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A Womans Touch in the Arab Spring
The Struggle of Jordanian Mothers for Equality in Citizenship1
Abstract
The Arab Spring has opened new channels for expressing political demands. Under the
liberal guise covered by the international media, a number of political struggles of different
citizens groups are hidden. Womens groups are often one set of main actors that remain
backstage. The subject of my research concerns new grassroots groups, which started their
own struggle during the mass protests in Amman. They are the Jordanian mothers struggling
for equality in citizenship law. Motherhood is an inspiration for their political activity,
which challenges authoritarian government and exclusion politics. It allows women to
enter public areas reserved for men and transform the political domain.

Todays march is more than a call for the release of
our sons; it is a call on the government and the King
to listen to Jordanian womens demands for reform.
Um Ammar, organizer of the first
all-women demonstration in Jordan2
1. Background
The Arab Spring has opened new channels for expressing political demands. Under
the liberal guise covered by the international media, a number of political struggles of
different citizens groups are hidden. The members of trade unions, unemployed
youth, Muslim groups and women are the main actors that remain backstage.
While public attention is directed to Egypt, Yemen or Syria, Jordan is regarded as a
reliable Western ally with a relatively stable system. However, during the first year
since the beginning of the Arab Spring in March 2011, 1,300 demonstrations have
taken place in the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan against corruption and unemployment,
*
Associate Professor at the Institute of Sociology at Jagiellonian University, Krakow, Poland, e-mail:
kowalska@uj.edu.pl.
1
This paper is based on research that I conducted while working with Jordanian organizations
and womens groups during two field research trips in 2008 and 2011, as part of the scholarship in
the American Centre of Oriental Research in Amman. I would like to thank all of my interviewees for
their warm welcome and all the help they provided.
2
On March 16, 2012 about 150 women, led by the mothers of six jailed political activists, urged
authorities to release the detainees, making this the first all-female demonstration since the launch of
Jordans protest movement. The march aimed to add womens voices to the male-dominated calls
for reform.
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poverty, arrests of political activists and lack of freedom. One of the new grassroots
groups, which started its own struggle during the mass protests, was composed of
Jordanian mothers struggling for equality in the citizenship law.
Jordan is a country that is facing two opposing forces. On the one hand, the rapid
socioeconomic as well as political changes have resulted in transformations of gender
relations (but we cannot say that the womens share in the democratization process
 one of the main fruits of the political transformation  has been equal). On the
other hand, the desire  in the pro-reform movement as well as in governmental
politics  to preserve traditions and maintain the status quo is still very strong. These
contradictions influence the position of women very deeply. All were reflected in
recent discussions about amendments to the Jordanian constitution (the part
concerning equality despite sex was not accepted). The concept of citizenship is at
the center of the debate on womens rights in Jordan. There are currently a number
of different initiatives that promote changes in the citizenship law. Such open
discussion about this very sensitive topic was previously not possible.
In the theoretical section of my research I refer to interdisciplinary and comparative
studies on citizenship  considered as an attribute of every person. Seldom, therefore,
do we realize what theoretical complexities the notions of citizenship may imply.
Citizens of the modern state are  in the opinion of representatives of classical social
thought  autonomous and abstract individuals. The constitutional law should be
neutral with regard to sex, ethnicity, race and class. However, if we discuss the
problem not only through the prism of legislative acts, but also that of practice, we
can see the complicated tangle of political, economic and cultural elements, which
locate people differently in respect to the law. Sex is a category that reveals a large
number of such dissimilarities within the legal rules.
From the perspective of my topic, the feminist debate on citizenship is the most
inspiring aspect. Feminism refined the analyses of citizenship, rejecting the false (male)
universalisms, opening them to the social context in which this notion is shaped. By
describing one type of exclusion, based on the difference of sex, it sensitized the
theoretical and political imagination to other types of exclusion and made them an
integral element of the analysis of citizenship. The feminist debate about citizenship
reflects the discussion in the social sciences about the relations between the individual
and community. Similarly to other trends in social thought, there is no single feminist
paradigm. The main line of the division is an expression of tensions between equality
and the differences, which have existed in feminism from the very beginning. As a
consequence, there are different concepts of citizenship: the first  concentrated on
equality  is gender neutral, and the second puts pressure on the significance of
gender differences, which are reflected in different duties and goals. And so, motherhood
is situated in the center of the discourse on equality and difference.
And last but not least, the idea of citizenship was created in a Western cultural
context. Is this useful in the analyses of postcolonial states? Although the idea of
citizenship is nearly universal today, what it means and how it is experienced are not.
In the Middle Eastern context we should bear in mind some important characteristics.
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The division between private and public that influenced Western discourses on
citizenship is not a reliable analytical tool in the regional social environment. The
critical differences between family-based categories of citizenship and individual-based notions of citizenship have to be examined. In Arab states, goods, services
and rights are dispensed through a family system. Family is central to political and
social identity. All this is followed by some crucial implications on civic activities.
In my research on the struggle for more equal access to citizenship I have found the
concept of politicized motherhood particularly interesting. Motherhood is an inspiration
for political activity that challenges authoritarian government and exclusion politics. It
allows women to enter public areas otherwise reserved for men. My interviewees do
not locate themselves in opposition to their husbands or sons. They present themselves
as protectors of their families  the main source of their identification. Political activity
plays an important role in the process of negotiating citizenship. It links citizenship to
public practice and status. Acting as a citizen allows for the use of the status of
citizenship, as well as the experience of dignity, solidarity and efficiency.
2. Jordanian nationality law
One of the most important examples of different legal rules in regard to sex is
Jordanian Nationality Law. The law states that only a Jordanian male may pass on
his citizenship to his children. A foreign wife can obtain citizenship after three years
of marriage if she is an Arab, and after five years if of another non-Arabic nationality.
Jordanian women cannot pass on their nationality to their husband or to their children.
The Nationality Law reflects the conception that nationality based on blood ties is
established only through the father and is not tied to the land or nation.
This is pointedly reflected in my conversation with two young activists. One,
whose father is Jordanian and mother Saudi Arabian, possesses citizenship. The
other does not, because her mother is Jordanian, while her father is Palestinian.
My father has Jordanian nationality, so Im Jordanian. I have a national identity
number, passport and family book. So were Jordanians. The national number is
extremely important, look; this is my ID card thats my number. This is very important
and she doesnt have it. Everything is connected with it, social security, schooling.
I wasnt raised in Jordan at all; I came to Jordan when I was twelve. So I didnt grow
up here, but I have a passport. She however was brought up here, was educated
here; shes more Jordanian than I am, but she doesnt have it (R9: 2008).3
Yes, I dont have a national number, although I have lived here my whole life. I
cant work everywhere in Jordan. Its not easy. For higher education, I have to pay
more. My younger brother couldnt even represent Jordan as a member of the
junior sports team. Many people in a similar situation are too poor to pay for
school or their health insurance (R10: 2008).
I would like to secure the identity of interviewed persons, so I used for identification only
numbers and the year where interviews were conducted.
3
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Citizenship is a guarantee of a whole range of rights. From political rights  tenure in
public office, participation in political life: voting or starting in the elections, to rights that
decide about the quality of everyday life, access to education, health care, social services,
or employment in the public sector. A female citizen of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan
not only cannot guarantee citizenship for her offspring, but even the right of residence.4
In order to prove citizen status one must possess the relevant documents. A female
resident of the Kingdom may  in accordance with international conventions  travel
freely. The condition for the realization of this right is the possession of a valid
passport. Until recently, however, in order to receive one, written permission from
ones husband or father was necessary. Although the Kings administrative decision
in 2003 changed the rule, until today, this amendment did not pass the legislative
process, and the practice differs from the letter of the law. 5 One year ago, the
Department of Citizenship and Passports issued an official statement that in the
upcoming new version of the passport law there will no longer be the article regarding
consent from a male guardian to issue a passport.6 Times have changed  said the
Director of the Department  and women should be treated equally, like men. Women
should have the same rights as men. Having been associated with the womens
movement for several years, Senator Emily Naffa commented with this statement:
It is good that it will be amended and go through the proper constitutional channels,
and I am very optimistic that the Lower House and Upper House will endorse it once
it is referred to them for discussion.7 If this is successful, only time will tell.
This is not the only example when a woman in Jordan has access to what is rightfully
hers, available only through a male mediator. Another document widely used for all
administrative procedures in the Kingdom of Jordan, is a family booklet, which is
necessary to receive a ballot and to run for office, sign up children for school or young
people for university, and to have access to social assistance or to work in public
service. Not possessing this document precludes the possibility of exercising the multiple
rights and benefits that are bestowed upon a full citizen. A family booklet is issued to
the head of the household  and is exclusive only to a man: a father, brother, or
husband  and in it his dependents are entered: women and children.
One of the leaders summarizes the most important forms of discrimination based
on sex in access to citizenship:
Civil rights are conditional. They must pay more for residency and license, for
education and health insurance. They do not have the right to stay permanently in
the country. The government can deport them for no reason. They cannot work. If
they do find work its on the same basis as for foreigners. Generally this is not good
Under the rules regulating foreigners affairs, the Ministry of Interior grants the children of a
Jordanian woman married to an alien annual residency permits, as long as they required their
mothers care; (Jordan Shadow NGO Report, Geneva: CEDAW Alliance, 2012, p. 24).
5
Ibid., p. 40.
6
The Jordan Times, January 15, 2012; June 10, 2012; July 8, 2012.
7
The Jordan Times, January 15, 2012.
4
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work. On the same conditions as the Egyptians or Filipinos who are allowed to come
to the country and work. They have to pay for a work license also, which is very
costly. Some do not have documents, because the father left them behind and their
mother cannot provide them with an identity card or passport. They live without
documents; a portion of them does. It is really very problematic for Jordanian women.
It is unfair because Jordanian men can pass on citizenship immediately (R1: 2011).

Another adds:
These families are not only deprived of citizenship, but what is more disturbing,
the right of permanent residence. Because of this they are treated like other foreign
guests, families need to reapply each year for permanent residence under the same
conditions as foreigners, which need not be given if you do not show a proven
source of income (R27: 2011).

My many discussions with groups of women fighting for citizenship for their
children not only confirmed this information, but also brought out a lot of new
testimonies about the negative impact of discriminatory laws in their daily lives. One
of my interviewees  a thirty-five years old widow, mother of three children  sold
her husbands house in Egypt, to buy a small apartment in the basement on the
outskirts of Amman. She works as an instructor in a driving school (only a woman
can teach another woman how to drive a car).
As I think about it, I keep crying; I cannot sleep. And when they deported them to
Egypt See, I dont even have them in my passport. Do you think I should go to
Egypt? But we do not know anyone there. Here is our country. My eldest will soon
be recruited to the army there. They will treat a Jordanian poorly. If he was in the
Jordanian army, I would be proud. Look, Im teaching a Filipino woman how to drive.
Her husband is Jordanian. Old, sick. She says that when he dies, shell sell everything
and return to the Philippines. She does not love Jordan, we love it and our children
do not have citizenship. Every day I pray for citizenship for them (R35: 2011).

No less moving is the story of the mother of 10-year-old Sarah. Her husband, a pilot
in the Oman Army, abandoned them a few years ago. Sarah only has a birth certificate
because her father did not have the time to register her at the embassy. The embassy
refused to issue a passport at the request of her mother. The girl, in order to pass
entrance exams to high school, must have a document, and no institution wants to
take on such a unique case. The UNHCR refused to help, because the girl lives in
good conditions. Sarah dreams of travel. They live with the help of their family.
You know, Im (R36: 2011) (R36: 2011) so scared, because she has only me. They
did not even want to insure Sarah, and the lawyer told me that if she died, we could
not bury her because we do not have documents (R36: 2011).

In one of the organizations, my attention was drawn to the complicated situation
regarding ownership:
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All my sons and daughters property is registered in my name, being Jordanian
and having the right to own property. I fear in case of my illness or death that my
children rights will be lost. I also fear the severance of diplomatic relations between
my country and my childrens country, and the possible consequences or limiting
of their freedom (R3: 2011).

Nima, a widow with six children, is the leader of an informal group of women
fighting for citizenship for their children. The two younger daughters only have birth
certificates and entries in the passport of the deceased father. Children are not allowed
to appear in the passport of the Jordanian mother, where it is noted that do not take
into account the children of whose father is of a different nationality. To get passports
for the girls and to extend the documents of the younger son, documents from Morocco
are needed. The journey is costly; they do not know anyone there (the paternal
grandfather has already emigrated to Jerusalem); they do not speak French. The oldest
daughters have citizenship because they married Jordanians. The eldest son who works
in Dubai supports the whole family. The younger one does not have access to legal
work (the permit is expensive and would need to be renewed). Whenever he asks his
employer for something, he hears that if he does not like something, he can quit.
This is a good, well-educated boy. He was arrested because he does not have ID
[crying]. Like a criminal! They held him until I came to the police station (R33: 2011).

Jordanian law completely ignores the cases of women whose husbands died. A
widow  like a woman divorced or abandoned  may receive a family booklet,
which is absolutely necessary in order to study, work, etc., but only in her maiden
name. Children from a relationship with a foreigner, who are minors and remain
under her care, cannot however be written into the booklet.
I spent many hours talking with a young computer specialist and his newly
wedded wife:
My mother is Jordanian and my wife as well. I do not have Jordanian citizenship.
I waited for four months to get permission to get married. Im afraid of what will
happen when my wife becomes pregnant. It would be so embarrassing. You can
see for yourself, we will be ashamed to tell the children why we did it. But thats no
reason to be ashamed (R34: 2011).

In one of the organizations with which I worked, I learned of the story of a
widow, the mother of eight children, whose husband came from Yemen. All the
children were born and raised in Jordan and had never even visited the country of
their father. The oldest son is now 49 and he is the father of children aged from 9 to
21 years. There are signs that soon the consequences of inequality in the law will be
felt by the third generation in the family.
Jordanian law on citizenship, in the spirit of international conventions, in order to
protect children against statelessness, gives them citizenship in the following situations
(Article 3, paragraph 4 and 5):
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 if born in Jordan, and the parents are unknown,
 the mother is Jordanian (and the father is unknown or stateless).
Years of struggle by womens organizations to change these rules yielded only an
amendment stating that, since 2004, an individual can bring forth their plea to the
Council of Ministers to grant citizenship to the children. Getting official data on how
many people received citizenship in this way, and how many were denied was not
possible. Among my interviewees and interviewers, no one has gone through this
process successfully:
Six years ago, my daughter became ill. Surgery was needed. I went for an interview.
He told me that I should turn to my husbands family in Morocco; this was not his
business (R33: 201).
I am not treated as a human being when I go through official procedures at the
Ministry of Interior (R38: 2011).
I applied when I became an adult. I wanted to vote. I heard it would be best to get
married to a Jordanian (R 10: 2008).

