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PREFACE

THE ESSAYS compiled in this volume are about agency and change in the
Muslim Middle East, the societies in which religion seems to occupy a
prominent position. More specifically, they focus on the configuration of
sociopolitical transformation brought about by internal social forces, by
collectives and individuals. Here I focus on the diverse ways in which the
ordinary people, the subaltern—the urban dispossessed, Muslim women,
the globalizing youth, and other urban grass roots—strive to affect the con-
tours of change in their societies, by refusing to exit from the social and
political stage controlled by authoritarian states, moral authority, and neo-
liberal economies, discovering and generating new spaces within which
they can voice their dissent and assert their presence in pursuit of bettering
their lives. The vehicles through which ordinary people change their societ-
ies are not simply audible mass protests or revolutions, even though they
represent an aspect of popular mobilization; rather, people resort more
widely to what I will elaborate as “nonmovements”—the collective endeav-
ors of millions of noncollective actors, carried out in the main squares, back
streets, courthouses, or communities. This book, then, is about the “art of
presence,” the story of agency in times of constraints. The essays constitute
the core of my reflections for the past decade or so on the social movements
and nonmovements that are seen through the prism of historical specificity
of the Muslim Middle East, yet ones that insist on both critical and con-
structive engagement with the prevailing social theory. By so doing my
hope has been not only to produce rigorous empirical knowledge about so-
cial change in this complex region, but in the meantime to engage with and
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contribute to social theory in general. My wish is that this book might offer
a Middle Eastern contribution, however modest, to scholarly debates on so-
cial movements and social change.
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INTRODUCTION
The Art of Presence

THERE IS NO SHORTAGE of views, whether regional or international, suggesting
that the Middle East has fallen into disarray. We continue to read how the
personal income of Arabs is among the lowest in the world, despite their mas-
sive oil revenues. With declining productivity, poor scientific research, de-
creasing school enrollment, and high illiteracy, and with health conditions
lagging behind comparable nations, Arab countries seem to be “richer than
they are developed.” The unfortunate state of social development in the re-
gion is coupled with poor political governance. Authoritarian regimes rang-
ing from Iran, Syria, Egypt, Jordan, and Morocco to the sheikhdoms of the
Persian Gulf, and chiefly Saudi Arabia (incidentally, most with close ties to
the West), continue to frustrate demands for democracy and the rule of law,
prompting (religious) opposition movements that espouse equally undemo-
cratic, exclusive, and often violent measures. Not surprisingly, the current
conditions have caused much fear in the West about the international destabi-
lizing ramifications of this seeming social and political stagnation.

Thus, never before has the region witnessed such a cry for change. The
idea that “everywhere the world has changed except for the Middle East” has
assumed a renewed prominence, with different domestic and international
constituencies expressing different expectations as to how to instigate change
in this region. Some circles hope for a revolutionary transformation through a
sudden upsurge of popular energy to overturn the unjust structures of power
and usher in development and democracy. If the Iranian Revolution, not so
long ago, could sweep aside a long-standing monarchy in less than two years,
why couldn’t such movement be forged in the region today? This is a difficult
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2 INTRODUCTION

position to sustain. It is doubtful that revolutions can ever be planned.? Even
though revolutionaries do engage in plotting and preparing, revolutions do
not necessarily result from prior schemes. Rather, they often follow their own
intriguing logic, subject to a highly complex mix of structural, international,
coincidental, and psychological factors. We often analyze revolutions in retro-
spect, rarely engaging in ones that are expected or desired, for revolutions are
never predictable.> On the other hand, most people do not particularly wish
to be involved in violent revolutionary movements. People often express doubt
about engaging in revolution, whose outcome they cannot foresee. They often
prefer to remain “free riders,” wanting others to carry out revolutions on their
behalf. Furthermore, are revolutions necessarily desirable? Those who have
experienced them usually identify violent revolutions with massive disrup-
tion, destruction, and uncertainty. After all, nothing guarantees that a just
social order will result from a revolutionary change. Finally, even assuming
that revolutions are desirable and can be planned, what are people under au-
thoritarian rule to do in the meantime?

Given these constraints, an alternative view postulates that instead of
waiting for an uncertain revolution, change should be instigated by commit-
ting states to undertaking sustained social and political reforms. Such a non-
violent strategy of reform requires powerful social forces—social movements
(of workers, the poor, women, youth, students, and broader democracy move-
ments) or genuine political parties—to challenge political authorities and he-
gemonize their claims. Indeed, many activists and NGOs in the Middle East
are already engaged in forging movements to alter the current state of affairs.
However, while this may serve as a genuinely endogenous strategy for change,
effective movements need political opportunities to grow and operate. How
are social and political movements to keep up when authoritarian regimes
exhibit a great intolerance toward organized activism, when the repression of
civil-society organizations has been a hallmark of most Middle Eastern states?

It should not, therefore, come as a surprise that growing segments of peo-
ple, frustrated by the political stalemate, lament that although most people in
the Middle East suffer under the status quo, they remain repressed, atomized,
and passive. Popular activism, if any, goes little beyond occasional, albeit
angry, protests, with most of them directed by Islamists against the West and
Israel, and less against their own repressive states to commit to a democratic
order. Since there is slight or no agency to challenge the ossified status quo,
the argument goes, change should come from outside, by way of economic,
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political, and even military pressure. Even the Arab Human Development Re-
port, arguably the most significant manifesto for change in the Arab Middle
East, is inclined to seek a “realistic solution” of a “western-supported project
of gradual and moderate reform aiming at liberalization.”* Still, the percep-
tion that the Middle East remains “unchangeable” has far greater resonance
outside the region, notably in the West and among policy circles, the main-
stream media, and many think tanks. Indeed, a strong “exceptionalist” out-
look informs the whole edifice of the “democracy promotion industry” in the
West, which pushes for instigating change through outside powers, one which
does not exclude the use of force.?

