political possibilities. Recall that experts

constantly work to simplify the world, asserting the dominance of reason over all

else, but the very composition of science, economics, or engineering always is an

amalgam of forces, with the mastery of one leading to a cascade of unexpected

effects in other domains. We get a glimpse of this spillover effect early on in Rule of

Experts when the flooding caused by experts working on the dam created problems

that drew in European archeologists, Egyptian intellectuals, and government

employees, shaping what had once been a project of experts only (RE, 37). In

Carbon Democracy, Mitchell will label these excesses ‘‘socio-technical controver-

sies’’ (CD, 241). At stake here, Mitchell argues, is the way in which collective life

will be lived, since these ruptures challenge ‘‘the separation of experts and

laypersons,’’ they may give rise to more democratic politics (CD, 239). Mitchell

demonstrates consistently how very composition of expertise is unstable, but it is
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more difficult to assess how much hope we should have in the controversies it sets

off. The most successful harnessing of disruptive controversies Mitchell describes in

Rule of Experts is primarily accomplished by elites, either by rival experts and

intellectuals (RE, 37–38) or the wealthier classes (RE, 39), while most potential

socio-technical controversies in Carbon Democracy are related to access to certain

kinds of commodities (CD, 240). The most extended example revolves around the

exhaustion of oil supplies, which is worth examining in detail.

Mitchell concludes Carbon Democracy by looking at how it is that economists

are able to speak for the future of oil. He argues that oil is, by virtue of its

composition and location beneath the earth’s surface, difficult to measure, and

individual oil companies use their experts to carry out calculations and carefully

guard the information. From this data, speculation about the future of oil is carried

out, and there is thus always a gap between proven and (vast) potential reserves.

This gap, Mitchell argues, is the territory of the economists, who ‘‘are the specialists

in questions of representation (CD, 246).’’ The particular configuration of expertise

that oil lends itself to allow economists to represent the obstacles in front of the

‘‘still-to-be-discovered’’ in terms of prices and environmental restrictions; if only

we could remove pesky governmental regulations or trade barriers, the economists

argue, we would never run of oil (CD, 246–247). But according to Mitchell, there

are challenges to these assumptions. Recently, a ‘‘heterodox community of oil

specialists’’ focused on the rate of the flow of oil to the surface and was able to

predict when oil would peak, thereby upsetting the economists’ monopoly control

over the representation of oil’s future (CD, 248). The response by the economists

has been to redefine nature. So-called ‘‘conventional’’ supplies of oil may be

peaking, they concede, but ‘‘unconventional’’ supplies promise abundance. They

have also attempted to politicize extraction by reframing it: production could be

higher, but political instability and corruption in oil producing regions is to blame

for lower outputs (CD, 249).

Judging from the human and environmental disasters brought about by flawed

theories of economics, development, and nature, Mitchell is right to call for a

changing of the intellectual guard. But the uncertainties and controversies that are

the new space of politics seem to be shaped by a tit-for-tat between two groups of

experts, and it is unclear how a shift from one set to another, and to a new

conception of nature, society, and economy, will affect a democratic redistribution

of resources and political power. While socio-technical controversies may often

lead to a reshuffling of power among elites, the question remains if these ruptures

generate possibilities for other struggles, perhaps more radical projects, that would

take advantage of the weaknesses of expertise.

Looking at Mitchell’s history of labor, the prospects seem grim. He does not

attach much importance to class politics or social movements on account of their

assumptions about the primacy of human agency. More important than class

consciousness or forms of political organization is the raw material. It was coal that

‘‘produced’’ democracy; energy networks ‘‘gave’’ workers opportunities (CD, 18);

oil ‘‘enabled’’ some forms of labor mobilization (CD, 19), but ultimately, its

‘‘physical and chemical’’ constitution reduced the power of workers (CD, 36).

Mitchell is careful to distance himself from any kind of determinism and notes that
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these factors are only part of the story. But we are left guessing about what the other

parts might be and how important they are in shaping the course of events. While

both workers and experts are both hybrid products of human, natural, and

mechanical elements, only expert discourse possess a world-changing force. And if

oil tends to support the concentration of expertise, then what really seems to count is

the battle of ideas between heterodox economists on one side and orthodox

economists and oil experts on the other.

How useful, then, is Mitchell’s framework for building an economic anthropol-

ogy of the Arab World? Undoubtedly, one of Mitchell’s most important insights has

to do with the ways in which expertise deals with failure, and his analysis has been

important in other ethnographies of development organizations. Julia Elyachar, for

instance, demonstrates how schemes by international organizations to train Egyptian

entrepreneurs consistently fail to create sustainable enterprises primarily because

the assumed market, and its universal laws, do not exist. Instead of provoking a re-

evaluation of free market theory, she explains, experts take failure as evidence of a

lack or defect in some aspect of Egyptian society, creating the need for further

interventions and expertise (Elyachar 2005a). Expert knowledge is always about

bracketing off what it cannot control, a process that Tanya Li calls ‘‘rendering

technical (Li 2007).’’ In Li’s study of World Bank projects in Indonesia, expertise

always ignores the political, and when it seeps back (as it tends to do) and derails the

proper execution of a given project, the extension and intensification of technical

planning are always the solution. In the face of challenges to its worldview, expert

knowledge never alters its theory, as it never intended to generate a more accurate

account of what happens. Instead, ‘‘expert knowledge works to format social

relations, never simply to report or picture them (RE, 118),’’ and thus, the answer to

failure is always more experts.4

Mitchell’s insights and analysis of expertise is a complex and illuminating

account of how experts operate. However, it is at times problematic and leaves us

with questionable political prospects. In directing our attention to the messiness and

contradictory nature of capitalism, Mitchell’s rich body of work raises provocative

questions. But I think that to answer questions about who is an expert, who can

become an expert, how one acquires expertise, and what sort of expertise is deemed

to matter, we require a theorization of the relationship between capitalism and

expertise that goes beyond assuming that without the latter, the former has little

force. To make such theorization possible, we must be attentive to the changing

geographical and institutional locations of techno-politics’ high priests as well as the

political alliances, class or otherwise, that accord their discourse its sacred status.

An economic anthropology concerned with these questions could go a long way in

4 The power of expertise appears overwhelming, not in the least because it seems to be able to preempt

and outmaneuver any critique (Li 2007). However, if we recall the early discussion of the Aswan Dam,

techno-politics rely on a series of binary separations between representation and material, science and

nature, and the like. The creation of the cadastral map exemplifies the problems created by this

combination of the ideal and material, and experts were unable to prevent peasants from moving survey

markers or maps from shrinking in hot weather (RE, 114–119). Hull’s (2012) ethnography of bureaucracy

and land disputes in Pakistan shows just how vulnerable expert knowledge is to the materiality of

documents, soil, and measuring devices.
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exploring the forces that produce expertise and shape the lives and possible futures

of those in the Arab World.
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