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A discussion of Kanna, Le Renard and Vora’s 

Beyond Exception: New Interpretations of the Arabian Peninsula 
(Sorbonne Abu Dhabi et CEFREPA) 

Tuesday, March 16, 2021, 3:00 pm (Paris), online. 

Speakers: 

• Amélie Le Renard is a sociologist and a research fellow at the CNRS. She

joined the Maurice Halbwachs Center in 2011. Her doctoral research has

focused on the political and social issues of women's access to public spaces

in Riyadh (Saudi Arabia).

• Neha Vora is an associate professor of anthropology at the University of

Lafayette, Pennsylvania.

• Hélène Thiollet is a research fellow at CNRS and a researcher at CERI

(SciencesPo). She is particularly interested in migration policies in the South

(Middle East and Sub-Saharan Africa).

• Bader Mousa Al-Saif is an associate professor of history at Kuwait University.

D. in History with distinction from Georgetown University in Washington DC.

Summary of the session, moderated by Amélie Le Renard and Neha Vora, and 

commented by Hélène Thiollet and Bader Mousa Al-Saif : 

This talk focuses on the book Beyond Exception: New Interpretations of the 

Arabian Peninsula, by Ahmed Kanaa, Amélie Le Renard and Neha Vora. In this book, 

published in 2020, the three authors set out to deconstruct studies on the Arabian 

Peninsula, but more globally on postcolonial societies. They note that the majority of 

research considers the Arabian Peninsula as peripheral, exceptional or even attached 

to the Western world, without considering it as central. The exceptionalism and 

orientalism that irrigate the studies on the Arabian Peninsula tends to construct 

distorted discourses and representations, which invisibilize its other aspects, such as 

its history or its own culture. Indeed, the Gulf countries are perceived as rentier, ultra-

modern and technological. The population seems, according to Western studies, to 

have given up its civil and political rights in order to build the economic wealth of the 

country. All this biased information leads to a refusal to see the history or the culture 

of the Arabian Peninsula before the discovery of oil. It is precisely to restore the region 

to its most truthful aspects that the three authors, mixing postcolonialism, feminism and 

intersectionality, have published this book.  

Exceptionalism is to consider a region, a people, a country, a culture, as 

exceptional from the rest of the world. This phenomenon, relayed by the media, 

politicians, and even academics, tends to construct representations and discourses, 

which themselves shape the relationships of power and domination in the societies 

studied. The classical discourses between East and West, modernity and tradition, 

civility and savagery are an integral part of this. For example, as Amélie Le Renard 

explains, these representations shape the labor market. In Dubai or Riyadh, holders of 

Western passports have an advantage in the labor market, unlike "workers from the 
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South" (Indians, Filipinos, etc.), who make up the majority of the workforce. Despite 

indignation on the part of Westerners, who perceive the Arabian Peninsula as an 

exception in terms of exploitation of immigrant workers, this balance of power is 

ultimately "justified" by the quality of Western diplomas, or the value of money in the 

countries of origin. For the French people interviewed, a low salary for an Indian worker 

will allow the family back home to live, for whom a sum considered derisory in the Gulf 

will finally be a substantial income.   

 The difficulty for researchers lies in both deconstructing these studies, which 

are too impregnated with colonialism, and in trying to be objective in a society that has 

itself become impregnated with these exceptional discourses. To do this, Ahmed 

Kanaa, Amélie Le Renard and Neha Vora first focus on reshaping the ethnography of 

the Gulf. First, by tracing the historical imperial networks, and contemporary 

exchanges (including the Indian Ocean and not just the Western powers), then by 

considering the "banality" of migrations, that is to say the impregnation by the Gulf of 

diverse and varied cultures. It is a question here, for example, of going beyond the 

dichotomy between workers from the South (laborers or housewives), and locals 

(farmers, the rich). The authors also wish to reflect on the very notion of citizenship in 

the Gulf, and its difficulties, particularly in the face of representations that describe 

"Arabs, rich, unsympathetic and traditional". To question, also, the "intimacy of 

residence", that is to say, this border between nationals and immigrants, too often 

simplified. Although this relationship is sometimes very visible, it is much more 

complicated, and is produced, reproduced, according to certain patterns. Finally, the 

authors also integrate a critical dimension of urbanism, going beyond the "ultra-

modern" and "ultra-technological" framework of the Gulf cities, to analyze the power 

relations that have shaped architecture.  

 The authors finally propose to consider the Arabian Peninsula as a node of 

postcolonial and global processes, such as the transnational migration of workers, but 

also students, and companies; the international racialized division of labor, which feeds 

current societies; the abandonment of industrialization in favor of the development of 

the knowledge economy; the particular priority given to security and biopolitics; and 

finally, the legacy of a rich imperial and colonial history, which is still present today. 

Report by Justine Clément, CEFREPA and SciencesPo Paris 

 