The idea of Middle Eastern exceptionalism is not new. Indeed, for a long
time now, change in Middle Eastern societies has been approached with a
largely western Orientalist outlook whose history goes back to the eighteenth
century, if not earlier.® Mainstream Orientalism tends to depict the Muslim
Middle East as a monolithic, fundamentally static, and thus “peculiar” entity.
By focusing on a narrow notion of (a rather static) culture—one that is virtu-
ally equated with the religion of Islam—Middle Eastern societies are charac-
terized more in terms of historical continuity than in terms of change. In this
perspective, change, albeit uncommon, may indeed occur, but primarily via
individual elites, military men, or wars and external powers. The George W.
Bush administration’s doctrine of “regime change,” exemplified in, for instance,
the occupation of Iraq and the inclination to wage a war against Iran, repre-
sents how, in such a perspective, “reform” is to be realized in the region. Con-
sequently, internal sources of political transformation, such as group inter-
ests, social movements, and political economies, are largely overlooked.

But in fact the Middle East has been home to many insurrectionary epi-
sodes, nationwide revolutions, and social movements (such as Islamism), and
great strides for change. Beyond these, certain distinct and unconventional forms
of agency and activism have emerged in the region that do not get adequate at-
tention, because they do not fit into our prevailing categories and conceptual
imaginations. By elaborating on and highlighting these latter forms, or what I
call “social nonmovements,” I wish also to raise a number of theoretical and
methodological questions as to how to look at the notions of agency and change
in the Muslim Middle East today. Indeed, conditioned by the exceptionalist
outlook, many observers tend to exclude the study of the Middle East from the
prevailing social science perspectives. For instance, many narratives of Is-

lamism treat it simply in terms of religious revivalism, or as an expression of
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primordial loyalties, or irrational group actions, or something peculiar and
unique, a phenomenon that cannot be analyzed by the conventional social sci-
ence categories. In fact, Islamism had been largely excluded from the mode of
inquiry developed by social movement theorists in the West until recently,
when a handful of scholars have attempted to bring Islamic activism into the
realm of “social movement theory.”” This is certainly a welcome development.
However, these scholars tend largely to “borrow” from, rather than critically
and productively engage with and thus contribute to, social movement theories.
Indeed, it remains a question how far the prevailing social movement theory is
able to account for the complexities of socioreligious movements in contempo-
rary Muslim societies, in particular when these perspectives are rooted in par-
ticular genealogies, in the highly differentiated and politically open Western
societies, where social movements often develop into highly structured and
largely homogeneous entities—possibilities that are limited in the non-Western
world. Charles Tilly is correct in alerting us to be mindful of the historical
specificity of “social movements”—political performances that emerged in West-
ern Europe and North America after 1750. In this historical experience, what
came to be known as “social movements” combined three elements: an orga-
nized and sustained claim making on target authorities; a repertoire of perfor-
mances, including associations, public meetings, media statements, and street
marches; and finally, “public representations of the cause’s worthiness, unity,
numbers, and commitment.”® Deployed separately, these elements would not
make “social movements,” but some different political actions. Given that the
dominant social movement theories draw on western experience, to what extent
can they help us understand the process of solidarity building or the collectivi-
ties of disjointed yet parallel practices of noncollective actors in the non-western
politically closed and technologically limited settings?’

In contrast to the “exceptionalist” tendency, there are those often “local”
scholars in the Middle East who tend uncritically to deploy conventional
models and concepts to the social realities of their societies, without acknowl-
edging sufficiently that these models hold different historical genealogies, and
may thus offer little help to explain the intricate texture and dynamics of
change and resistance in this part of the world. For instance, considering “slums”
in light of the conventional perspectives of urban sociology, the informal
communities in the Middle East (i.e., ashwaiyyat) are erroneously taken to be
the breeding ground for violence, crime, anomie, extremism, and, consequently,
radical Islam. There is little in such narratives that sees these communities as
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a significant locus of struggle for (urban) citizenship and transformation in
urban configuration. Scant attention is given to how the urban disenfran-
chised, through their quiet and unassuming daily struggles, refigure new life
and communities for themselves and different urban realities on the ground
in Middle Eastern cities. The prevailing scholarship ignores the fact that these
urban subaltern redefine the meaning of urban management and de facto
participate in determining its destiny; and they do so not through formal in-
stitutional channels, from which they are largely excluded, but through direct
actions in the very zones of exclusion. To give a different example, in early 2000
Iranian analysts looking uncritically at Muslim women’s activism through
the prism of social movement theory—developed primarily in the United
States—concluded that there was no such a thing as a women’s movement in
Iran, because certain features of Iranian women’s activities did not resemble
the principal “model.” It is perhaps in this spirit that Olivier Roy warns against
the kind of comparison that takes “one of the elements of comparison as
norm” while never questioning the “original configuration.”!® A fruitful ap-
proach would demand an analytical innovation that not only rejects both
Middle Eastern “exceptionalism” and uncritical application of conventional
social science concepts but also thinks and introduces fresh perspectives to
observe, a novel vocabulary to speak, and new analytical tools to make sense
of specific regional realities. It is in this frame of mind that I examine both
contentious politics and social “nonmovements” as key vehicles to produce
meaningful change in the Middle East.