This is a violation of several international conventions  among others, the
Convention of Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW),
which emphasizes equal rights for women and men with respect to the nationality of
their children. Jordan has imposed limits to full gender citizenship based on Quran,
Chapter 33 (Call them by the names of their fathers). This is not a solid basis.
Contradictions between CEDAW and sharia would not exist if the mother passed
her citizenship onto her child who holds the fathers surname.
So if the argumentation based on sharia is so fragile, what is the underlying reason
for this discriminatory law? The governments official response to a report on the
implementation of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women states that: Jordans reservation to article 9 Paragraph 2 of CEDAW
was not based on any discriminatory practice against women. It is purely political
recriminations closely related to the situation in the Middle East.8 The Government
of Jordan does not plan to repeal the said limitations until a comprehensive solution
to this issue will be undertaken. Often repeated arguments in favor of the discriminatory
law include the problem of national security, and  as cited in less formal discussions
 the idea that national identity is in danger. In the last decade, this small country
attracted masses of Iraqi refugees seeking safety and Syrians with their families, as
well as many poor Egyptians, Sudanese and Yemenis seeking employment. But a
primary problem is with the Palestinians. It should be remembered that more than
half of the inhabitants of Jordan are Palestinians. Citizen status would have to be
granted to those who do not have it, and they live in mixed marriages. Jordan firmly
What about My Children? Economic, Social, Political and Psychological Implications on
Jordanian Women Married to Non-Jordanians and Their Families, Amman: Arab Women
Organization of Jordan, 2010, p. 9.
8
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rejects the idea that as a result of a peace agreement it could be the alternative
homeland for the Palestinians, thereby complying with the Arab Leagues decision,
under which the Arab countries do not give citizenship to persons of Palestinian
origin in order to protect the Palestinian identity.
On other hand, the situation in the Occupied Territories has been dramatic for the
last few years, and the chances for its improvement in the near future are scant.
According to many Jordanian politicians, wider access to Jordanian citizenship could
increase migration. It is claimed that this could be destructive for the limited budget
of this small kingdom. However, this business is protected partially, because these
provisions affect only women and their families. Jordanian men can marry even
more than one woman from the Palestinian territories.
In this context, the authors of the Jordan Shadow NGO Report clearly point out:
This justification, which was presented to NGOs as a political decision, does not
explain how a Jordanian mans right to confer the nationality to a Palestinian
woman upon marriage would not threaten the Palestinian identity, whereas a
Jordanian woman is not entitled to pass the nationality on to her Palestinian
husband because that would threaten the Palestinian identity. This political
justification is the product of a patriarchal midst that opposes women and womens
rights. Politics is used here as a tool to maintain discriminatory practices. If this is
the case with Palestinians, then what about Syrians, Iraqis and Egyptians, or any
other nationalities?9

This is an illustration of the interdependence of patriarchal structures and the
institutions of the state. I was under the impression  after analysis of interviews
and documents and legal reports  that the marriage of a Jordanian woman to a
foreign man is treated as disloyalty to the nation  built on the basis of blood ties only
on the part of the father. Yet, must children also be punished with a lack of access to
basic services such as education and healthcare?
3. Everyday consequences of life without citizenship
Over the years, determining the number of Jordanian women who have married
foreigners has been unsuccessful. In political discussions that take up the question of
access to citizenship for their families, the statistics were so varied that it was difficult
to treat it as a serious starting point for action to change the status quo. The first
attempt to capture the statistical aspects of the problem was undertaken by the Queen
Zein Al Sharaf Institute for Development, a royal NGO. It turned out that in addition to
a lack of cooperation on the part of officials, the task above all failed due to the lack of
data in government offices (specifically no collected information on the nationality of
the spouses). Recommendations, which are based on the conclusions of the project,
combined with the political power of the royal organization facilitated the research for
other institutions. Recently, the Information and Research Centre, Kings Hussein
9

Jordan Shadow NGO Report, p. 24.
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Foundation and independent NGOs: Arab Womens Organization (AWO) and Karama
(Dignity) followed this lead. Thus, we know the scale of the problem  at the end of
2009, according to data from the Ministry of Interior, 65,956 citizens of Jordan were
the wives of foreigners. Based on interviews, questionnaires, and focus groups, we
can see the daily struggles of the more than sixty thousand families experiencing
consequences of non-citizenship.
AWO and the Karama conducted research in seven provinces. 191 women aged
3045, and mothers of 606 children, took part. The sample included a diverse
distribution by age, which provides insight into the experience of their families due
to lack of formal status at different stages of life. More than 73% of the women
involved in the study did not have a job, which may be associated with low educational
capital  nearly 40% did not complete high school, and 5.23% were illiterate. Those
possessing a university diploma accounted for only 2%. One might infer that low
educational capital attributed to the fact that over 83% of women decided to marry
a foreigner, and had no awareness of the related problems. However, my interviews
do not support this thesis. Knowledge of the consequences was connected with
family experience, rather than the level of formal education, and the consequences
began to be acutely felt after a child was born.
The spouses of Jordanian women came from 17 different countries. The largest
group being Egyptians (46.59%), which is not surprising, because this reflects the
structure of the labor market; many young Egyptian men come to Jordan in search
of employment. Among the spouses of the women, the next largest groups were
Syrians (14.13%), Palestinians from Gaza (10.99%) and Iraqis (9.94%). The most
serious challenge from the perspective of human rights an identified group of
stateless persons (5.53%), which would require the immediate attention of state
institutions. Nearly half of these men are working in the informal economy or in the
lowest-level industries (44.50%), which can be attributed to problems with obtaining
a work permit, but also a lack of education. This, in turn, results in low economic
status of the surveyed families  the majority living in rented houses or apartments
(64.92%) and with a low income. More than 75% of the families located in the
lowest income group have a monthly income of less than 250 JD.10 45% have an
income below the poverty threshold (150 JD), and 4.18% live off benefits amounting
to 4060 JD per month. Thus, nearly 80% of respondents admit that their monthly
income is not sufficient for necessary expenses.
The Director of the International Rescue Committee (IRC), NeermenMurad,
summarizes the results of the project with an analysis of the consequences of the
lack of citizenship by indicating the factors of social exclusion:
The effect is huge! On education, health, as you know, on business. We identified
so far two indicators of social exclusion. Mobility. The influence of the lack of
citizenship on womens mobility, that of her husbands and children. Its an
10

JD  Jordanian dinar  valued around 1.1 EURO.
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enormous social exclusion factor. And the stability of the family situation. It has
economic consequences, not only social ones. (R27: 2011).

Its time to ask the question, how do these factors structurally affect the everyday
lives of the women and their families; how do they build a sense of belonging for
themselves in the country that continues to ignore their existence? 98.81% of the
studied children consider Jordan to be their homeland. The most frequent reasons
given are shown in the chart below.
children were born and raised in this homeland

Jordan

mum is Jordanian

dad is deceased was born here

they go to school there

children feel comfort and security in Jordan

children are brought up to love Jordan

Fig. 1. Feeling of belonging to mothers homeland
Source: What about My Children?

, p. 28.

Dr. Fouad Abdul Munem summarizes this part of the research:
The limitations in the Arab nationality laws, which consider paternity as the sole
basis for conferring nationality upon the new born child, thus placing the mothers
rank at a lower status than that of the fathers, will certainly deprive a vast section
of society from their right to citizenship of the nation with whom they have
established ties, through their mothers womb, considered as the childs first
homeland. The Mother being the first person taking charge of raising the child, in
his first formative years, when his emotional growth is achieved including his
feelings of belongingness.11

The complicated legal situation causes a high sense of deprivation, in the opinions
of people in the study, mainly due to a limited capacity to meet basic needs such as
food and clothing, as well as limited access to education, employment, health care
11

What about My Children?

, p. 12.
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and decent housing, treatment of illnesses in public hospitals, the lack of opportunities
to travel and and a general lack of access to services other Jordanians have. Feelings
of rejection by society seriously affected 43.97% of the respondents, a lack of
stability  42.4%, a sense of anger  39.26%, and a sense of inferiority  37.17%.
The chart below shows the distribution of responses in detail.
deprivation
anger
rejection
inferiority
non-stability
separation
non-belongingness
0%

5%

10%

very low

low

15%
medium

20%
high

25%

30%

35%

40%

very high

Fig. 2. Consequences of the lack of citizenship
Source: What about My Children?

, p. 28.

Children are very important. We wanted to take part in the study and tried to use
creative methodology. We brought together children aged 14 to 18 years at the
workshop and did mind maps of their identity and sense of belonging  the IRC
director, Neermen Murad, told me  they drew amazing pictures, how they see
themselves. Together they wrote a poem (R27: 2011). Below are their statements:
I look like a Jordanian, think like a Jordanian and talk like a Jordanian, but am not
considered a Jordanian.
I am Jordanian, but in reality Im nobody, just a skeleton that wanders the street.
I am Jordanian, but Im treated as half a citizen.
I am Jordanian, but I dont have rights.
I am Jordanian, but not on paper.
They call me the son of the Egyptian here [in Jordan] and when I go to Egypt, they
start calling me the son of the Jordanian they should make up their minds and
decide who I am.12

A boy, who has an Egyptian father, has desperately tried numerous ways to prove
his Jordanianness, which shows his daily struggle of being at home:
12

Materials provided by the IRC.
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After all I eat more zatar with oil than you. 13

A lack of a sense of security and stability are also connected with the daily fear of
the deportation of the womens husband or father, which is acutely felt (constantly
or often) by almost 60% of families. One of the interviewees, a young married
woman, mother of a one year-old daughter, states:
I am continuously in fear of a severing of relations between my country Jordan
and my husbands country, and me having to leave the country with my husband,
something that I find very hard to bear.14

The fear of their children being deported plagued almost 80% of the surveyed
families (constantly  43.97%; often  4.18%, sometimes  15.70%, rarely 8.37%).
While most mixed marriages were not aware, before their marriages had taken place,
of the consequences that a decision to start a family would bring, at a later time
(post-marriage and with child), almost all have experienced feelings of guilt and fear
about the future of the children.

2%

8%

9%

always

7%

mostly
sometimes

74%

rarely
never

Fig. 3. Guilty feelings about childrens future
Source: What about My Children?

., p. 30.

Therefore, nearly half are looking for ways to improve the formal status of the
family, especially by obtaining identification documents for husbands and children.
They write petitions to the King and the Ministry of Interior and Justice, leave
statements in the Office of Complaints, try to get an exemption from fees for residence
permits or seek help at non-governmental organizations, or try to travel to European
countries in order to apply for citizenship. And above all, they seek access (wasta
13
14

Materials provided by the AWO.
What about My Children?.., p. 30.
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 clientelism), so as to influence the decision of the appropriate authorities. The
chart below shows how the people in the study assess the chances of getting various
documents that prove their identity.
registration university
bank account
driving licence
visas
travel permit
work permit
residence
passport
ID
family book
0%
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week

20%

30%

40%

very week

50%

not possible
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90%
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Fig. 4. Chances of obtaining official documents
Source: What about My Children?

, p. 32.

As is apparent, the chances of obtaining the necessary documentation in the
opinions of respondents are small or negligible: in the case of family booklets 
48.16%, identity cards  48.16%, passports  43.45%, permits  45.02%, a work
permits  42.39%, travel documents  47.59%, licenses  42.92%, bank accounts 
39.78%, or registration to the university  44.82%. One of the few sure-fire ways to
get documents confirming ones identity is using wasta or informal systems. This
however, is not always a permanent solution.
I know a family... the father was probably a Palestinian combatant, a refugee
without papers. The daughters were to go to university, and thanks to the
intervention of the King Hussein, they got a passport. But they could not
complete their studies; they could not extend the document, because the king
died (R37: 2011).

Among the respondents, a small group of educated women is distinguishable. As
shown in the data, they hold high positions on the social scale, and have married
Europeans or Americans. Due to socio-cultural capital, they cope better with the
situation in which their families find themselves, since the number of options facing
them is much greater. This is well illustrated by the statement of one of my interviewees
 a young married woman finishing her doctorate in London, who married a Lebanese,
Maronite. Before our conversation, she was not aware of the consequences associated
with a mixed marriage.
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Well just leave; I feel good in Lebanon. More free. Here there wasnt even a
moment when one could sense freedom. Or well go to Europe. Tough, I dont
have to live here (R18: 2008).

The director of the IRC, herself married to a Briton, after years of effort and
appeals to the Prime Minister, received residency permits for her husband and children.
This well-known journalist draws attention to the issues of exclusion based on racial
prejudice:
Social exclusion also takes place at the cultural level and is based on racism. When
I got married to an Englishman, I am not socially excluded, because people like the
English. If I married a Sudanese... oh, they do not like the Sudanese people. If a
Filipino  a tragedy, a Bengali  even worse. It is a social stigma associated with
nationality. It depends on the level of our racism (R27: 2011).

