
Report to the CCC regarding the workshop “‘What’s in a Name?’ Re-assessing the Oriental in 
the American Schools of Oriental Research” at the November 2018 Annual Meeting 

By Danielle Steen Fatkin, Department of History, Knox College 

 

Background: 

At last year’s annual meeting, members organized a workshop related to ASOR’s name. Papers 
were pre-circulated to enhance discussion during the workshop (they are still available at this 
URL: http://bit.ly/ASOR2018Orientalism). The five papers by Kathleen Bennallack, Danielle 
Steen Fatkin, Michael Homan, Ian W.N. Jones, and Melissa Bailey Kuttner presented critiques 
of Orientalism and suggested that the organization reconsider having “Oriental” as part of its 
name. President Susan Ackermann acted as respondent at the panel and presented information 
related to the history of ASOR’s name and recent rebranding. The audience at this session was 
large, filling one of the larger meeting rooms – audience size is estimated at 100 people.  

Following the thirty-minute introduction to the workshop, there was a question-and-answer 
period. Most audience members expressed support for re-visiting the organization’s name, 
though a few did question whether a new name was necessary. One noted critique was that 
“Near Eastern” was in no way satisfactory as a substitute for “Oriental.” 

The remainder of the workshop was dedicated to an audience discussion of the issues raised by 
the papers and Q&A. The workshop organizers placed audience members into groups of 5 to 6 
and asked each group to fill out a worksheet with discussion questions (see Appendix 1 
“Worksheet Template” and Appendix 2 “Completed Worksheets”). The worksheets collected 
some demographic information and posed three discussion questions. These small groups met 
for approximately 30 minutes. 

The final part of the panel consisted of reporting out from the small groups. While the audience 
had shrunk somewhat by this point, consisting of perhaps 50 people, there was overwhelming 
consensus among those who remained that ASOR should change its name. 

 

Data: 

Table: Demographic Information of workshop participants (see Appendix 2 for source) 

Types of members  Types of institutions  
Graduate student 6 R-1 University 17 
Post-doc; no current 
position 

1 Smaller research 
university 

8 

Adjunct / VAP (non-
TT) 

4 Seminary 1 

Tenure-track 3 Small liberal arts college 6 
Tenured 8 Historically Black 

college or university 
1 

http://bit.ly/ASOR2018Orientalism


Senior 6 Government  
Museum research / 
curation 

3 Museum 3 

Researcher (gov’t, 
other) 

2 Research center 5 

Other 9 Other 3 
 

Written comments (selected from small group worksheets; see Appendix 2 for full comments) 

- This would be a baby step in the process of de-colonizing archaeology; shows that ASOR is 
aware of and participating in these efforts 

- If there is general agreement that the name is considered problematic by the public, then this 
is a sufficient reason to change 

- Europeans think of ASOR as a global organization – also consider changing the “American” 
part of the name 

- We like the “American” and “Research” part of the name; “schools” and “Oriental” are 
problematic 

- Just because it’s hard doesn’t mean we shouldn’t do it 
- The Oriental part is racist 
- The most compelling reason to change the name is because it’s the right thing to do 
- Change the name to “American Schools Of Research”? (same acronym) 
- The issue of changing the organization’s name and relating the organization to publications 

is surmountable; names change all the time and libraries have ways of dealing with this issue 
- It is not enough to decide to change the name; there needs to be a viable alternative 
- Also re-visit the “schools” part of the name since the schools have become independent 

overseas research centers? 
- What about having the word “international” in the name? 
- Do we need to specify a geographic region? Could you rename the organization with no 

reference to geography? (stated in various ways by most of the small groups) 
- Could do an educational campaign to help with name recognition for the new name 
- Bottom-line: not every tradition is good. The KKK has a long tradition and great name 

recognition. If we (ASOR) want to be inclusive (and welcome younger, non-white scholars), 
“oriental” needs to go. 

- Establish a diversity, equity, and inclusion committee; a committee like this can assist the 
board with very practical suggestions to make the meeting more inclusive and to establish 
programming and support for minority members. 

- The disadvantages of the name include 1) it alienates students when humanities are already 
declining; 2) it alienates students from the MENA region; 3) it’s confusing 

- Change the name because “oriental” is offensive. Period. It shuts down the conversation. 
- We don’t need to explain everything in the name. 

 

  



Suggestions: 

- Change the name. Break the process into two votes. The first vote to the board should be: 
“Should ASOR change its name?” Our data suggest that there would be overwhelming 
support from the membership for a change. The second vote would then be about the new 
name. This is obviously a tricky issue, and was the stumbling block that prevented the 
organization from changing its name in 1982. However, this is a surmountable problem and 
one that must be undertaken in light of the compelling data of ASOR’s own membership 
about their concerns over ASOR’s name. 

- Create a new officer and / or committee to address issues of diversity and equity. We are an 
overwhelmingly white discipline and an overwhelmingly white organization that works in 
non-white countries and studies non-white people. ASOR does not reflect the diversity of 
the United States or Canada or of the organizations where most of us work. ASOR should 
proactively address concerns of access and equity by making diversity and inclusion an 
institutional priority. 

 

Closing Reflections 

It was an eye opening experience as an organizer of this panel to see the honesty that our 
members and conference attendees brought to their reflections. Changing ASOR’s name may not 
be easy, but I have confidence in the smart and creative people of ASOR that together we can 
find a new name that will insure ASOR’s position as the leading learned society for the study of 
historical material culture from the eastern Mediterranean and south-west Asia. 

 

 

 

 



Demographic information:

Types of members 

Grad student: 

Post-doc, no current academic position: 

Adjunct / VAP (non-TT): 

Tenure-track: 

Tenured: 

Senior: 

Other:

Types of Institutions: 

R-1 University:

Smaller research university: 

Seminary: 

Small liberal arts college: 

Historically Black College or University: 

Other: 

Discussion Questions: 

1. What are the advantages of keeping ASOR's name the same? What are the disadvantages?

APPENDIX 1: WORKSHEET TEMPLATE



2. In your mind, what is the most compelling reason to change the name?

3. If ASOR were to change its name, what should the name be? Should journal names also be
changed?



APPENDIX 2: COMPLETED WORKSHEETS

























Demographic information:
 
 
Types of members 
 
Grad student: 1 
 
Post-doc, no current academic position: 
 
Adjunct / VAP (non-TT): 1 
 
Tenure-track: 
 
Tenured: 2 
 
Senior: 1 
 
Other: (1 museum staff; 1 administration)

Types of Institutions: 
 
R-1 University: 2 
 
Smaller research university: 1 
 
Seminary: 
 
Small liberal arts college: 1 
 
Historically Black College or University: 1 
 
Other: Museum 1; Research center 1

 
 
Discussion Questions: 
 
1. What are the advantages of keeping ASOR's name the same? What are the disadvantages? 
 
Advantage: they felt this wasn’t worth talking about as number one thing was get rid of “oriental” 
Disadvantage: Alienate students when humanities already declining. Alienates scholars from 
MENA region. Confusing. Step One: we have to drop oriental. Then worry about rest. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



 
2. In your mind, what is the most compelling reason to change the name? 
 
 
Change name b/c oriental is offensive. period. It shuts down the conversation. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. If ASOR were to change its name, what should the name be? Should journal names also be 

changed? 
 

We don’t need to explain everything in the name. There was a debate about importance of 
geographical ID. Keep American. Some suggested American Schools of Old World Research. 
All said journals and everything, drop oriental, and do it very soon. They said journals not a 
problem. We used to be Biblical Archaeology before we were NEA. 
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