CONTENTIOUS POLITICS AND SOCIAL CHANGE

A number of remarkable social and political transformations in the region
have resulted from organized contentious endeavors of various forms, rang-
ing from endemic protest actions, to durable social movements, to major rev-
olutionary mobilizations. The constitutional revolution of 1905-6 heralded
the end of Qajar despotism and the beginning of the era of constitutionalism
in Iran. The Egyptian Revolution of 1952, led by free officers, and the Iraqi
Revolution of 1958 terminated long-standing monarchies and British colonial
rule, augmenting republicanism and socialistic economies. In a major social
and political upheaval, the Algerians overthrew French colonial rule in 1962
and established a republic.

The Islamic Revolution of 1979 galvanized millions of Iranians in a move-
ment that toppled the monarchy and ushered in a new era, not only in Iran,
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but in many nations of the Muslim world. Some twenty-five years earlier, a
nationalist and secular democratic movement led by Prime Minister Muham-
mad Mossadegh had established constitutionalism, until it was crushed by a
coup engineered by the CIA and the British secret service in 1953, which re-
instated the dictatorship of the Shah. In 1985 in Sudan, a nonviolent uprising
by a coalition of students, workers, and professional unions (National Alliance
for National Salvation) forced President Jaafar Numeiri’s authoritarian pop-
ulist regime (born of a military coup) to step down in favor of a national
transitional government, paving the way for free elections and democratic
governance. The first Palestinian intifada (1987-93) was one of the most
grassroots-based mobilizations in the Middle East of the past century. Trig-
gered by a fatal accident caused by an Israeli truck driver, and against the
backdrop of years of occupation, the uprising included almost the entire Pal-
estinian population, in particular women and children, who resorted to non-
violent methods of resistance to the occupation, such as civil disobedience,
strikes, demonstrations, withholding taxes, and product boycotts. Led mainly
by the local (versus exiled) leaders, the movement built on popular commit-
tees (e.g., women’s, voluntary work, and medical relief) to sustain itself, while
serving as an embryonic institution of a future independent Palestinian state.!!
More recently, the “Cedar Revolution,” a grassroots movement of some 1.5 mil-
lion Lebanese from all walks of life demanding meaningful sovereignty, de-
mocracy, and an end to foreign meddling, resulted in the withdrawal of Syrian
forces from Lebanon in 2005. This movement came to symbolize a model of
peaceful mobilization from below that could cause momentous change in the
region. At almost the same time, a nascent democracy movement in Egypt, with
Kifaya at its core, mobilized thousands of middle-class professionals, stu-
dents, teachers, judges, and journalists who called for a release of political
prisoners and an end to emergency law, torture, and Husni Mubarak’s presi-
dency. In a fresh perspective, this movement chose to work with “popular
forces,” rather than with traditional opposition parties, bringing the campaign
into the streets instead of broadcasting it from headquarters, and focused on
domestic issues rather than international demands. As a postnational and pos-
tideological movement, Kifaya embraced activists from diverse ideological ori-
entations and gender, religious, and social groups. This novel mobilization
managed, after years of Islamist hegemony, nationalism, and authoritarian rule,
to break the taboo of unlawful street marches, and to augment a new postna-
tionalist, secular, and nonsectarian (democratic) politics in Egypt. It galvanized
international support and compelled the Egyptian government to amend the
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constitution to allow for competitive presidential elections. More spectacularly,
the nonviolent Green Wave mobilized millions of Iranians against the Ahma-
dinejad’s hardline government (accused of fraud in the presidential elections of
June 12, 2009) pushing for democratic reform.

Movements like Green Wave, Kifaya, and the Cedar Revolution emerged
against the background of, and indeed as alternatives to, the more formidable
Islamist trends in the Muslim Middle East, which have grown on the ruins of
secular Arab socialism—a mix of Pan-Arabism and (non-Marxist) socialism,
which wielded notable impact on political ideas and social developmental
arenas in the 1950s and 1960s but declined after the Arab defeat in the Six Day
War with Israel. Islamist movements have posed perhaps the most serious
challenge to secular authoritarian regimes in the region, even though their
vision of political order remained largely exclusivist and authoritarian. They
expressed the voice of the mainly middle-class high achievers—products of
Arab socialist programs—who in the 1980s felt marginalized by the dominant
economic and political processes in their societies, and who saw no recourse
in the fading socialist project and growing neoliberal modernity, thus chart-
ing their dream of justice and power in religious politics. The influence of
Middle Eastern Islamism has gone beyond the home countries; by forging
transnational networks, it has impacted global politics on an unprecedented
scale. Yet the failure of Islamism to herald a democratic and inclusive order
has given rise to far-reaching nascent movements, what I have called “post-
Islamism,” that can reshape the political map of the region if they succeed.
Neither anti-Islamic nor secular, but spearheaded by pious Muslims, post-
Islamism attempts to undo Islamism as a political project by fusing faith and
freedom, a secular democratic state and a religious society. It wants to marry
Islam with individual choice and liberties, with democracy and modernity, to
generate what some have called an “alternative modernity.” Emerging first in
the Islamist Iran of the late 1990s (and expressed in Mohammad Khatami’s
reform government of 1997-2004), post-Islamism has gained expression in a
number of political movements and parties in the Muslim world, including
Egypt’s Al-Wasat, the current Lebanese Hizbullah, the Moroccan Justice and
Development Party, and the ruling Turkish Justice and Development Party
(AK Party). This trend is likely to continue to grow as an alternative to undemo-
cratic Islamist movements.