Based on the collected material, recommendations to ensure equal access to
citizenship were prepared:
General Recommendation in line with the Constitutional Rights of
Women
 Amend the Jordanian Nationality Law to stipulate the Right of a Jordanian
woman to confer her nationality upon her children; on an equal basis as
applied onto the foreign wife of a Jordanian man. The withdrawal of the
reservation to Article 9 of CEDAW which stipulates the right of the woman
to transfer her nationality to her own children in line with this amendment
Urgent Procedural Recommendations
 Amend the Residence and Foreigners Affairs Law to stipulate issuance of
a 5-year residence permit for husbands and children on an equal preferential
basis as applied onto the foreign wife of a Jordanian man.
 Issue a National Number to children of Jordanian women, as special
procedures regardless of their obtaining the Jordanian nationality, to ensure
their opportunities of enrollment in government educational programmes.
 Grant the right to nationality for children of a Jordanian mother in case of
death of their father, rendering their mother the ability to become head of the
family and the sole provider.
 A Permanent Higher Committee on Nationality Issues to look into urgent
humanitarian cases that need immediate action of granting nationality, with
due consideration of the economic, social and psychological difficulties faced
by the family.
 Give immediate attention to cases of stateless children and take the
necessary procedures in this regard, due to the gravity of the humanitarian
consequences of this issue on the children, and the state obligation for
protection as per the Convention on the Rights of the Child.
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Administrative Recommendation
 Call upon all relevant institutions to issue all marriage contracts containing
a category stating the husbands nationality in view of facilitating research
and processes of decision-making.15 Suggested institutions include: The Civil
Affairs Department, Supreme Judge Department, Department of Statistics,
and the Council of Churches.16
The projects have become an important component in the discussion on
amendments to the law on citizenship. On March 21, 2011, when Mothers Day is
celebrated in Arabic countries, the Arab Womens Organization and the Karama
organized a presentation of the project What about My Children? and held an open
hearing in Parliament. For the first time the voice of women experiencing the
consequences of discriminatory laws were heard in the place where the law is
constituted. One of the organizers, Laila Naffa of AWO, explaining the purpose of
the meeting, stressed that the people making decisions about the legal system in the
country have the opportunity to hear, how much suffering and agony the families
have to go through. We demand equality for women and the elimination of all laws
that discriminate against them.17
The statement of one of the participants, 68-year-old Zahra Hattab, who for 40
years was married to an Egyptian, truly touched the group of listeners:
I have not seen my eldest son for eight years, because they did not allow him to re-enter the country when he went to Egypt to visit his father. I want to see my child
before I die.18

The Director of the Jordanian Arab section of the organization Karama, speaking
to Parliament, said:
As Jordanian women, as members of movements calling for political and legal reform,
based on womens participation in ongoing national dialogues  both as a topic and a
participant  and in observance of the holidays of Womens Day and Karama Day, we
request that the respected Parliament enact the calls of Jordanian women to amend
and enforce the nationality and personal status laws to conform to international
agreements, particularly the Convention on Ending all Forms of Discrimination Against
Women (CEDAW). This reform should guarantee the constitutional rights of Jordanian
women, and create a democratic society protected from all forms of discrimination and
This call already has had positive results. The leader of the Ministry of Islamic Justice has
stated that in 2011 2281 Jordanian women married foreigners (compared to 2050 Jordanian men).
1368 were married to Palestinians, 249  Lebanese, 223  Egyptians, 155  Syrians, 113  Iraqis and
88  Saudis (The Jordan Times, September 15, 2012).
16
What about My Children? , p. 37.
17
Materials from the meeting in Parliament provided by AWO.
18
Ibidem
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violence, one based on equal rights, citizenship, and the preservation of dignity of all,
for both men and women. Dignity is indivisible; womens dignity is the dignity of the
homeland. Thus, how is it possible to honor women and mothers on their holiday
while at the same time depriving them of their principle rights in raising children and
providing them with security and dignified lives? Isnt it true that women are the earth?
They are the elements the cells of our bodies were conceived in their wombs. These
are the questions we place before you, Members of Parliament, who have the ability to
legislate in the name of the society that elected you, women and men alike. Isnt the
mother the first school that teaches us love of the homeland? So how, then, can she be
our school without being a part of the homeland? So let us add our voice to the voices
of all Jordanian women when they ask: What about my children? This is the question
we put before you. Will anyone respond?19

4. The breath of the Arab Spring: new initiatives concerning equal access to
citizenship
Although the demand for equal access to citizenship was raised by womens
organizations already as early as in the 1950s; at the beginning of my research in
2008, hardly anyone wanted to talk about it. Attempts to raise the subject usually
ended with the sentence: This is a political issue. It was only recently that the
problem began to break through into broad public debate, which is due to the
determination of the leaders of womens movements. At the beginning there were
efforts to grant citizenship on humanitarian grounds, in cases requiring immediate
attention. In 1998, the newly established Jordanian National Committee for Womens
Affairs issued a letter on the matter to the Prime Minister. In 2001, after the dissolution
of Parliament, a royal decree allowed for this possibility. As practice has shown,
however, this is not a satisfactory solution. Recently, an alternative report states:
This issue is defined by a humanitarian approach not a rights-based approach,
which makes the criteria for dealing with these cases varied and not based on clear
procedures. As a result, women would seek assistance and intervention of tribes,
instead of relying on the law and the clear transparent criteria, which encourages
nepotism and corruption in society to persist. 20

The problem of discrimination against female citizens of Jordan was raised
repeatedly in the international arena, both by international organizations such as
Amnesty International and Freedom House, and the coalition of Jordanian womens
organizations which prepared alternative reports periodically (2007 and 2012) related
to the implementation of CEDAW.21 Much hope has been tied with the amendment of
Ibidem.
Jordanian Shadow NGO Report, p. 25.
21
The overwhelming criticism of the government on this issue, which has been reflected in the
text of the report presented in February 2012 at a session of the United Nations in Geneva, met with
unfavorable reactions in the country (The Jordan Times, June 3, 2012).
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the Constitution in 2011 and the change in the wording of Article 6, which speaks of
equality before the law regardless of race, language or religion. Despite many
efforts, entering a fragment on equality regardless of gender into record has failed.
It would have set the basis for changing the discriminatory law on citizenship. Taking
advantage of the new wave of liberalization, which was brought by the Arab Spring,
has seen new initiatives to change the status quo appearing in this regard.
Especially noteworthy actions were taken recently by the Jordanian National
Commission for Women (JNCW) under the direction of the experienced female leader,
lawyer Asma Khader, as well as the project of the royal NGO organization, the
Centre of Information and Research King Hussein Foundation, initiated by the director,
Nermeen Murad. These two initiatives are closely intertwined, personally22, but also
in terms of priorities and methods. It can be said that the research undertaken by the
IRC provides the argumentation and recommendations for the changes to law prepared
by the JNCW. They are connected to each other by a clearly defined goal 
guaranteeing foreign husbands and children of Jordanian women, residence permits
and all the accompanying social and economic rights.
My interviewees stressed that resigning from the struggle for equal access to
citizenship (and thus political rights) would avoid entanglement in the debate on
national security, the Palestinian issue, and the danger to the Jordanian identity as
a result of changes in the demographic structure, which would be brought on by
giving full political rights to all families of Jordanian women.
Were asking not for nationality because there is a political issue, as you know. So
were asking for permanent residency and to have all the rights for the kids and
husbands. Were not asking for nationality, if this is the main problem for the
government. (R26: 2011).

It is a fundamental concession to the previous claims, as interpreted by the initiator
as an instrumental necessity, which will provide a basic sense of stability for this
group, and an important step on the path to citizenship. Many people are concerned,
however, that it may close the road to citizenship for many years.
The starting point of the IRC project is an analysis of the costs and benefits in
granting the families of Jordanian women the right of residence.
Our contribution to this debate is knowledge. We always hear the explanation that to
grant rights to these persons will be too burdensome for Jordan. Let us examine this...
We want to make it very technical and remove all the emotions that people have on
the issue (out of this) (R27: 2011).

Thanks to a grant from the European Union, extensive research has been planned
(surveys, focus groups, in-depth interviews), and has as its aim a detailed diagnosis
of the effects of a lack of citizenship on the daily functioning of the group in question.
22

Asma Khader is a member of the Supervisory Board IRC project.
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The study involved 440 households. In this way, it identified the main areas of
discrimination in areas such as law, administrative action or access to government
services. Then the question was asked about the costs and benefits of formal
integration which the state would have incurred if 66 thousand families were given
unlimited right of residence and provided them with access to education and health
services, and the spouses the right to work and property. Public sector spending
was analyzed scrupulously. The results were presented at the conference, which
closed the first phase of the project in September 2011. The coordinator of the
project announced:
The cost of incorporating the estimated population of 60,000 Jordanian women
and their foreign families is just below JD50 million, while the direct benefits were
calculated at around JD60 million (R27: 2011).

Above all the positive effects resulting from the inclusion of this group in the
official economy, was linked to higher tax revenues, but also the free disposition of
property was indicated.
Now we are working on indirect costs and benefits. These turn out to be even better,
you know, if we take the impact on the labour market, increasing the real estate
investment opportunities, medium, small and micro businesses... and a revival of
consumption, not to mention the positive impact on human capital. We go deeply
into the economic analysis, but we do not want to sound like mathematicians; we
also look to take on the problem of social exclusion of these families (R27: 2011).

According to the IRC report, exclusion, deprivation and financial problems are
the direct consequences of the unresolved legal status of the surveyed families. The
conference presented the results of the studies conducted with children, pointing to
this conclusion:
Most of these children felt a sense of loss and confusion over their identity between
what they considered their homeland, Jordan and their country of nationality, i.e.,
their fathers country of origin (R27: 2011).

In cooperation with the Jordanian interactive theater group, based on the method
of the Forum Theatre23, a play was prepared with the children, titled This is my
right. It talks about their longing for a dignified life and full rights.
The importance of the IRC project was underscored by the 21-member Supervisory
Board, which regularly participated in meetings regarding the next steps of research,
suggested recommendations and directions of policy change. It was composed of
employees and workers of the majority of ministries and public offices,
parliamentarians, lawyers and lawyers dealing with human rights. The work takes
Forum Theatre  a method on the border between education and theater, created by Brazilian
Augusto Boals drama practice aimed at giving a voice to marginalized groups and the search for
solutions.
23
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place in the three sub-committees: economic, social and childrens rights committee.
This was another, as emphasized in informal discussions, tactical decision. The
emphasis on the situation of children and their welfare is meant to make politicization
of the project difficult. According to my interviewees, in a situation of increasing
popularity of religious parties and the references associated with the West, it is felt
that an active enforcement of womens rights may actually hinder the achievement
of the objectives.
In summary, one can point to at least three elements that are a response to structural
constraints, which caused the previous initiatives to fall apart:
 Depoliticizing the rights of Jordanian women as a form of engaging politically:
The IRC and JNCW hope that by dropping the claim to equal nationality rights for
the time being, and by focusing on the Jordanian family, they would depoliticize a
politically charged issue and detangle it from the national security/sovereignty
debates.
 The instrumentalist approach by using the logic of economics to make a case
for the increased economic wealth emanating from the presence of non-Jordanian
men active in the workforce. If found to be convincing, and championed by key
actors within the government, it may work strategically to deflate the argument
that Jordans limited economic resources and the extension of economic rights will
be a burden for the welfare state.
 Two highly reputed political actors, with the involvement of key governmental
actors, lead the leadership profile  a recent initiative  as well. This process of
leading through a corporatist style of including and engaging governmental and
RNGO actors is likely to enable them access to the centers of power.24

One of the goals of this project is to integrate the families of those affected by the
consequences of inequalities in access to citizenship. This is to raise awareness of
their rights and encourage them to act in their defense, but also to facilitate the
provision of assistance and intervention in cases requiring immediate intervention.
We are preparing a plan to start advocating with policy makers and media personnel,
but first we have to see more families willing to speak up (R 27:2011).

The atmosphere of the Arab Spring has also opened other channels of political
expression; civil initiatives have spontaneously begun to form, which is unlike
anything Jordan has experienced thus far. On March 25, 2011, on a cold and rainy
day, a powerful, from the perspective of the Hashemite Kingdom, demonstration
was attended also by Nima Habashna with her daughters Rima and Rula, standing
slightly to the side. They held the banner: My mom is Jordanian and I have a right
to her nationality. Theres a reason the son feared for the safety of his mother and
Mariz Tadros, Working Politically behind Red Lines: Structure and Agency in a Comparative
Study of Womens Coalitions in Egypt and Jordan, Developmental Leadership Program: Working
Paper No. 12, 2011.
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sisters, because on that day the political rally ended with sharp clashes between
the protesters and supporters of the regime and police. In the male-dominated
crowd, the women with their own banner caught the attention of Western television
and as a result generated sympathy for the demonstrators. In this way, the news
of a widow with six children and her battle for a decent life for her family broke
out. For six years, she tried to get domestic and foreign institutions interested
about the fate of Jordanian women whose loved ones do not have any rights.
During our first meeting, she said:
I believe, I believe in this fight and myself. That one day this struggle will end for
us all (R33: 201).

Nima set up a Facebook page. She was looking for people in a similar situation;
she published articles and reports on the subject; she asked for contact, and sent
information to the media. She caught the interest of the Arab section of the BBC, and
they conducted an interview with her. One of the journalists of an FM radio station
also asked to meet her for a report on the situation of families of Jordanian women,
who were married to foreigners. Ten women were asked to participate; yet due to
fear not a single one came:
They made excuses: I cant come; its forbidden, my husband, children... this is a
red line. I told [the journalist]: we will do this. I brought all my daughters, children
and the boys. I knocked on my neighbors door. She also has a husband who is an
Egyptian, and I asked: Do you want to come or not? We want to start already.
She was born in Germany... and she came. I had only one women from the ten
original. Maybe she was embarrassed, when she came. Shes my next-door neighbor
and it was difficult for her to say no to me. I pushed her to come (R33: 2011).

On June 1 the first demonstration in front of the Prime Ministers Office took
place. I watched the documentation of this protest, which was attended by 40 people.
The banners bore slogans: We are full citizens and do not accept anything less than
this; the demonstrators carried banners that read: My mother is Jordanian and her
citizenship is my right, and We are not attacking anyone, we are just demanding
our Constitutional rights. An office clerk from the Prime Ministers Office came
out to the protesters and was handed the petition. The concept of citizenship stood
at the center of the debate for a dignified life:
We are here to demand our full rights as Jordanian citizens. The government has to
decide whether we are full citizens or half citizens in this country. The government
is treating women as half citizens, by denying us this right, while Jordanian men
can marry up to four foreign wives and give them and their children citizenship
(R33: 2011).

The protesting women have announced that they will come back until their demands
are met. This attitude of mothers, in the public sphere, was a new quality in Jordanian
politics. Some women involved who do not usually wear the niqab wore it for the
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demonstration in order not to be recognized. Overcoming fear and the belief that
nothing can be done was (and is) a slow process.
At the last demonstration there was already 120 people. More and more. Now, my
ladies send me a message, Im sorry, Im at work. It is no longer so that they just
do not come. They send a message apologizing. This means that the next time they
will come. What I do is I meet with them, talk about them. About what can be done
(R33: 2011).

Subsequent protests attracted more people. A database of the women who joined
was created. Those who dared to protest stressed that the fight is on behalf of all
women in the same situation. In informal conversations there is a reoccurring fear
that a strong presence in defense of their rights may harm the children and perhaps
lead to deportation to the country of their fathers origin. Friendly advice from
the security officers, concerning responsibility for the content appearing on the
website or contact with the media (especially Al Jazeera), also raised the level of
fear. In November 2011, the Facebook group was attacked and instead of the
regular content on the page, threats emerged calling for a cessation of activities.
In a statement to the media on November 17, we read about the immediate launch
of an alternative page.
This will not deter us from our demands and activities.25

All of the people I talked to were opposed to politicizing their struggles. They
want, as Ive often heard, to live with their children in peace in their own country.
They are not interested in international politics and do not want the stalemate in the
Palestinian issue to cost them the right to a dignified life. They are connected by a
shared fear for their children.
I am a Jordanian. They want me to pay for the Palestinian issue. My problem is not
to solve the Palestinian issue. This is not my problem. My problem is my children
(R33: 2011).
I have spent most of my 30 years of marriage shuttling between police stations and
health centers to obtain security clearances, residency permits and medical reports
for her three children (R39: 2011).
We tried to live in Egypt with our family for some time, but it was impossible to get
used to living there. We are Jordanians, we live here and we belong here (R40:
2011).

Such an appeal to maternal responsibility and a sense of responsibility connects
with the sympathy of the public, but also connects people of different financial
status and origin. Community experience here is more important than the differences
that divide them. Class divisions segregate Amman. I have been to meetings in
prestigious and expensive areas of the city, but also to the distant poor suburbs. The
25
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emphasis on a sense of belonging to the national community allows one to counter
allegations of foreign influence and interference:
If someone asks, Who supports you? Who gives you money for what you are
doing?, We reply, No one gives us money. We are not very poor. We, like all
Jordanians, are ordinary. Nobody gives us anything. We support each other. If
there is a car, we use it. As we go to a demonstration, you bring water, you  paper,
we support each other (R33: 2011).

A reoccurring theme in discussions is inequality before the law on grounds of sex.
Why does the family of a man have a right to belong to the national community, and
they do not? This limits their fundamental rights:
It is a matter of human rights. I have the right to marry whom I want. Just like a man.
A Russian, European, British or Afghani woman. And that is his right. We are a
peaceful group; we have our rights and know our rights. We do not beg, we
demand them (R33: 2011).

Do my interviewees think that the roots of this discrimination are in religion?
Their attitude towards Islam is diverse. Among other things, they have a different
approach to clothing: some of them dress casually (jeans and t-shirt), but many
choose the traditional hijab. Some of them interrupt meetings for the call to prayer;
others do not, etc. All families, with whom I met, fasted during Ramadan. Due to the
fact that my stay in Jordan fell in a period of fasting, we usually met after or for iftar
(Ramadan dinner). Although my interviewees most often referred to their struggles
in the context of human rights, they also seek justification for their actions in the
idea of the justicewhich is said to permeate Islam. They read passages that were
supposed to demonstrate how there is a lack of conflict between their struggle and
the rights stemming from the religion, such as the fact that a woman has some
influence over the choice of a husband, namely citing the story of Zayd, the adopted
son of Muhammad. Younger people often emphasized that references to nationality
during the eighth century society simply cannot be made. Many are praying for
citizenship, drawing strength from faith:
I believe in God. Ive never hurt anyone. I think that belief in God makes a person
strong. What can happen to me? Theyll kill me? (R33: 2011).

No Muslim cleric, however, has supported their struggle; although in other Arabic
countries, where equal-access to citizenship was won, such support was present.
For the people with whom I met this was their first experience of autonomous
political activity. In this context, i.e. lack of confidence and knowledge of political
lobbies, questions of alliances and strategies for further action were constantly
repeated. Citizenship, not a middle of the road compromise  as presented in the
above programmes  was generally defined as the objective: a source of security and
civil dignity:
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Social rights. We told them we do not want social rights. I do not want to share my
rights in half. You give me half, and then Ill give you the other half. Or after a while
youll say, I have to take them back after all. No, I do not want social rights. If you
get social rights, what will happen again with the next generation? They still will
not be full citizens. And so it goes (R33: 2011).
They want to quiet us. So that no one pays attention to our issue (R34: 2011).

Support among the people of culture and media was sought after. The idea to ask
the elders of the tribes for mediation was put forth:
We are daughters of the tribe and we are being harmed (R33: 2011).

In view of the strongly rooted figure of a good ruler in Jordanian society, it
was hoped that the petition concerning the situation of the families without
citizenship would get to King Abdullah II, who would change the discriminatory
law (the petition was submitted during a demonstration on June 18, 2011). My
interviewees also put a lot of faith and hope in the amendment of the constitution,
but when it failed to introduce equality based on gender, which could have opened
up the way for changes in the law, people tried to justify the rulers decision (for
example, the Arabic of king is still not perfect), or blamed it on malicious officials.
The group I work with did not join the opposition, explaining their decision in
the following way:
They are anti-system, and we want to be part of this system (R33: 2011).

Unsuccessful attempts were made to set up an association. Every time the proposal
was rejected, which proved to be a powerful blow to the people involved. The
negative decision was justified by the National Register of Associations in the Ezop
style on the basis that, the request is not convincing since the group did not give a
strong justification about why they want to set up a society as stipulated in the rules.
The citizenship issue is a political matter that is governed by the Citizenship Law and
cannot be addressed by a society. In addition, their goals are vague, which makes it
hard to approve their request.26 One woman/co-founder explained that a lawyer
prepared the proposal, so that no formal requirements are overlooked.
We are not going to give up and will apply 100 times if we have to. It is our right to
have an association. We do not violate any law and we want only to have a
legitimate organization so that we can hold activities and events like any other
association in Jordan (R33: 2011).

The media intensified the discussion. In the journal Al Ghad, on July 3, the
article Preventing Jordanian Women from Establishing a Society Why? came out,
which concluded with the following:
26
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The Registry Council should give a clear answer as to why they are turning down
this application. Who decides whether the reasons behind establishing the
association are justifiable or not.27

An anonymous office cleric commented that rejecting the registration of an
association happens infrequently, but most often when the applicants are atheists.
How can we compare a group of atheists to a group of Jordanian women who are
calling for the right of citizenship for their children?28

In this case, the Arab Womens Organization strongly supported the effort. As an
independent group leading the campaign, My mom is Jordanian and I have a right to
her nationality, they take action within the AWO. They were also included in the co-creation of an alternative report on the implementation of CEDAW. Less than a year
after joining the demonstration for reform, Nima Habashna took part in a session of
the United Nations, which presented the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordans policy on
gender equality. The report, prepared by a womens NGO, presenting in detail the
consequences of the lack of citizenship for the families of Jordanian women, called
for the following:
Remove reservation to article 9 of the Convention and amend the Nationality Law
to prevent discrimination between women and men in passing the nationality on
to children and spouses.29

My interviewees are well aware of the importance of international solidarity, which
gives them a sense of autonomy:
We need support. Europes, Americas. We want support, put pressure on the
government. Slight pressure on them. They receive funds for womens rights.
Really. You should ask why these women dont have guaranteed rights (R33:
2011).

An analogous idea included plans to demonstrate in front of the United Nations
building in Amman, in order draw attention to their cause in a slightly provocative way:
We want to ask them for immigrant status. We want to say: we are not citizens of
our own country. Help us! (R33: 2011).

The Arab Spring sprouted lots of hope in the region, as well as plenty of justified
concern. What will it bring women?
You came at a great time ... in the heyday of our spring... but were very concerned
about what it will bring for women. Really we are very worried. We need to work
The Jordan Times, July 7, 2011.
Ibidem.
29
Jordanian NGO Shadow Raport
27
28

, p. 25.

A Womans Touch in the Arab Spring

29

together. The problem is that we do not know how to rally together to exert pressure.
We should show what an impact it all has on our lives, and how to change it. We
cannot stop! We must be determined at this time  at this time, moderation will lead
to limitation, halting the womens movement. We are leading a great struggle in
Jordan (R27: 2011).

Will the protagonists of my research soon enjoy equality in access to citizenship?
Apart from vague promises from the government, no specific obligations or concrete
dates have been set towards this purpose. In such a situation, it is hoped, as one
respondent said metaphorically, that spring flowers withered, but the time for harvest
will one day come. Awakened hopes and visions of justice and a democratic society
will bear fruit, if not immediately, then in the coming decades.
In February 2013, a coalition was called together, My nationality is my familys
right, which is composed of 11 organizations and 18 individual members: lawyers,
journalists, researchers, and activists for womens rights. The fight continues...
5. Summary
Although mothers movements have only recently become the subject of political
and sociological analysis, already the strength of their impact on the consciousness
of women and specific legislation has emerged from the available research. What is
the reason for the success of maternal movements?
Firstly is the morality of the women at the head of the movements, which is
highly valued by the public thanks to their demonstration of passion, generosity and
a sense of justice.
Secondly, the diversity of programmes and their roots in local tradition allows for
the mobilization of ordinary women on a large scale.
Thirdly, these women reach a certain level of independence and gain influence
thanks to the collected funds and support of international womens circles.
Perhaps most importantly is that they have dared to cross the class divide in order
to personally come into contact with the suffering of women and children (and
sometimes men), outside the realm of their everyday lives.30

And so the private sphere appears to be an area filled with contradictions. While
sources of discrimination remain present, it can also be a place to practice citizenship.
This could be considered a birthplace for new emancipatory practices as well as a
safe enclave from the struggle with the authoritarian state, persecution or
discrimination. Motherhood became an incentive to enter into the political sphere,
Pnina Werbner, Upolitycznione macierzyñstwo i feminizacja obywatelstwa: ruchy kobiece
i transformacja sfery publicznej [Political Motherhood and the Feminization of Citizenship: Womens
Activism and the Transformation of the Public Sphere], transl. Stañczak-Wilicz Katarzyna, in
Gender. Perspektywa antropologiczna [Gender: An Anthropological Perspective], Vol. I, Organizacja
spo³eczna [Social Organization], Renata E. Hryciuk, Agnieszka Kociañska (eds.), Warszawa:
Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Warszawskiego, 2007, p. 115.
30
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whereas so far, it had only appeared in the form of the highly symbolic Mothers
Day or similar traditional or religious holidays. Responsibility for the fate of the
family became the source of mobilization beyond social divisions, as well as for
wider public sympathy. It quickly became apparent too that struggles such as the
prohibition of discrimination on the grounds of sex in reference to the Constitution
go beyond the short term goals of their own group. During meetings issues such as
the situation of divorcees, the problems of low alimonies, social pressure on women
(e.g. to quit their job after marriage) and social inequalities were raised. Mothers
fighting for a dignified life for their families did not locate themselves in opposition
to their husbands and sons, but rather they reattributed key roles for themselves in
the family, which is for them a fundamental source of identity and an entity that
must be protected and defended.31
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Abstract
Concomitant with its recent growth, politics have in several cases pervaded the video
gaming industry (as in Americas Army by the US Army in 2003 or Special Force by the
Hezbollah). Other games deserve closer scrutiny. This article focuses on Quraish, its Syrian
developer Afkar Media, and on the reactions to its creation and diffusion. However, instead
of being a simple tool of political manipulation, this game is part of a larger phenomenon:
an endogenous set of statements from Arab societies about themselves, to themselves and
the West. This article intends to demonstrate that popular objects can be used to make
autonomous statements about society challenging both endogenous orthodoxy and exogenous
Orientalism.

In the past decade, allusions to real events in video games have grown in parallel
with their technical complexity. Since the American video game industry has become
a bigger market than Hollywood, politics has become much more visible within it.
Unexpected actors have begun to re-appropriate this media in order to openly advance
their agenda (Americas Army by the US army in 2003, Special Force by Hezbollah,
etc.). First- and third-person shooters are particularly useful for carrying a particular
message, thanks to their immersive characteristics.
Besides several ambiguous Western games (where the enemy is sometimes
represented as being of foreign descent) and obvious responses by Hezbollah (where
the characters kill soldiers wearing the Star of David), the Syrian company Afkar
Media sells games that deserve closer scrutiny.
The focus will be put on its most recent game, Quraish, on the Afkar company
itself, and on reactions to the game. The game is not a direct means of political
manipulation toward radicalization, but it is part of a larger phenomenon: an
endogenous set of statements (whose radicalism is a small component) by Arab
societies about themselves, to themselves and the Western world. If Quraish can be
Professor at the Political Science Department at Hallym University (Chuncheon, Republic of
Korea), Associate-research fellow at the Paris-based Institute of International and Strategic Relations
(IRIS), and Chief editor of the French quarterly Monde chinois. Nouvelle Asie, e-mail:bcourmont@
hotmail.com.
**
Deputy Director at the Center for Geopolitics, Raoul-Dandurand, Chair in Strategic and
Diplomatic Studies, Université du Québec à Montréal, Canada, e-mail: pierrealain.clement@
yahoo.com.
*