Parallel to the current post-Islamist turn, Islam continues to serve as a
crucial mobilizing ideology and social movement frame. But as this book dem-
onstrates, Islam is not only a subject of political contention, but also its object.
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In other words, while religious militants continue to deploy Islam as an ideo-
logical frame to push for exclusive moral and sociopolitical order, secular
Muslims, human rights activists, and, especially, middle-class women have
campaigned against a reading of Islam that underwrites patriarchy and justi-
fies their subjugation. Indeed, the history of women’s struggle in the Middle
East has been intimately tied to a battle against conservative readings of
Islam. Throughout the twentieth century, segments of Middle Eastern women
were mobilized against conservative moral and political authorities, to push
for gender equality in marriage, family, and the economy, and to assert their
social role and ability to act as public players.!”> While the earlier forms of wom-
en’s activism, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, focused
primarily on charity work, the 1940s saw women collectively engaged in anti-
colonial struggles, while protesting against polygamy and advocating female
education. Women’s campaigns were galvanized in associational activism,
which in this period flourished in Egypt, Tunis, Morocco, Lebanon, Sudan,
and Iraq.”® In the meantime, the nationalist and leftist political parties and
movements wished to strengthen women’s rights; yet issues relating to gender
equality took a backseat to political priorities, in particular the broader ob-
jective of national liberation. It was largely in the postcolonial era, when
women’s presence in education, public life, politics, and the economy had
been considerably enhanced, that women’s organizations dedicated their at-
tention primarily to gender rights. Yet the tide of conservative Islamism and
Salafi trends since the 1980s has posed a new challenge to efforts to decrease
the gender gap in Middle Eastern societies.!* Many women are now in the
throes of a battle that aims to retain what the earlier generations had gained
over years of struggle. The desire to play an active part in society and the
economy and to assert a degree of individuality remains a significant women’s
claim.

If historically women used charity associations to assert their public role
and other gender claims, currently the professional middle classes (teachers,
lawyers, pharmacists, engineers, and doctors) deploy their fairly independent
syndicates both to defend their professional claims and to carry out political
work, since traditional party politics remain in general corrupt and ineffec-
tive. Thus, it is not uncommon to find professional syndicates to serve nation-
alist or Islamist politics—a phenomenon quite distinct from labor unions.
Unlike the professional syndicates, the conventional trade unions remain en-
gaged chiefly with economic and social concerns. Despite corporatism and
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governmental pressures, trade unions in the Middle East have spearheaded
defending workers’ rights and their traditional social contract. While Jordan,
Lebanon, Morocco, and Turkey have enjoyed more or less pluralist and rela-
tively independent unions, in the ex-populist countries of the region, such as
Algeria, Egypt, Iraq, Libya, and Syria, unions remain in the grip of corporat-
ism. But even such corporatist unions have been used by the public-sector
workers to fight against redundancies, price increases, and traditional bene-
fits. Clearly, unionism covers only a small percentage of working people, orga-
nized in the formal and public sectors. Where trade unions have failed to
serve the interests of the majority of working poor, workers have often re-
sorted to illegal strikes or mass street protests.!®> Thus, the Economic Reform
and Structural Adjustment Program (ERSAP) has, since the 1980s, coincided
with a number of cost-of-living protests in many cities of the region, protests
with little or no religious coloring. Indeed, the 2006, 2007, and March-April
2008 spate of mass workers’ strikes in Egypt’s public and private sectors, in
particular among the textile workers of Mahalla al-Kubra, was described as the
most effective organized activism in the nation’s history since World War II,
with almost no Islamist influence.!®

It is clear that contentious collective action has played a key role in the po-
litical trajectories of the Middle Eastern nations. These collectives represent
fairly organized, self-conscious, and relatively sustained mobilizations with
identifiable leadership and often a particular (nationalist or socialist) ideology
or discourse. However, this type of organized activism does not develop just
anywhere and anytime. It requires a political opportunity—when the political
authorities and the mechanisms of control are undermined by, for instance, a
political or an economic crisis, international pressure, or infighting within
the ruling elites. For example, the Cedar Revolution in Lebanon resulted from
the slaying of Prime Minister Hariri, which offered a political and psychologi-
cal opportunity to forge a broad anti-Syrian movement. Alternatively, an op-
portunity may arise when a sympathetic government or a faction within the
government comes to power (e.g., as a result of an election), which then di-
minishes risk of repression and facilitates collective and organized mobiliza-
tion; this was the case during the reform government under President Khat-
amiin Iran (1997-2004). Otherwise, in ordinary conditions, the authoritarian
regimes in the region have expressed little tolerance toward sustained collec-
tive dissent. The Freedom House reported in 2003 that while only five states
in the Middle East and North Africa region allowed some limited political
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rights and civil liberties, the remaining twelve states allowed none.'” In Iran
in 2007 alone, thousands of activists—journalists, teachers, students, women,
and members of labor, civil, and cultural organizations—were arrested and
faced court charges or were dismissed from their positions.!® Dozens of dai-
lies and weeklies, and hundreds of NGOs, were shut down. An Amnesty In-
ternational report on Egypt cites police violence against peaceful protestors
calling for political reform, the arrest of hundreds of Muslim Brothers mem-
bers, and the detention, without trial, of thousands of others suspected of
supporting banned Islamic groups. Torture and ill-treatment in detention
continued to be systematic.!” Restriction of political expression has been, by
far, worse in Saudi Arabia and Tunis. The following report about a group of
young Egyptians launching a peaceful campaign gives a taste of the severe
restrictions against collective actions:

July 23, 2008. Under the scorching sun on a beach in Alexandria, Egypt, a few
dozen political activists snap digital pictures and chatter nervously. Many of
them wear matching white T-shirts emblazoned with the image of a fist raised
in solidarity and the words “April 6 Youth” splashed across the back. A few of
them get to work constructing a giant kite out of bamboo poles and a sheet of
plastic painted to look like the Egyptian flag. Most are in their twenties, some
younger; one teenage girl wears a teddy bear backpack. Before the group can
get the kite aloft, and well before they have a chance to distribute their pro-
democracy leaflets, state security agents swarm across the sand. The cops shout
threats to break up what is, by Western standards, a tiny demonstration. The
activists disperse from the beach, feeling hot and frustrated; they didn’t even
get a chance to fly their kite. Joining up with other friends, they walk together
toward the neighborhood of Loran, singing patriotic songs. Then, as they turn
down another street, a group of security agents jump out of nowhere. It’s a
coordinated assault that explodes into a frenzy of punches and shoves. There
are screams and grunts as about a dozen kids fall or are knocked to the
ground. The other 30 or so scatter, sprinting for blocks in all directions before
slowing enough to send each other hurried text messages: Where are you?
What happened? Those who didn’t get away are hustled into a van and two
cars. The security men are shouting at them: “Where is [the leader] Ahmed
Maher 272

In the absence of free activities, the political class is forced either to exit
the political scene at least temporarily, or to go underground. All of the re-
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gion’s guerilla movements, whether the Marxist Fedaian of prerevolutionary
Iran, the nationalist Algerian resistance against the French colonialism, or the
more recent Islamist al-Gama'a al-Islamiyya of Egypt and the Islamic Salva-
tion Front (FIS) of Algeria, resorted to subversive revolutionism largely be-
cause open and legal political work was limited. The sad truth is that the dis-
sident movements of this sort are likely to spearhead undemocratic practices.
Surveillance and secrecy disrupt free communication and open debate within
a movement, leading either to fragmentation of aims and expectations—a
recipe for discord and sedition—or to outright authoritarian tendencies and a
cult of leadership. Still, while only a handful of revolutionary activists would
venture into such perilous subversive operations, others would find recourse
in street politics, expressing grievance in public space and engaging in civic
campaigns, or resort to the type of “social nonmovements” that interlock ac-
tivism with the practice of everyday life.

STREET POLITICS AND POLITICAL STREET

The contentious politics I have outlined so far are produced and expressed
primarily in urban settings. Indeed, urban public space continues to serve as
the key theater of contentions. When people are deprived of the electoral
power to change things, they are likely to resort to their own institutional clout
(as students or workers going on strike) to bring collective pressure to bear on
authorities to undertake change. But for those urban subjects (such as the
unemployed, housewives, and the “informal people”) who structurally lack
intuitional power of disruption (such as going on strike), the “street” becomes
the ultimate arena to communicate discontent. This kind of street politics de-
scribes a set of conflicts, and the attendant implications, between an individ-
ual or a collective populace and the authorities, which are shaped and ex-
pressed in the physical and social space of the streets, from the back alleyways
to the more visible streets and squares.?! Here conflict originates from the ac-
tive use of public space by subjects who, in the modern states, are allowed to
use it only passively—through walking, driving, watching—or in other ways
that the state dictates. Any active or participative use infuriates officials, who
see themselves as the sole authority to establish and control public order.
Thus, the street vendors who proactively spread their businesses in the main
alleyways; squatters who take over public parks, lands, or sidewalks; youth
who control the street-corner spaces, street children who establish street com-
munities; poor housewives who extend their daily household activities into
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the alleyways; or protestors who march in the streets, all challenge the state
prerogatives and thus may encounter reprisal.

Street politics assumes more relevance, particularly in the neoliberal cit-
ies, those shaped by the logic of the market. Strolling through the streets of
Cairo, Tehran, Dakar, or Jakarta in the midst of a working day, one is aston-
ished by the presence of so many people operating in the streets—working,
running around, standing, sitting, negotiating, driving, or riding on buses
and trams. These represent the relatively new subaltern of the neoliberal city.
For the neoliberal city is the “city inside-out,” where a massive number of in-
habitants become compelled by the poverty and dispossession to operate, sub-
sist, socialize, and simply live a life in the public spaces. Here the outdoor spaces
(back alleys, public parks, squares, and the main streets) serve as indispensi-
ble assets in the economic livelihood and social/cultural reproduction of a
vast segment of the urban population, and, consequently, as fertile ground for
the expression of street politics.??

But “street politics” has another dimension, in that it is more than just
about conflict between authorities and deinstitutionalized or informal groups
over the control of public space and order. Streets, as spaces of flow and move-
ment, are not only where people express grievances, but also where they forge
identities, enlarge solidarities, and extend their protest beyond their immedi-
ate circles to include the unknown, the strangers. Here streets serve as a me-
dium through which strangers or casual passersby are able to establish latent
communication with one another by recognizing their mutual interests and
shared sentiments. This is how a small demonstration may grow into a mas-
sive exhibition of solidarity; and that is why almost every contentious politics,
major revolution, and protest movement finds expression in the urban streets.
It is this epidemic potential of street politics that provokes authorities” severe
surveillance and widespread repression. While a state may be able to shut down
colleges or to abolish political parties, it cannot easily stop the normal flow of
life in streets, unless it resorts to normalizing violence, erecting walls and
checkpoints, as a strategic element of everyday life.

Thus, not only does city space serve as the center stage of sociopolitical
contentions, it at the same time conditions the dynamics and shapes the pat-
terns of conflicts and their resolution. Cities inescapably leave their spatial
imprints on the nature of social struggles and agency; they provoke particular
kinds of politics, of both micro and macro nature. For instance, revolutions in
the sense of “insurrections” not only result from certain historical trajecto-
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ries, but are also shaped by certain geographies and are facilitated by certain
spatial influences. Thus, beyond asking why and when a given revolution oc-
curred, we should also be asking where it was unleashed and why it happened
where it did. As sites of the concentration of wealth, power, and privilege, cit-
ies are as much the source of epidemic conflicts, social struggles, and mass
insurgencies as the source of cooperation, sharing, and what I like to call “every-
day cosmopolitanism”—a place where various members of ethnic, racial, and
religious groupings are conditioned to mix, mingle, undertake everyday en-
counters, and experience trust with one another. Cosmopolitan experiences
in cities, in turn, may act as a spatial catalyst to ward off and contain sectarian
strife and violence. In this book, I examine how, for instance, Muslims and
Coptic Christians in Cairo experience an intertwined culture, shared lives,
and inseparable histories—a social intercourse that subverts the language of
clash, one that has dominated the current “interreligious” relations around
the globe. And yet, along with providing the possibility for mixing and min-
gling of diverse ethnic and religious members, modern cities—due to density,
advanced media, high literacy, and communication technologies—can also
facilitate swift and extensive forging of sectarian, albeit “distanciated,” com-
munities along ethnic or religious lines. Such collective feelings, grievances,
and belonging have no better place for expression than urban streets. In other
words, urban streets not only serve as a physical space where conflicts are
shaped and expressed, where collectives are formed, solidarities are extended,
and “street politics” are displayed. They also signify a crucial symbolic utter-
ance, one that goes beyond the physicality of streets to convey collective senti-
ments of a nation or a community. This I call political street, as exemplified in
such terms as “Arab street” or “Muslim street.” Political street, then, denotes
the collective sentiments, shared feelings, and public opinions of ordinary
people in their day-to-day utterances and practices that are expressed broadly
in public spaces—in taxis, buses, and shops, on street sidewalks, or in mass
street demonstrations.

The types of struggles that characterize the societies of the Middle East
are neither unique to this region nor novel in their emergence. Similar pro-
cesses are well under way in other parts of the world. The integration of the
Middle East into the global economic system has created socio-political struc-
tures and processes in this region that find resemblance in other societies of
the global South. Yet the continuing authoritarian rule, the region’s strategic
location (in relation to oil and Israel), and the predominance of Islam give the
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politics of dissent in the Muslim Middle East particular characteristics. Not-
withstanding its characterization as “passive and dead” or “rowdy and danger-
ous,” the “Arab street” exhibited a fundamental vitality and vigor in the after-
math of 9/11 events and the occupation of Iraq, despite the Middle East’s
regimes’ continuous surveillance of political dissent. However, much mobili-
zational energy is spent on nationalistic and anti-imperialist concerns at the
expense of the struggle for democracy at home. Even though street politics in
the Arab world has assumed some innovations in strategy, methods, and con-
stituencies, it remains overwhelmed by the surge of religio-nationalist poli-
tics. Yet it is naive to conclude a priori that the future belongs to Islamist poli-
tics. The fact is that Islamism itself is undergoing a dramatic shift in its
underlying ideals and strategies. Thus, while Islam continues to play a major
mobilizational role, the conditions for the emergence of Iranian-type Islamic
revolutions seem to have been exhausted. I suggest that the evolving domestic
and global conditions, namely, the tendency toward legalism and reformist
politics, individualization of piety, and transnationalization (both the objec-
tives and the actors) among radical trends, tend to favor not Islamic revolu-
tions, but some of kind of “post-Islamist refolutions”—a type of indigenous
political reform marked by a blend of democratic ideals and, possibly, reli-
gious sensibilities. Given the continuous authoritarian rule that curbs orga-
nized and legal opposition movements, the social nonmovements of frag-
mented and inaudible collectives may play a crucial role in instigating such a
transformation.

SOCIAL NONMOVEMENTS

What are the “social nonmovements”? In general, nonmovements refers to the
collective actions of noncollective actors; they embody shared practices of
large numbers of ordinary people whose fragmented but similar activities trig-
ger much social change, even though these practices are rarely guided by an
ideology or recognizable leaderships and organizations. The term movement
implies that social nonmovements enjoy significant, consequential elements
of social movements; yet they constitute distinct entities.

In the Middle East, the nonmovements have come to represent the mobili-
zation of millions of the subaltern, chiefly the urban poor, Muslim women,
and youth. The nonmovement of the urban dispossessed, which I have termed
the “quiet encroachment of the ordinary,” encapsulates the discreet and pro-
longed ways in which the poor struggle to survive and to better their lives by
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quietly impinging on the propertied and powerful, and on society at large. It
embodies the protracted mobilization of millions of detached and dispersed
individuals and families who strive to enhance their lives in a lifelong collec-
tive effort that bears few elements of pivotal leadership, ideology, or struc-
tured organization. More specifically, I am referring to the mass movement
of rural migrants who, in a quest for a better life-chance, embark on a steady
and strenuous campaign that involves unlawful acquisition of lands and shel-
ters, followed by such urban amenities as electricity, running water, phone
lines, paved roads, and the like. To secure paid work, these migrants take over
street sidewalks and other desirable public spaces to spread their vending
businesses, infringing on and appropriating popular labels to promote their
merchandise. Scores of people subsist on turning the public streets into park-
ing spaces for private gains, or use sidewalks as sites for outdoor workshops and
other businesses. These masses of largely atomized individuals, by such parallel
practices of everyday encroachments, have virtually transformed the large cities
of the Middle East and by extension many developing countries, generating a
substantial outdoor economy, new communities, and arenas of self-development
in the urban landscapes; they inscribe their active presence in the configuration
and governance of urban life, asserting their “right to city.”