32

Barthélémy Courmont, Pierre-Alain Clément

considered a tolerance test towards games depicting sensitive events in Islamic
history,1 the Western public is a target as well.
This article uses a methodology of content analysis, based on qualitative
description. Its objectives are: (1) to show the existence of artefacts of popular
culture which are emancipated enough from controversies with the Western world
to make an autonomous statement about their societies; (2) to show that this
autonomous statement is not free from political motives linked to the relation with
the West characterized by a feeling of humiliation. The article consists of three
parts. The first explains the specificities of the game (its distribution, its technical
characteristics and its subject matter) and its developer, Afkar Media. The second
examines Afkars desire to put an end to Orientalism in video games: (1) Quraishs
features resembling any Western strategy game; (2) Quraish, like Civilization,
being immune to political manipulation in favour of the military, which is obvious
with first-person shooters like Americas Army (United States Department of
Defense, 2002) or Special Force (Lebanons Hezbollah, 2003). The third part
explores the political content of the game, characterised by an interpretation of
history which (1) is free of religious correctness, and (2) matches the cultural
demands of Arab societies.
Description of the games
Afkars C.E.O., project manager and game director Radwan Kasmiya, started up
Afkar Media in 1997 with five employees. The company now employs twenty-five
people, and has offices in Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates.2 Principally an
advertising company, video games are only a small part of Afkars activities. In the
credits of Quraish, the development team seems to be composed of fewer than ten
people. Radwan Kasmiya explains the game cost around US$100,000 to develop.
For Western developers, this budget level was common in the 1990s, but is nowadays
totally obsolete.3
Since 1998 Afkar has created several games, including the relatively famous
Under Ash (2002) and Under Siege (2005), both belonging to the first-person
1
V. Sisler,Digital Intifada, Umelec/International, Vol. 10, No. 1, 2006, pp. 7781: http://
www.digitalislam.eu/article.do?articleId=1419 (accessed 15.05.2013).
2
Report on Afkar Media by the television network France 24: http://www.afkarmedia.com/
downloads/interview_france24.wmv (accessed 15.05.2013).
3
According to the Entertainment Software Association (the U.S. video gaming industry lobby),
the average developing costs in the U.S. were US$40,000 USD in the early nineties; they reached
US$10 million for a large title in 2004, http://www.theesa.com/newsroom/seriousbusiness.pdf
(accessed 15.05.2013). According to the Syndicat national des jeux vidéos (the French video gaming
industry lobby), the average costs for developing a PC game in France are 2 million, and more than
10 million for console games (see the SNJV chart in a report by the magazine Jeuxvidéos.com: http:/
/www.jeuxvideo.com/dossiers/00013178/tout-sur-le-prix-de-vos-jeux-le-cout-global-d-undeveloppement-007.htm (accessed 15.05.2013). The biggest titles now have budgets that reach
several tens of millions of dollars, especially in the case of multi-platform editing (PC and consoles).
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shooter genre (FPS). These games were aimed at counterbalancing the negative
image of the Arab/Muslim world, especially in Western countries. Speaking about
digital emancipation, Radwan Kasmiya explains that Afkars role is to help [Arabs]
to feel equal to other nations so that they can develop into a civilization which will
enrich the surrounding world and not only take from it.4 The first game sets the
player in the events of the second intifada, while the second retells the killing of
Muslim worshipers in Hebron by Baruch Goldstein. If Afkar claims these games
deconstruct the victimising image Israel built for itself, these games merely reverse
the victimisation and present Israel as the arch-enemy.5 If it is legitimate to use
video games to expose the damage, physical and psychological, of the Israeli
occupation, Afkar was neither really building a bridge, advantageous for both
sides ( ) [nor] trying to break the stereotype models of thinking on both sides,
when the West is for Muslims being presented by Britney Spears and our culture is
for the West is being presented by Osama Bin Laden.6 The FPS genre seems
inappropriate for this kind of goal, even if it focuses on current events, and the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict is an unavoidable subject in that matter. Nowadays,
the question of Palestine is a bitter mixture of sympathy, irritation, humiliation
and a feeling of shame for not being able to help.7 It is then not a surprise that
both games were weak at establishing intercultural dialogue.
It is only in 2007 that Quraish experimented with a far more convincing game
regarding digital emancipation and a bridge between the West and the Middle East.
It is a more mature game, which attempts to re-appropriate history and help Arabs
and Muslims to earn the same respect and admiration as other civilisations in the
collective imagination.
Future Afkar projects include Swords of Heaven, which will cover the Crusades
from a Muslim perspective and explore the rise of extremism on both sides and the
religious and cultural roots of the modern crisis.8 The other project is a game called
Road Block Buster, where the player takes the role of a Palestinian child who will
have to help his fellow Palestinians pass through Israeli checkpoints, using his cunning
and without violence.
Quraish is a special game in several respects. First, it is a game that cannot be
obtained easily. Second, its technical specifications are lower than average. Third, it
deals with the birth of Islam and the caliphate.

Sisler, Digital .
Ibidem.
6
V. Sisler, In Videogames You Shoot Arabs or Aliens  Interview with Radwan Kasmiya,
Umelec/ International, 2006, Vol. 10, No. 1, pp. 7781, http://www.digitalislam.eu/article.do?
articleId=1418 (accessed 15.05.2013).
7
Sisler, Digital .
8
V. Sisler, Palestine in Pixels: The Holy Land, Arab-Israeli Conflict and Reality Construction in
Video Games, Middle East Journal of Culture and Communication, Vol. 2, No. 2, 2009, pp. 275
292, http://www.digitalislam.eu/article.do?articleId=2515 (accessed 15.05. 2013).
4
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A product difficult to acquire
In order to explain the context in which the game has been launched on the market,
we will describe the unusual steps we had to take to get it.
On Afkars website, Quraish was expected to become a hit in all Middle East
markets. It is indeed difficult to get it outside the Middle East. This article focuses
on the Muslim market because of the language barrier, but it would be interesting to
analyze the impact on (Muslim and non-Muslim) customers in the Western world.
The games website only lists three distributors, which appear to be Islamic bookstores,
located in the United Kingdom, Australia and Denmark. We conducted regular searches
on popular shopping websites (such as Ebay and Amazon) in order to obtain a used
copy of the game, but there were no sellers. We then decided to buy it in an English
bookstore. The shop only ships in Europe, so you cannot order the game if you do
not have a postal address in the continent. The game is actually sold for almost £18
(roughly 20). The Australian bookstore ships it worldwide, but the shipping costs
are higher and the game itself costs more, at A$60 (roughly 40). The Danish bookstore
also ships worldwide, but the game is still more expensive than in the English one:
DKK249 (roughly 33). Other ways to obtain the game may be investigated in person
in various Islamic bookstores in Western countries, but dealing with these three online bookstores is the simplest way if you do not know precisely where to begin the
search. The illegal downloading of the game through peer-to-peer means became
common in summer 2010. The game costs an average amount for a Western game,9
but is 50% to 100% more than any Western game with the same ambitions (a game
which includes state of the art technology and a solid scenario, and has been released
by the biggest company in the region).
From this experience, we can deduce that Dar al-Fikr, the publisher of Afkars
game, either could not afford a wide distribution, or was trying to evade political
censorship by means of limited but secured contacts. Distribution in the Near East is
easy, according to Radwan Kasmiya, because networks are in place already.10
Concerning the economic issues, Afkar teams are racing in a pool full of sharks,
yet they are surviving, as the editor of an Arabic-language gaming magazine puts
it.11 According to Radwan Kasmiya, the market is not mature yet: There is no legitimate
game market to speak of in the Middle East. Piracy is nearly 90% of total sales and
many Arab countries have no laws protecting intellectual property or trademarks.12
9
The average price for a new PC game in 2009 is 37 in France: http://www.snjv.org/fr/industriefrancaise-jeu-video/observatoire-francais-je/analyse-consommation-jv.html (accessed 15.05.2013) and
£22 (roughly 27) in the United Kingdom http://www.mcvuk.com/news/35118/Average-game-price
-falls-in-09 (accessed 15.05.2013).
10
Sisler, In Videogames You .
11
R. Roumani, Muslims Craft Their Own Video Games, The Christian Science Monitor, June 5,
2006, http://www.csmonitor.com/2006/0605/p07s02-wome.html (accessed 15.05.2013).
12
Quoted in E. Halter, Islamogaming: Looking for Videogames in the Muslim World, Computer
Gaming World, No. 266, September 2006, available here: http://www.foxnews.com/story/
0,2933,213027,00.html (accessed 15.05.2013).

When Geopolitics Meets the Game Industry

35

Added to the fact that this industry is still in a fledgling state, Afkars business model
is operating within strong constraints. However, Syria has fostered the first Arabic
video games, and Afkar, established in 1997, is the first and biggest game developer
in the Middle East. The company has certainly had time to acquire experience and
deal with these constraints. Therefore, Afkars will to acquire market shares outside
the Middle East is certainly not limited to political considerations (Quraish is going
to help people in the Western countries better understand the people who are living in
the East)13 but also to penetrate markets where illegal copies are less frequent.
Concerning the political issues, the facts are less clear, and we can only build
hypotheses. Posts on the English forum of the game suggest that political difficulties
made it difficult for the company to bypass distributors and work only with Internet
distribution, at least in the early stages of the release: the problem we are facing
here is the money wiring problem, we have too many complications regarding this
issue (not technical), however we will solve them soon explains Guest in a post.14
Radwan Kasmiya and Mohamed Hani Safa, presented in the credits as game designer
and additional programmer respectively, are the direct administrators and moderators
of both the English and the Arabic forums.
A game with modest technical characteristics
Quraish was launched in 2007, and is the latest game developed by Afkar. However
its technical characteristics are below the standards of other comparable games of this
period. The minimum system requirements are the same as those of Civilization IV,
released in 2005, two years before Quraish. The game is supported on only one CD,
and required three years of development. The game is available either entirely in Arabic
(written texts and audio) or in a bilingual version (English for written texts, Arabic for
the audio). Translations are sometimes awkward or incorrect, but this problem exists
even with games translated from English to other European languages, and the narrative
is still understandable. Radwan Kasmiya explains that these problems are due to the
translation from classical Arabic, which is used in large parts of the narrative.15
The modest characteristics of Quraish are apparent from the short movie
introduction. The graphics engine looks old, and the graphic options are limited to
average screen resolutions, colour depth and some texture details. Similarly the audio
options are limited to in-game sounds and music tuning. The advantage of this is that
the game is very light (virtually no loading time with a recent computer) and can be
played even on old computers, potentially increasing its customers pool.
In spite of these below- average characteristics, Afkar seems to have exploited
every penny of its budget in an optimal manner. It offers the first 3D experience
from an Arab game. Each element in the game is modelled in real 3D, and a zooming
function is included. These functions, nowadays common, have been integrated to
Quoted in Roumani, Muslims Craft Their .
The English-speaking forum of the game is available here: http://www.quraishgame.com/
phpBB2/viewtopic.php?t=10 (accessed 15.05.2013).
15
Sisler, In Videogames You .
13
14
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RTS (real-time strategy) games since roughly 2000. For its first shot in this genre,
then, Afkar has chosen the hardest way, but maybe the most beneficial. 3D is indeed
one of the most important marketing elements (presented clearly on the website of
the game and in the manual) of the game, and this choice shows Afkars ambition
and capacity to produce unmistakable games, determined to offer an impressive
visual experience before anything else.
The concept: To take part in the birth of Islam and the caliphate
Quraish takes the gamer back to the 6th and 7th centuries, during the transition
between Jahiliyyah (the days of ignorance, referring to the pre-Islamic era) and
the post-hijra era. Quraish is specifically the name of the main Arabic tribe in Mecca
at that time. The Prophet Muhammad belonged to one of its sub-clans; the introduction
of Islam by Muhammad led to internal divisions within the tribe and conflicts.
The game includes the political forces of this time. Four factions are present: the
Bedouins, portraying the pre-Islamic clan societies living in the desert of Arabia; the
Muslims, portraying Muhammads followers and their struggle to create the first
Islamic state; the Persians, portraying the Sassanid Empire; and the Romans, portraying
the Byzantine Empire. Several types of games can be played: campaign, death match
and regicide.
In the campaign mode, the player portrays a Bedouin sheiks son, who inherit his
fathers leadership and must strive for the survival of his tribe in the desert of Arabia. In
the beginning, struggling for water against other tribes, the sheikh will quickly become
involved in a far greater conflict, including the Persians then the Romans, and the Muslims.
The game manual invites the player to follow the campaigns in this order: First Encounter
depicts life in Arabia before the birth of Islam. The player has to survive in the desert,
then to unify the Arab tribes against the threatening Persian Empire and their Arab ally
tribes. One mission recreates the battle against the Persians at Dhir Qar in 570 AD. The
next and final mission of this campaign takes place in 627, and involves the Muslims.
The player then has the choice to embrace Islam, to keep his pagan old religion but pay
tribute to the Muslims and gain their protection, or to fight the Muslims. Then, the
campaign Apostasy Wars is focused on the internal battles of the fledgling caliphate.
Then two military campaigns follow, relating the conquest of Iraq (and the battles against
the Persians) and of the Near East (and the battles against the Romans). Before each
mission, the narrative explains the stakes of the incoming battle in detail, and afterwards,
the narrative concludes on the gains of the mission and the context of the next one.
Beyond the crusades, oil and terrorism16: Putting an end to video game
Orientalism
This chapter focuses on a comparison of Quraish with Western video games,
since Europe and the US are the biggest markets for these products, because the
The key elements of the Western image of Middle East, according to Radwan Kasmiya, quoted
in Halter, Islamogaming .
16
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West and Middle East have strong and complex relations, and because these relations
often have repercussions in games. The second biggest video games producer, Japan,
does not share these characteristics.
Regarding the basic structure of the game, Quraish appears to have all the classic
features of an Real Time Strategy (RTS) games. As Vit Sisler explains in his interview
with Radwan Kasmiya:
The structural differences between Arab and Western production are almost
dispensable. When Kasmiya showed me Quraish for the first time, we discussed
the level of realism achieved by the game, through aspects such as the introduction
of water as a crucial resource in a semi-arid landscape, or the economic and religious
connotations of slavery. While adding to the games realism, these aspects do not
alter the fundamental game play.17

The missions bring very little originality to the RTS genre, in spite of the minor
variations: gathering resources, raising buildings, securing the camp/town, annihilating
the enemy. The utilitarian conception of people is conserved in Quraish:
workers/slaves, soldiers, blacksmiths, religious men, etc. However, Quraishs visual
identity is adapted to the Arabian landscape. It is distinctively based on Islamic
historiography and pays attention to topological, linguistic, and cultural details, as
well as to the representation of the Byzantine enemies, notes Sisler.18 These details
contribute to the immersion into the environment of the game, but do not modify its
mechanisms. For example, water management is of the utmost importance, and the
player has to maintain enough resources for his people, but it is just one more resource
to take care of compared to other RTSs. As Sisler explains regarding the RTS genre
as a whole, aspects previously novel to strategy games, like culture, religion, or
nationalism serve merely to help the player become more politically, economically,
and militarily successful.19
From this point of view, Quraish is close to Western games. Afkars goal was
neither to radically alter the genre nor to transmit a vengeful political message to
games misrepresenting Arabs and the Muslims. Instead, it seems as if Afkar wanted
to adopt the tropes of the RTS (gathering, building, securing, fighting) with added
cultural value. This added value takes the form of the visual identity of the game, the
narrative in classical Arabic, references to Arab/Muslim culture and the opportunity
offered to the player to participate in the early hours of the caliphate.
A game independent from the military-entertainment complex
The Western digital entertainment industry, especially the branch of it based in the
United States, has worked hand in hand with the military for decades, thanks to its
simulation features. This collaboration is mostly apparent regarding FPSs like Americas
Sisler, Palestine in Pixels
Ibidem.
19
Ibidem.
17
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Army, the game developed by the American Department of Defense being the most
obvious example. According to Tim Lenoir, the American entertainment industry has
hosted several military engineers and programming tools, but the most decisive
phenomenon was the use of gaming technology. As a matter of fact, the huge progress
made by the entertainment industry in the 1990s, in terms of realistic gameplay and
graphics and artificial intelligence, reached a level of sophistication unmatched by
the military.20 As a result, the U.S. military began to use modifications of popular
games, like Doom, to train their troops. This moved another step forward in the
2000s, where games were intended to be used before recruitment, as a tool to attract
more people in the army. Americas Army (portraying a boot camp, 2002), Real War
(portraying an American war against terrorism, released in October 2001 but
commissioned before September 11), Kuma War (recreating missions from the war
in Iraq, 2004), Mercenaries 2: World in Flames (presenting the potential invasion of
Caracas by the U.S. Army, 2008) were all supposed to satisfy an avid demand for
realistic war games, and possibly convince them to play the real game by joining
the army. As Tim Lenoir says:
A frequent trope that appears in the vision statements of the various architects
of the military-entertainment complex is the goal of fusing the virtual and the
real, the idea of having simulation and training take place under such realistic
seeming conditions that the simulation cannot only be taken as a substitute for
the real but might actually be an interface of a command and control system to
the real event itself.21

The usual suspects of these games (Arabs, Iranians, etc.), conscious of the
political messages they included, led them to consider them merely as a new tool
for an old imperialism, with relevant arguments. For example, in 2005, Kuma War
released a new mission called Assault on Iran. Understanding that past missions
had been developed in order to be close as possible to real events (Spring Break
Fallujah in 2004 and Battle in Sadr City in 2005), Iran reacted negatively and a
political group formed one year later, the Union of Islamic Student Societies, in
order to produce a game meant to counterweight this bad publicity. 22 More vigorous
responses came from Lebanon, where Hezbollah released two games (Special Force
and Special Force 2, 2003 and 2007), which adopt the rhetoric typical for Hezbollah
promotional materials: one of resistance and martyrdom. The game constructs its
hero as a fearless warrior winning against the odds, despite being outnumbered by
Zionist forces.23
Tim Lenoir, Recycling the Military-entertainment Complex, presentation for the 2008
Missouri State University Public Affairs Conference Seeking Solutions: Conflicts, Violence and the
Courage to Change.
21
Ibidem.
22
Halter, Islamogaming .
23
Sisler, Palestine in Pixels .
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After creating several FPSs, a genre apparently condemned to constantly reformulate
present events,24 Afkar decided to plunge into the past through the RTS genre with
Quraish. The specificity of the RTS genre (focusing on the past) breaks the natural
Manichean pattern of FPSs, because they generally allow the player to play as different
factions. Already, Civilization III (2001) has been presented by Sisler as breaking the
old pattern25 of presenting the Middle East as a heaven for terrorists and extremists
that only deserve to be cleaned up by a muscular (American) military response.
A game dependent on political constraints
Hasan Salem, a director at Dar al-Fikr, producer and game manager at Afkar,
expects Quraish will promote a more modern Islam.26 This can be expressed in
two dimensions, and both have been used in Quraish. First, Afkar decided to avoid
fundamentalist views about the rise of Islam, characterized by a fossilized and apologic
storytelling about the pious ancestors (salaf as-salihin, the models for the current
salafis), in order to show a more realistic narrative. The game deals openly with
Muslim conquests, wars and proselytizing against neighbouring empires and pagan
Arabs. Second, Afkar intended to produce a game which would not merely be a
pretext for gamers to bask in violence, blood and domination over infidels, but would
include pedagogic content about the history of Islam and its civilization, and the
ways in which the Caliphate expanded. The first section will explore the rather large
freedom of interpretation of history taken by the game (which makes it closer to
Western games), before examining its will to incorporate culturally commendable
content (which takes it farther from them).
A rather large freedom of interpretation of history
According to Sisler, Radwan Kasmiya claims that they want to show early
Islamic history as accurately as possible without legends and superstition. Such
an approach doesnt always have to be in accord with the folk Islamic devotion
and might face a harsh critique.27 This part of the mission can be considered
accomplished, since Afkars interpretation of history is pretty accurate, or at least
as accurate as a game can be. This relative realism is also noted by Sisler, who
explains that Quraish is distinctively based on Islamic historiography and pays
attention to topological, linguistic, and cultural details, as well as to the
representation of the Byzantine enemies.28
24
Strategy games are mostly used for modelling the past, while first-person shooter games
typically mediate the present, Sisler, Palestine in Pixels .
25
V. Sisler, Representation and Self-Representation: Arabs and Muslims in Digital Games, in
Gaming Realities: A Challenge for Digital Culture, M. Santorineos and N. Dimitriadi (eds.), Athens:
Fournos, 2006, pp. 8592, http://www.digitalislam.eu/article.do?articleId=1423 (accessed
15.05.2013).
26
Roumani, Muslims Craft Their....
27
Sisler, Digital .
28
Sisler, Palestine in Pixels .
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The different factions are presented in equal details, and their strengths are
equivalent. As the manual introduction frankly explains, you will not even change
history. Even so, the history of the caliphate may be presented in a glamorized
manner, and the distortions of history are inherent in the form of a video game,
which have specific constraints.
Besides, the player is not forced to play the Muslims. At the beginning of the
campaign, he has to play a pagan Bedouin sheikh who joins the Prophet only later,
during the Wars of apostasy. Two immediate action modes are included (the classic
Deathmatch mode and the Regicide mode, a variation of the first) which allow
the player to command an army of Muslims, Persians or Romans.
This specificity of the RTS genre does not transcend the binary nature of mainstream
games, characterized by two options to finish the game: winning or losing.29 But the
acceptance of mainstream gameplay is likely to suit Afkars objectives better: to
enjoy relative commercial success, or to contribute to digital emancipation. Afkar
has firmly pursued the first objective. Quraish indeed includes the classic gameplay
of a RTS game (winning more and more elaborate missions, defeating powerful
enemies, etc.), offers rather good graphics (true 3D and zooming function), and
attention has been paid to the packaging and the online support. If the second objective
has been reached, it is thanks to the mainstream form too, by not exactly being an
activist game. Indeed, Quraish avoids the traps of being an awkward, aggressive
response to Manichean Western games (as is Hezbollahs Special Force)30, but also
of being too serious, moralistic and averse to violence (as are Global Conflicts:
Palestine and Peace Maker). The first trap leads to disillusions: the Arab and Muslim
identity is falsely elevated. This phenomenon is shown by this reaction from a teenager
from Gaza:
It is worse with [Special Force] because there I have this feeling that I am
really beating the Israelis and winning the cause. But I know it cannot happen
here. I know it is not so easy to blow up their tanks or shoot down their
airplanes. 31

The second trap leads to frustration: the Arab and Muslim identity is neither
glamorized nor minimized, but nothing is done about the pejorative image transmitted
For an analysis of alternative games falling within a different framework than the winner/loser
opposition, see the comments about the counter games War in the North (Lebanon, 2006), Raid
Gaza! (Newgrounds, 2009) and Wolmert against Rallah (Israel, 2006). See also the activist games
Global Conflicts: Palestine (Serious Games, 2007, where the player is a journalist arriving in Palestine
and has to explore the game-world to write an article on what is happening) and Peace Maker
(Impact Games, 2007, where the player incarnates Israels Prime Minister or the President of the
Palestinian Authority in order to find a peaceful solution). Sisler, Palestine in Pixels .
30
When explaining his work, Radwan Kasmiya says we also dont want to do something about
Arabs killing Westerners., quoted in Roumani, Muslims Craft Their....
31
H. Tawil-Souri, The Political Battlefield of Pro-Arab Video Games on Palestinian Screens,
Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East, No. 3, Vol. 27, 2007, p. 547.
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by Western games, and their dense political content discourages ordinary players.32
Middle Eastern games are scrutinized by Western observers looking for any sign of
support of terrorism, jihad, anti-Semitism, or the extermination of infidels. Dealing
with remote events in remote places implying remote empires allows Quraish to talk
about the violence surrounding the birth of Islam without triggering fear and suspicion
from the West. Muhammads conquests in Quraish are as deprived of geopolitical
implications as Napoleons or Moctezumas in Civilization. And the classic RTS
characteristics are likely to attract players who do not want to deal with politics
when they want to enjoy a game.
A will to incorporate culturally commendable content
As Sisler explains, the key topics pertaining to Arab production continue to
be issues of identity and religious and cultural relevance.33 This assertion appears
to be even more accurate regarding Quraish, which aims at telling a story about
the birth of Islam. But in contrast to games dealing with present issues (Western
imperialism, the Israeli occupation of Palestine, etc.), the context of hijra allows
greater liberty to create a more neutral self-representation. Dealing with the Israeli
occupation, for example, leads almost inevitably to a need to reverse the polarities
of the narrative and substitute the Arab Muslim hero for the American soldier and
schematize Israelis as enemies.34 The RTS genre allowed Afkar to produce a
statement by Arabs about Arabs devoid of any reference to the West. This does
not mean the West did not influence the game: the Western audience is a target
claimed by Afkar. 35 But for Afkar the game was the occasion to formulate a
statement on the Arab world from A to Z, independent of current geopolitical
issues.
The game is independent of the news, but it still depends on political and cultural
demands, to which Afkar answers twofold: first, the will to elevate the game from
an entertaining product to a noble pedagogic tool; second, the will to re-appropriate
the history of Islam, in a positive but still lucid manner.
The opposition to instinct and destructive industry
The first lines of the introduction in the manual are clear regarding the high cultural
level aimed by Afkar: the game must be an entertaining product through which you
learn about history, the past, Islam and spirituality, and the importance of fighting
32
As a gamer and game developer says about Under Siege: You must feel the challenge in the
game. They are paying so much attention to the political and religious part, they are not concentrating
on the technical parts of the game., quoted in Roumani, Muslims Craft Their....
33
Sisler, Palestine in Pixels .
34
Ibidem.
35
Proof of this is numerous: on the game box, we can find a favourable quote from USA Today and
Computer Gaming World reviews; in an interview, Radwan Kasmiya hopes the game will help
people in the West better understand the people who are living in the East, Roumani, Muslims
Craft Their .
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for a community.36 Gaming for the fun of it is seen as a waste of time, and all too
widespread in the industry. The texts implicitly refers to the Enlightenment and its
faith in human rationality, humanism and progress, in an old-fashioned style (very
common in popular speeches) praising the modernity of Islam:
Quraish attempts to liberate reason in a world of amusement dominated by instinct.
It simply tries to turn amusement into a constructive rather than a destructive
industry. Unfortunately, most of the makers of amusement in the world are inclined
to inject increased doses of the elements that kill humanity using a deeply selfish,
violent, sexual, commonplace, racial and material style.
Upon finishing the various levels of Quraish, you will not gain a kiss from a
heroine [which may be a reference to the famous Mario games] or use a destructive
weapon or a fast car to demolish all that comes in your way. You will not even
change history. But rather, you will have a better comprehension of the concept of
time. What is more important still is that such comprehension is accompanied by
an overwhelming pleasure. Such pleasure might appear to be unfamiliar. You do
not need to worry because those feelings spring from your mind rather than your
instinct.37

The manual goes on by asking questions which the game is supposed to answer,
and, with a hint of exaggeration (or hypocrisy?), presents the Muslim expansion as
a gift:
Were the Muslims as other invaders who crossed the paths of the world? What
gives them distinction over others?
How could they become a part of human civilization although they were absolutely
illiterate?
How could they hold different races, cultures and religions while the worlds
peoples endeavor to eradicate one another?
How could they defeat the greatest two empires in the world and build a state
which we still live in to the present moment?
Were Muslim generals such as Khalid Ibn al-Walid and Abu Ubaidah, like Napoleon
and Alexander, aspiring to register their ambitions in letters of blood and fire?38

Islam is presented as the object which gave the Bedouins science and knowledge;
the caliphate is presented as a realm of tolerance towards non-Muslims which has
survived to the present day; Muslim conquerors are presented as wiser and more
civilized than Western ones. This excessively positive description has two goals:
first, reassuring the Middle Eastern players about their identity and history; second,
striking the Western players with an unusually flattering presentation. Although history
36
Unlike the American games, where the hero is usually individualized, Arab shooter games
generally promote a higher obligation to a collective spiritual whole, notes Sisler, Palestine in
Pixels .
37
Quraish manual, 1. Before You Start, pp. 78.
38
Ibidem.
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does not exactly match the previous positive statements, they hold a part of the truth
that is not said enough, according to Radwan Kasmiya:
Most video games on the market are anti-Arab and anti-Islam. Arab gamers are
playing games that attack their culture, their beliefs, and their way of life. The
youth who are playing the foreign games are feeling guilt. On the outside they
look like they dont care, but inside they do care. 39

Besides the goal of helping Arab players boost their self-esteem lowered by Western
games, Radwan Kasmiya wanted to show the world a more positive image of the
Arab-Muslim world, and even suggests a rare self-criticism:
I get very embarrassed by the way we are showing our civilization. There were
rational laws that were governing Muslims at that time. This allowed this civilization
to last for a long time, and to accept the other civilizations that they came in touch
with. It was not a conservative or sectarian civilization. But people have stopped
taking the ideas behind the laws, and are taking the laws themselves. They do not
understand the essence of the laws.40