This kind of spread-out and encroachment reflects in some way the non-
movements of the international illegal migrants. There exist now a massive
border check, barriers, fences, walls, and police patrol. And yet they keep
flooding—through the air, sea, road, hidden in back of trucks, trains, or sim-
ply on foot. They spread, expand, and grow in the cities of the global North;
they settle, find jobs, acquire homes, form families, and struggle to get legal
protection. They build communities, church or mosque groups, cultural col-
lectives, and visibly flood the public spaces. As they feel safe and secure, they
assert their physical, social and cultural presence in the host societies. Indeed,
the anxiety that these both national and international migrants have caused
among the elites are remarkably similar. Cairo elite lament about the ‘inva-
sion of fallahin” (peasants) from the dispersed Upper Egyptian countryside,
and Istanbul elite warn of the encroachment of the ‘black Turks, meaning poor
rural migrants from Anatolia, who, they say, have altogether ruralized and
transformed the social configuration of “our modern cities.” In a strikingly
similar tone, white European elites express profound anxiety about the ‘inva-
sion of foreigners’—Africans, Asians, and in particular Muslims—who they
see as having overwhelmed Europe’s social habitat, distorting the European
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way of life by their physical presence and cultural modes—their hijab, mosques
and minarets. Truth is, rhetoric notwithstanding, the encroachment is real
and is likely to continue. The struggles of such migrant poor in the Middle
East or those of the international migrants constitute neither an organized
and self-conscious social movement nor a coping mechanism, since people’s
survival is not at the cost of themselves but of other groups or classes. These
practices also move beyond simple acts of everyday resistance, for they engage
in surreptitious and incremental encroachments to further their claims.
Rather, they exemplify a poor people’s nonmovement.

It is often claimed that radical Islamism in the Middle East voices the in-
terests of the poor as the victim of the urban ecology of overcrowded slums,
where poverty, anomie, and lawlessness nurture extremism and violence, of
which militant Islamism is a variant. But this view finds less plausibility when
it is tested against the general reluctance of the urban poor to lend ideological
support to this or that political movement. A pragmatic politics of the poor,
one that ensures tackling concrete and immediate concerns, means that po-
litical Islam plays little part in the habitus of the urban disenfranchised. The
underlying politics of the poor is expressed not in political Islam, but in a
poor people’s “nonmovement”—the type of fluid, flexible, and self-producing
strategy that is adopted not only by the urban poor, but also by other subal-
tern groups, including middle-class women.

Under the authoritarian patriarchal states, whether secular or religious,
women’s activism for gender equality is likely to take on the form of non-
movement. Authoritarian regimes and conservative men impose severe restric-
tions on women making gender claims in a sustained fashion—establishing
independent organizations and publications, lobbying, managing public pro-
tests, mobilizing ordinary women, acquiring funding and resources, or estab-
lishing links with international solidarity groups. In the Iran of early 2007, for
instance, women activists who initiated a “million-signature campaign—to
involve ordinary women nationally against misogynous laws—encountered
constant harassment, repression, and detention. Many young activists were
beaten up, not only by morals police, but in some cases by their own male
guardians. Recognizing such constraints on organized campaigns, women
have tended to pursue a different strategy, one that involves intimately the
mundane practices of everyday life, such as pursuing education, sports, arts,
music, or working outside the home. These women did not refrain from per-

forming the usually male work of civil servants, professionals, and public ac-
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tors, from carrying out chores such as banking, taking cars to mechanics, or
negotiating with builders. They did not stop jugging in public parks, climbing
Mount Everest, or contesting (and winning) in male-dominated car racing,
despite unsuitable dress codes. So, women established themselves as public
actors, subverting the conventional public—private gender divide. Those who
did not wish to wear veils defied the forced hijab (headscarf) in public for
more than two decades in a “war of attrition” with the public morals police
until they virtually normalized what the authorities had lamented as
“bad-hijabi”—showing a few inches of hair beneath the headscarves. In their
legal battles, women challenged courthouses and judges” decisions on child
custody, ending marriages, and other personal status provisions.

These mundane doings had perhaps little resemblance to extraordinary
acts of defiance, but rather were closely tied to the ordinary practices of every-
day life. Yet they were bound to lead to significant social, ideological, and legal
imperatives. Not only did such practices challenge the prevailing assumptions
about women’s roles, but they were followed by far-reaching structural legal
imperatives. Every claim they made became a stepping-stone for a further
claim, generating a cycle of opportunities for demands to enhance gender
rights. Thus, women’s quest for literacy and a college education enabled them
to live alone, away from the control of their guardians, or led to a career that
might demand traveling alone, supervising men, or defying male dominance.
The intended or unintended consequences of these disparate but widespread
individual practices were bound to question the fundamentals of legal and
moral codes, facilitating claims for gender equality. They at times subverted
the effective governmentality of the state machinery and ideology, pushing it
towards pragmatism, compromise, and discord. Women activists (as well as
the authorities) were keenly aware of the incremental consequences of such
structural encroachment and tried to take full advantage of the possibilities it
offered both to practical struggles and to conceptual/discursive articulations.

What about the nonmovement of youth? Indeed, similar processes charac-
terize Muslim youth activism. Very often “youth movements” are erroneously
conflated with and mistaken for “student movements” or “youth chapters” of
this or that political party or political movement, so that, for instance, the
youth chapter of the Ba'th party is described as the “youth movement” in the
Iraq of Saddam Hussein. I suggest that these categories should conceptually be
kept separate, for they speak to different realities. Broadly speaking, a youth
movement is about reclaiming youthfulness. It embodies a collective challenge
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whose central goal consists of defending and extending youth habitus—
defending and extending the conditions that allow the young to assert their
individuality, creativity, and lightness and free them from anxiety over the
prospect of their future. Curbing and controlling youthfulness is likely to
trigger youth dissent. But the different ways in which youth dissent is ex-
pressed and claims are made determine whether the young are engaged in a
fully fledged youth movement or a nonmovement.