In the game, several original details show this will to transcend instinct and
destructive industry. Although they do not deeply modify the gameplay based on
conquest, their goal is to show (more or less convincingly) that constructive industry
is taken seriously. The whole morale system, for example, is specific. In RTS games,
units usually have a life bar and a morale bar, in order to measure their physical
integrity and their determination. In Quraish, the morale bar is displaced by a faith
bar, whose level is determined by injuries, the level of taxes, the leadership of the
general and the influence of the religious men. The presence of religious men among
the troops raises their faith level. The religious men have several special capacities
(identical for Muslims, Romans and Persians). The first is the classic healing capacity,
but the other two are rather innovative: the conviction capacity allow the religious
men to convert enemy units; the writing upgrade enhance the capacities of the
religious men. A minor detail, but writing is of the utmost importance in the Muslim
world. Considered a gift of God, the Arabic language is revered and praised through
calligraphy, a major art in Arab societies. While in Civilization, writing is merely part
of a technological tree indicating a level of development, in Quraish it represents an
almost magical ability. The narrative, spoken in classical Arabic in the beginning of
every mission, contributes to the immersion into the universe of the game, and pays
tribute to the Arab oral culture heritage.41 The conversion capacity, along with the
Roumani, Muslims Craft Their....
Ibidem.
41
V. Sisler, Video Games, Video Clips, and Islam: New Media and the Communication of Values,
in Muslim Societies in the Age of Mass Consumption, Johanna Pink (ed.), Newcastle: Cambridge
Scholars Publishing, 2009, pp. 231258, http://www.digitalislam.eu/article.do?articleId=2550
(accessed 15.05.2013).
39
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ability to free Arab or African slaves (gaining their abiding loyalty in the process) and
the diplomatic and trade screens, are used to explain that the caliphate can be built
through war, proselytizing or charisma. During the missions, the player receives
advice from Ibagh, a loyal fighter who favors energetic and muscular solutions, and
from Abu Qutada, a religious old man who encourages diplomacy and cunning. The
player is also forced to make difficult choices, having to balance his tribes survival
and Arab unity against enemies from outside. The player has to cope with moral
dilemmas, which may lead him to understand better the choices made by real
characters at the hijra time.
A game that leads to re-appropriation of history
When speaking about Afkars games, Radwan Kasmiya evokes digital dignity42:
their games are meant to deconstruct the negative image of Arabs and Muslims
transmitted by Western games and emancipate them from this image. But in contrast
to their previous games, Quraish does not invent heroes and battles, but re-creates
real (or near-real) ones. In this process of emancipation, the game cannot be neutral:
the Muslims are the most glamorized faction. In FPSs and RTSs, the different factions
generally have specific strengths and weaknesses that impact on their strategies,
and then on the player her- or himself through the gameplay. As Sisler notes about
Command & Conquer: Generals, a game depicting a fictional global battle between
the U.S., China and an Arab Global Liberation Army:
The description of these struggling factions is significant. The United States has
powerful and expensive units, including well-armed infantry and vehicles that can
heal themselves. Their superior intelligence capabilities and flexible air force allow
them to strike quickly anywhere on the map. The Arab Global Liberation Army, on
the other hand, is distinguished by terrorists with car bombs and truck bombs,
suicide bombers with explosives strapped to their bodies, anthrax and biotoxin
delivery systems and angry mobs of Arabs wielding AK-47s. In such cases, as
Gerard Greenfield has noted, the choosing to be enemy adds no objectivity, it
just makes it harder to win  the enemy is still depicted in racist terms. 43

Quraish does not go this far concerning the imbalance between the factions. Each
one is approximately of equal force, the Bedouins being perhaps the weakest faction
due to their lower technological level. In the manual chapter regarding tactics,44 the
Bedouins are said to be characterized by the small costs of buildings and units. However,
they lack industry and agriculture which are the basis of civilization. Romans are
distinguished by their excellent armour which makes their armed units the most
dangerous and capable of breaking into other armies which are weakly armed. The
Sisler, Representation and Self-Representation 
Ibidem.
44
Quraish manual, 8. Fighting Tactics/Secrets, pp. 7476. The manual is available online http://
www.quraishgame.com/updates/Quraish%20Guide_English.pdf (accessed 15.05.2013).
42
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Romans are also characterized by two kinds of rapid fighting carts. Persians distinguish
themselves by their war tactics which basically depend on the quick and accurate
strikes of their dangerous archers. Persians are also characterized by the heavy elephant
units which can have a strong effect on the enemy infantry units.45
The game thus includes classic tactic distinctions in war games: the heavy and
expensive troops which smash onto the enemy; the light and mobile troops who rely
on hit and run tactics; the cheap and numerous troops who count on the swarming
of the enemy. It is in the description of the Muslims that the narrative shows its
preference for them: Muslims are characterized by their faith as well as the existence
of distinguished leaders among them. If you are able to use these heroes ideally, you
will be able to defeat any army regardless of its size.46 The neutral description of the
Romans and the Persians then serves to show that Muslims can defeat enemies of
great valour. Conviction seems to be the Muslims best asset: almost nothing is said
regarding their troops, equipment or tactics, and yet they can defeat anyone. The
comparison between the Bedouins description to that of the Muslims is striking:
faith is their only difference, but the former is backward and weak, while the latter
can vanquish the strongest empires.
This presentation of the Muslims marks a real re-appropriation of history. Violence,
in the game or in history, is not eluded or minimized: the caliphate defeated the
Persians and the Romans, and this was the starting point of one of the mightiest
empires in the world. If the game is meant to be a tolerance test regarding the
possibility to discuss Muhammad and the birth of the caliphate, this presentation is
ambiguous: the Muslims are glamorized, but they are also presented as conquerors,
and not merely as innocent believers legitimately defending themselves from
oppressive aggressors. Reactions on the Internet suggest that the reception among
the target population (gamers and journalists in the Middle East and in the West) was
positive, but further research has to be made regarding the reaction of theologians or
orthodox public figures who might consider this product as not really halal.
Conclusion
Quraish is remarkable because it is the first Middle Eastern games which manages
mutatis mutandis to emulate current Western RTSs, openly competing on the same
ground as them. But in contrast to Western games (except army funded games like
Americas Army), Quraish, and Afkar games more generally, take responsibility for
the political messages they include. This could be termed as post-propagandism:
the authors realize their media image and intentionally work with the themes of
manipulation and propaganda. The freely accessible demo on Tahta al-Hisar [Under
Siege] introduces the game with a slogan: A true story or political propaganda? You
have the right to decide. ( ) A short montage of news about Afkar Media follows
[the presentation clip], with captions describing their games as political manipulation
45
46
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not being omitted.47 Quraish does not blatantly ignore political issues between the
Western world and the Middle East about who has the legitimacy to speak about
Arab societies. But the discourse it proposes on identity is subtler and more neutral
than in previous Afkar games, since it depicts the beginning of a civilization, and not
merely current events.
It is not a tool likely to whip up radicalization, but rather to contribute to help
Arabs and Muslims to re-appropriate the information vector (the video game) and its
content. Although the game deals with crucial events of Islam, it cannot be considered
a proselytizing game, resorting to Muslim speech.48 Much more attention is given
to politics (the threatening neighbour empires, the divisions among Arabs) and on
the depiction of Arabs, be they pagan or Muslims. In the end, the player controls a
tribe of loyal, honorable and selfless people against traitors who collaborate with the
Persians and the Romans, who use them without shedding their own blood. In that
sense, we can speak not about Muslim speech, but about an Arab speech (a more
secular version of the former) that draws on glorious events from the past to tell
what values modern-day Arabs should incarnate and promote. Therefore, Quraish is
based on the same premises as Islamism (a feeling of humiliation, a deprivation of a
speech on the Self, an intellectual immobility) but proposes solutions far from the
ethical and cultural exclusivism that characterizes rigorous Islamism. The prudent
openness which the game proposes is then likely to seduce Arabs disillusioned with
rigorous Islamism, and even more Westerners afraid of it.

Sisler, Digital .
François Burgat defines Muslim speech as any political ideology using Muslim references as
guidelines for their program. This expression, in his opinion, applies regardless of the radicalism of
the political formation: Islamists are political actors who resort on a vocabulary borrowed preferably,
even exclusively, and ostensibly from Muslim culture., François Burgat, Les mobilisations politiques
à référent islamique [Political Mobilisation with Reference to Islamism], in La politique dans le
monde arabe [Politics in the Arab World], Elizabeth Picard (ed.), Paris: Armand Colin, 2006, p. 79.
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on Identity in Contemporary Israel
Abstract
In the past decades, Israel has seen a growing number of attempts to reclaim its Middle
Eastern heritage through different forms. Those attempts are quite often made by Mizrahim
 Jews whose origins are in Muslim countries of the Middle East and North Africa 
themselves. They speak about their identity using artistic tools as well as social media. This
article maps the landscape of this phenomenon, and tries to investigate its core features
and answer several questions, including: How does this activity reflect the issue of Mizrahi
identity? Do Israeli-Mizrahim speak one language? Can we talk about a common identity
discourse for this group? How does it challenge a range of Israeli memories, present-day
realities, and future aspirations?