A cursory look at the Muslim Middle East would reveal that the claims of
youthfulness remain at the core of youth discontent. But the intensity of youths’
activism depends, first, on the degree of social control imposed on them by the
moral and political authorities and, second, on the degree of social cohesion
among the young. Thus, in postrevolutionary Iran the young people forged a
remarkable nonmovement to reclaim their youth habitus—in being treated
as full citizens, in what to wear, what to listen to, and how to appear in public,
and in the general choice of their lifestyle and pursuit of youthful fun. Indeed,
the globalizing youth more than others have been the target of, and thus have
battled against, puritanical regimes and moral sensibilities that tend to stifle
the ethics of fun and joy that lie at the core of the expression of youthfulness.
“Fun”—a metaphor for the expression of individuality, spontaneity, and
lightness—therefore became a site of a protracted political contestation be-
tween the doctrinal regimes and the Muslim youth, and a fundamental ele-
ment in youth dissent, especially in the Islamic Republic of Iran. This remark-
able dissent emanated partly from the contradictory positionality of youth.
On one side, the young were highly valorized for their role in the revolution
and the war (with Iraq), and, on the other, they remained under a strong so-
cial control and moral discipline by the Islamic regime. This occurred in a
time and place in which the young people enjoyed an enormous constituency,
with two-thirds of the total population being under thirty years of age. But
this dissent was not a structured movement with extensive networks of com-
munication, organization, and collective protest actions. As in many parts of
the Middle East, the young in general remained dispersed, atomized, and di-
vided, with their organized activism limited to a number of youth NGOs and
publications. Youths instead forged collective identities in schools, colleges,
urban public spaces, parks, cafés, and sports centers; or they connected with
one another through the virtual world of various media. Thus, theirs was not
a deliberate network of solidarity where they could meet, interact, articulate
their concerns, or express collective dissent. Rather, they linked to one an-
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other passively and spontaneously—through “passive networks”—by sensing
their commonalities through such methods as recognizing similar hairstyles,
blue jeans, hang-out places, food, fashions, and the pursuit of public fun. In
sum, just as with women and the poor, theirs was not a politics of protest, but
of practice, a politics of redress through direct action.

While the battle over “fun” brings the globalizing urban youth to the
center stage of political struggle against fundamentalist movements and re-
gimes, youth nonmovements as such—those whose major preoccupation re-
volves around reclaiming youth habitus—should not necessarily be seen as
the harbinger of democratic transformation, as it is often hoped. Youth may
become agents of democratic change only when they act and think politi-
cally; otherwise, their preoccupation with their own narrow youthful claims
may bear little impetus for engaging in broader societal concerns. In other
words, the transforming or, in particular, democratizing effects of youth
nonmovements depend partly on the capacity of adversarial regimes or states
to accommodate youthful claims. Youth nonmovements, just like women’s
nonmovements, follow a strong democratizing effect primarily when they
challenge the narrow doctrinal foundations of the exclusivist fundamentalist

regimes.

LOGIC OF PRACTICE IN NONMOVEMENTS

How do we explain the logic of practice in nonmovements? Social movements,
especially those operating in the politically open and technologically ad-
vanced western societies, are defined as the “organized, sustained, self-
conscious challenge to existing authorities.”** Very often, they are embedded
in particular organizations and guided by certain ideologies; they pursue cer-
tain frames, follow specific leaderships, and adopt particular repertoires or
means and methods of claim making.?* What, then, differentiates the type of
nonmovements that I have discussed here so far? What are the distinct fea-
tures of nonmovements in general?

First, nonmovements, or the collective actions of noncollective actors,
tend to be action-oriented, rather than ideologically driven; they are over-
whelmingly quiet, rather than audible, since the claims are made largely indi-
vidually rather than by united groups. Second, whereas in social movements
leaders usually mobilize the constituencies to put pressure on authorities to
meet their demands, in nonmovements actors directly practice what they
claim, despite government sanctions. Thus, theirs is not a politics of protest,
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but of practice, of redress through direct and disparate actions. Third, un-
like social movements, where actors are involved usually in extraordinary
deeds of mobilization and protestation that go beyond the routine of daily
life (e.g., attending meetings, petitioning, lobbying, demonstrating, and so
on), the nonmovements are made up of practices that are merged into, in-
deed are part and parcel of, the ordinary practices of everyday life. Thus, the
poor people building homes, getting piped water or phone lines, or spread-
ing their merchandise out in the urban sidewalks; the international mi-
grants crossing borders to find new livelihoods; the women striving to go
to college, playing sports, working in public, conducting “men’s work,” or
choosing their own marriage partners; and the young appearing how they
like, listening to what they wish, and hanging out where they prefer—all
represent some core practices of nonmovements in the Middle East and
similar world areas. The critical and fourth point is that these practices are
not carried out by small groups of people acting on the political margins;
rather, they are common practices of everyday life carried out by millions of
people who albeit remain fragmented. In other words, the power of nonmove-
ments does not lie in the unity of actors, which may then threaten disruption,
uncertainty, and pressure on the adversaries. The power of nonmovements
rests on the power of big numbers, that is, the consequential effect on norms
and rules in society of many people simultaneously doing similar, though
contentious, things.

What effect do “big numbers” have? To begin with, a large number of
people acting in common has the effect of normalizing and legitimizing those
acts that are otherwise deemed illegitimate. The practices of big numbers are
likely to capture and appropriate spaces of power in society within which the
subaltern can cultivate, consolidate, and reproduce their counterpower. Thus,
the larger the number of women who assert their presence in the public
space, the more patriarchal bastions they undermine. And the greater the
number of the poor consolidating their self-made urban communities, the mor