Identity is not as transparent or unproblematic as we
think. Perhaps instead of thinking of identity as an
already accomplished fact, which the new cultural
practices then represent, we should think instead of
identity as a production which is never complete (...).
Stuart Hall1
Introduction
Since its establishment in 1948, the state of Israel has been engaged in the
continuous trial of forming a local, native culture and identity that one could call
Israeli. At the beginning of this process the Zionist discourse saw itself as a part of
the European discourse (or even as part of a Eurocentric one) and therefore adapted
the two dichotomic images of East and West. Thus, Israels diverse population was
reduced to two concepts: a Jewish people with roots in the so-called West (i.e.
Europe and America) called Ashkenazim, and the conceptual category of Jewish
immigrants from Islamic countries and their children called Mizrahim who are
associated with the East.2 This existence of two distinct Jewish ethnic groups living
in Israel was established somewhat artificially. Jewish people from Islamic countries
were treated by state institutions as one identical group, without any differences and
*
PhD Candidate at the Institute of Jewish Studies at Jagiellonian University, Krakow, Poland,
e-mail: magdalena.kozlowska@uj.edu.pl.
1
Stuart Hall, Cultural Identity and Diaspora, in Colonial Discourse & Postcolonial Theory: A
Reader, Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman (eds.), London: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993, p. 222.
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divisions within it. This treatment, in turn, led these immigrants to define and view
themselves as one uniformed group as well. Of course, this process was neither quick
nor obvious. However, the common experience after arriving in Israel, and the same
treatment of the Jews of Moroccan, Iraqi and Egyptian origin by the authorities in
various areas of social life, made these Mizrahi Jews build a common identity.3 For
years, the mythological image of the new Jew called Sabra (native-born Israeli),
disconnected from his troubled, traumatic past, was supposed to homogenize the
immigrants of the Ashkenazi and Mizrahi groups, and create a monolithic Israeli culture.
For the last three decades, Israel has been undergoing major changes which affect
its political, demographical, and cultural scene. Accordingly, the Israeli heritage is
being deconstructed and renegotiated. The unrealistic vision of one single Israeli
identity is gradually being replaced by the image of Israel as a pluralistic and diverse
society. The hegemonic Zionist concept is confronted with a new reality, one which
was created as either a result of or as a response to this restrictive Zionist concept.
In this article I would like to focus on Mizrahim4 and their perception of identity
over the last twenty years. It is argued that, as a result of the politics of the state and
its heritage, this group created a special selfhood which can be described as liminal
and hyphenated. It seems that this identity is mostly visible in the so-called new
Mizrahi wave in art, which is consumed mostly by Ashkenazim or liberal-left
Mizrahim5, but also in the virtual space.
Literature
According to Yochai Oppenheimer, works written in Hebrew by authors coming
from the Mizrahi environment often refer to similar experiences, ideas, and cultural
texts. This phenomenon is visible to such an extent that we can actually speak of a
common discourse called Mizrahi writing. Each of these writers deals with the
difficult experiences connected with emigration and adaptation in their works, as
well as the marginal position of Mizrahim in Israeli culture.6
Authors such as Sami Michael, Shimon Ballas, Samir Nakash and Nissim Rejwan,
who all belong to the first generation of Mizrahi writers, have entered the canon of
Israeli literature quite recently. In their works, these authors confronted the problems
Aziza Khazoom, The Great Chain of Orientalism: Jewish Identity, Stigma Management and
Ethnic Exclusion in Israel, American Sociological Review, Vol. 68, No. 4, 2003, p. 482.
3
Interestingly, a similar phenomenon occurred in the case of the dark-skinned inhabitants of
North America and Europe. As noted by Paul Gilroy, the term black, used by the surrounding
groups to describe them, caused people of different origins, i.e. Caribbean, the United Kingdom,
America and Africa start to identify one with another in spite of their cultural differences. See Paul
Gilroy, The Black Atlantic; Modernity and Double Conciousness, London: Verso, 1993.
4
The term Mizrahim itself is used in the academic discourse, but is not actually used by
ordinary people, who still define themselves as Sephardim or as a different sub-group.
5
Sometimes those authors are perceived by other Mizrahim (traditional, right-wing) as Sefardei
Mishtaknez (Sephardim who became Ashkenazim).
6
Yochai Oppenheimer, Representation of Space in Mizrahi Fiction, Hebrew Studies, Vol. 53,
2012, p. 336.
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of migration, transition and adaptation to a new situation. Interestingly, despite the
fact that they wrote in Hebrew, which they had mastered to perfection, it was still
quite often their second or third language. Therefore, their Hebrew syntax is often
reminiscent of Arabic, a quality that separates their texts from those of their Ashkenazi
counterparts and from those of future Mizrahi writers.
The second and third generations of Mizrahim are no longer defined by multilingualism,
but the heritage of the Middle East continues to leave its mark. This kind of stigma
often becomes a kind of common denominator for the texts they are writing. Each of
these contemporary and award-winning writers  Kobi Oz, Yossi Sukari, Dudi Busi,
Shimon Adaf, Ronit Matalon, Sami Berdugo, Sara Shilo, Almog Behar, Mati Shemoleof
et al.  often touches upon the topic of Mizrahim in their work. Their achievement is
in evoking an Israel which the outside world knows little about.
One of the more interesting examples of new Mizrahi literature is Kobi Ozs Moshe
Huvato ve-Ha-Orev (Moshe Huvato and the Raven).7 Hailed as one of the most
interesting and original books in recent years, the story reveals to its readers the reality
of living in the Israeli periphery, more specifically in the so-called development towns.
These towns  remote, underfunded, characterized by factory lines and vocational
schools, often populated with Mizrahim  were historically disadvantaged, creating a
deep-seated resentment towards the Israeli government amongst their residents.
As advertised by the novels publisher, tracing the story of the novel, which was
written for young adults, is like viewing a family album, where each character recites
a monologue in rock-opera style. The main character is Moshe Huvato, a young
soldier, sad and thoughtful, busy planning his holiday from the army. However, he
finds time to attend the funeral ceremony of his uncle Charlie, a sensitive musician
who played the oud and never assimilated into Israeli culture. Moshes mother, proud
of her sons Eastern identity, spends hours cooking and baking Tunisian specialties.
His father, the head of the municipal sewage department, obsessed with purity, is
angry with Moshe, who in his opinion does not do anything to achieve success in
life. The characters created by Oz constantly deal with issues of identity and the
complexity of balancing between the imaginary East and West. Similar issues are
found in Ozs next book Avarian Tzaatzua (Petty Hoodlum).8
Yossi Sukari, who studied history and philosophy of science at Tel Aviv University
and whose works have been included in the Israeli academic syllabus, did not shy
away from the issue of the marginalization and deprivation of Mizrahim in his debut
novel Emilia U-Melach Ha-Aretz: Vidui (Emilia).9 By showing the heros personal
experience, his story touches upon the issues of alienation and the desire to become
a part of Israeli society. Sukari takes the reader on a journey along the classic Israeli
rites of passage  going to school, serving in the military, studying at university and
Kobi Oz, Moshe Huvato ve-Ha-Orev [Moshe Huvato and the Raven], Tel Aviv: Keshet, 1997.
K. Oz, Avarian Tzaatzua [Petty Hoodlum], Tel Aviv: Keshet, 2002.
9
Yossi Sukary, Emilia U-Melach Ha-Aretz: Vidui [Emilia and the Salt of the Earth], Tel Aviv:
Babel, 2002.
7
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traveling abroad  in order to examine the main characters identity, which is connected
with Western culture, but whose legacy is inextricably associated with the Orient.
The characters grandmother Emilia represents the bad Mizrahi, who sees the
enemy in every Ashkenazi. The Zionist state arouses contempt in her, and so she
calls upon her grandson to seek his fortune abroad. All this being said, she is not the
stereotypical Mizrahi representative: she is educated, does not like to cook, and
speaks a very distinct Hebrew. Jossi, her grandson, has absorbed her anger, but did
not become either a social worker or a professional victim of the system. He studied
philosophy and was in a relationship with a Russian-born Israeli, and he feels guilty
for not fulfilling the will of his grandmother. After looking for happiness in the United
States and Germany, he ends up returning to Israel to take a job as a lecturer in
philosophy. Trying to atone the fact that he had deviated from the planned path set
for him by his grandmother, he organizes an academic summer camp for children
from his neighborhood.
Another writer who chose to integrate some autobiographical facts in his work is
Dudi Busi. Busi was born in an ethnically diverse district of Tel Aviv, and his
experiences are very much reflected in his first novel Ha-Yareach Yarok Ba-Vadi
(The Moon Goes Green in the Wadi)10, which takes place in 1970. It tells the story
of a young boy growing up in a multicultural slum where ethnicity determines social
position, where his childhood and youth are filled with violence, and where the
dreams of a brighter future are often the only source of hope. Musa is the son of
Iraqi and Yemeni parents. This mixed origin (even though both parents are Mizrahim)
causes the hero to experience intense anxiety and does not allow him to determine
his own identity in a simple way. When he wants to join a Yemeni gang, he discovers
that he is ridiculed and ostracized. The novel, which has a very authentic tone thanks
to the use of different languages and dialects, balances between humor and
seriousness. Childrens games and relationships within and between families are
vividly depicted. The case of Musas family allows the author not only to tell a
fascinating individual story, but also to raise universal issues such as the problem of
social acceptance.
Yetomim (Orphans) 11 by Sami Berdugo includes two novellas about different
characters of North African origin who are partially assimilated, but still do not feel
that they belong to the Israeli culture. In the first, 18-year-old Yechiel, the youngest
son of a large working class family from Morocco, is about to join the army (where
his brother Shiko is already serving). On the one hand Yechiel is very excited about
his impending enlistment, but it is also a source of deep fear. At the same time, his
mother suddenly becomes pregnant at the age of fifty-two. As a powerful figure in
the family she insists on keeping the baby, leading to the drama. In contrast to the
birth at the end of the first novella, the main theme of the second is orphanhood.
Dudi Busi, Ha-Yareach Yarok Ba-Vadi [The Moon Goes Green in the Wadi], Tel Aviv: Am
Oved, 2000.
11
Sami Berdugo, Yetomim [Orphans], Tel Aviv: Ha-Kibbutz Ha-Meuchad, 2006.
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Forty-year-old Shmuels family splits. The wife suddenly disappears, abandoning
their children. Shmuel himself still longs for his lost home, Morocco, which he had
to leave at the age of thirteen. He admits that he has never become part of his new
country, and this inner turmoil is exacerbated by the Israeli reality, with its anxieties,
terrorist bombings and uncertain future.
These stories, among others, show clearly that the creativity of Mizrahim focuses
on the periphery instead of the center  both figuratively, by making the characters
ordinary Israelis with roots in the lands of the Muslim world, and literally. The role
played by space in the writings seems to be invaluable. The novels are usually set in
development towns or in the disadvantaged neighborhoods of large cities, areas
that were previously absent in literature written by Ashkenazim. The desire to break
free from these areas and to start a new life is a feature shared by a number of
characters within the discourse. This is the hope of one of the protagonists of Sara
Shilos Shum Gamadim Lo Yavou (No Gnomes Will Appear)12, for instance. It seems
that this is not only his own personal hope, but one that is shared by many people
from his environment.
These new looks at Israeli reality and the totally fresh voice expressed by second
and third generations of Mizrahim not only deconstruct the negative, often orientalizing
approach to Jews from Islamic countries in Hebrew literature, but could also serve
as the basis for a new literary canon in Israel.
What is more, these young artists do not avoid translating literary works written
in the countries of their ancestors. Following in the footsteps of Sami Michael, who
translated the Cairo trilogy of Arab Nobel laureate Nagib Mahfouz, among others,
they are trying to bring the most interesting works of Arabic, Turkish and Persian
contemporary writers to Israeli readers. Recently, in the face of looming war with
Iran, Orly Noy published her Hebrew translations of two Persian books: Dai Jan
Napuliun (My Uncle Napoleon)13 by Iraj Pezeshkzad and Zwal Colonel (The Colonel)14
by Mahmoud Dowlabatadi. Noy herself was born in Iran and in an interview with
the Israeli daily Yediot Ahronot she admitted that she had gone through the process
typical of all immigrants: trauma, denying the culture in which they were born, and
finally returning to their roots. I wouldnt let my parents play Persian music when
my friends came to visit,15 she said. Slowly, slowly I re-connected. I always read
Persian literature in the original language because at some point I felt that my Persian
12
Sara Shilo, Shum Gamadim Lo Yavou [No Gnomes Will Appear], Tel Aviv: Am Oved, 2005.
There is an English translation of this book under the title The Falafel King is Dead: see S. Shilo, The
Falafel King is Dead, translated by Jeffrey Green, London: Portobello, 2012.
13
Iraj Pezeshkzad, Dudi Napoleon [My Uncle Napoleon], translated by Orly Noy, Tel Aviv:
Xargol Books, 2012.
14
Mahmoud Dowlabatadi, Shkiat Ha-Colonel [The Colonel], translated by Orly Noy, Tel Aviv:
Am Oved, 2012.
15
Eled Zeret, Persian and Hebrew Books to Bridge between Iran and Israel, translated by Sandy
Bloom: http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/culture/2012/09/persian-for-beginners.html#ixzz
2dApUf4OD (accessed 26.08.2013).
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was slipping away. It was a gradual process of becoming re-acquainted with the
culture I had abandoned in my childhood. When asked why she had decided to
publish her translations at that very moment, she responded: The translation of
texts from Persian to Hebrew is my way of expressing something from both of my
identities, Israeli and Iranian. At the same time I also hope to burst the big balloon
called Iran the menace, and portray my homeland as something real and alive with
a past full of suffering and intrigues, politics and [vested] interests, good and evil.
The Israeli reader can identify with these [themes] and, through them, also become
acquainted with a different Iran.16
Another attempt to redefine the concept of Mizrahim in Israeli society is a social-cultural magazine titled Ha-Kivun Mizrah (Direction East), which appeared on the
Israeli market in 2000. The editor-in-chief of this journal is Yitzhak Gormezano-Goren, an Israeli who was born in Alexandria, and who is also the owner of the
Kedem publishing house. The journal wants to present and discuss cultural texts
produced by Mizrahim. The key question it poses is: What is the culture of the East?
The editors try to answer this by showing readers contemporary work and analyzing
current-day issues such as memory, biography, space and language. Most of the
articles highlight the common cultural roots between Mizrahim and the Islamic world
(the Arab countries, Turkey, Iran) and encourages the further creative exploration
of these areas. It seems that its primary objective is to create a counter-statement
against Israeli high culture, as promoted and created for years, usually by Ashkenazim.
Film
When discussing Mizrahi films, this paper does not intend to address the Bourekas
films17 written and directed by Ashkenazim, but rather the cinematic narrations created
by Mizrahim themselves, seeking to renegotiate the approach to issues relating to the
identity of Jews from the Islamic world living in Israel.
The film Shhur (Magic), which received a Special Mention at the Berlin Film
Festival, and was also recognized in Israel itself, is the story of a Moroccan family
and their struggle to maintain traditions in spite of ongoing modernization. The viewer
sees flashbacks from the 1970s, i.e. the childhood of the protagonist, Rachel (Hana
Azoulay Hasfari), who in her adult life became a television producer. The story we
follow is her struggle to get away from the family where traditionalism has no limits,
and shhur, a North African word for magic, is practiced at every opportunity. Rachel
is confronted with a variety of adversities, and having a mentally ill sister (Ronit
Alkabetz) and dominant mother (Gila Almagor) certainly does not help. We finally
see her triumph when she receives high scores on her college entrance exams, which
allows her to leave her family and go to Jerusalem. However, the road to freedom is
like a tapestry, where traditionalism and modernity, with their positive and negative
aspects, are intertwined so tightly that it is difficult to separate them.
16
17

Ibidem.
A peculiarly Israeli genre of comic melodramas or tearjerkers based on ethnic stereotypes.
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Similarly, Ronit Elkabetz and her brother Shlomi return to their childhood in Ve-Lakahta Lekha Isha (To Take a Wife), portraying an immigrant area of Haifa in the
late 1970s, where the patriarchal culture imposed by the father and the mothers desire
to upgrade tears the family apart. The film also depicts a struggle for primacy between
the traditional and modern ways of life. Viviane (Ronit Elkabetz) feels trapped in the
routine of raising three children, working from home and observing strict Moroccan
traditions with her family. The heroine wants to be free, to live in the modern world,
and to be herself, while her husband, Eliahou, a respected family man, is still fighting
to keep everyone in check. On the brink of making a decision to leave, Viviane must
once again face the brothers who pressure her not to divorce her husband. At the same
time, Albert, her former lover, reappears in her life, and Viviane struggles with a new
temptation. Interestingly, the film was promoted with a song sung by Elkabetz, an
adaptation of a well-known hit (Amor, amor) which was most commonly performed
by Zohar Argov, who is known in Israel as the king of Mizrahi music.
Both Shhur and Ve-Lakahta Lekha Isha are examples of a new way to represent
Mizrahim in Israeli cinema. They are no longer ridiculed for their unsuitability but
speak their own voice. This voice screams of the problems and dilemmas connected
with their identity, and is trying to reconcile the familiarity of the Israeli world with
its strangeness.
In addition to the new wave of Mizrahi literature, these films again present the
identity of characters created within the third space, to use Homi K. Bhabhas term
 a space in-between where the meaning and symbols of culture are translated,
rehistoricized and reread.
Music
When people think about the music created by Mizrahim, the kind that most often
comes to mind is the so-called musica mizrahit (Eastern music), basically present
only in Israel. Associated mainly with this ethnic group, this genre developed
independently from the major music publishing companies. Its popularity grew in
the late 1980s and 1990s and it has been hailed as cassette music (from the popular
media which was easy to copy), or even as the music of the Central Bus Station in
Tel Aviv (located in a poorer part of the town, where the above-mentioned cassettes
were sold). The beginning of this music can be dated to the 1970s, the time of the
Panterim Ha-Shchorim (Black Panthers) and their protests, which in some way
consolidated Mizrahim as one group.
What is musica mizrahit? From a professional point of view this genre is characterized
by sounds that define the Western way of thinking about music, with its harmony and
sections which are based on sixteen bars, but also has a certain Eastern sound (while
not associated specifically with one region). The hallmark of this music is a frequent use
of melismata (i.e. the singing of a single syllable of text while moving between several
different notes in succession), a nasal voice, improvisation, and the use of instruments
such as the bouzouki, oud and qanun. Another characteristic is that the genres repertoire
usually consists of covers of Arab or Turkish recordings, which are adjusted to Western
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taste.18 One such example is the song by Maor Edri entitled Yalla, yalla19, which is a
remake of a Syrian hit by Wafik Habib.20 Listeners of this type of music vary, but the
majority comes from one ethnic group  the Mizrahi. As was previously stated, there are
different sub-Mizrahi groups, and therefore within the musica mizrahit there are different
subcategories, such as Yemeni, Greek etc. Unlike mainstream music, the roots of the
success of musica mizrahit were small, popular live performances, at weddings or parties.
Nowadays though, the musica mizrahit concerts are huge pop culture events that attract
many fans (such as performances by Eyal Golan or Moshe Perez).
Both the fans and the creators perceive this kind of entertainment as the music of
ordinary people. The singer is not seen as an idol, but as a man from the
neighborhood, maybe even a family member as shown by the word ah (brother)
which is often used by male fans when addressing male performers. This social
aspect is expressed in the musical discourse in many ways, first of all through
public performances, which used to be held in mostly restaurants, in social halls in
development towns, and in family events. Additionally, the performances themselves
give the genre a more intimate character, since many of them are based on audience
requests, and very often the songs are sung in a semi-professional manner and
performance style. Another important factor is that the songs are usually characterized
by simple lyrics which are easy to identify with.
However, contrary to public perception, musica mizrahit is not the only music of
the Mizrahim. One can find, especially in the Israeli periphery (for example, in
development towns), that new creations are not always easy to classify. An example
of such a group is the one which used to play in Sderot between 1986 and 1998 called
Sfataim (Lips). This group tried to combine original Moroccan music, which the band
leaders knew from their childhood, with works reflecting their position in-between
one culture and another. Sung in both Hebrew and Arabic, the groups repertoire includes
songs speaking of longing for Morocco, the marginalization of Mizrahim in Israel, and
the ambivalence with which they approach life in their new homeland.21
A real revolution in the Mizrahi music scene was sparked by the band Tippex (also
known as Teapacks) formed in 1988 and by its leader, already mentioned in the pages
of this article, Kobi Oz (who debuted as a keyboardist in the band Sfataim). The band
consisted of musicians born in Sderot and in the nearby Shaar Ha-Negev kibbutz. The
result of this collaboration was the music described as a fusion of Israeli rock with
musica mizrahit. Oz, the bands frontman and songwriter, found an apt way to describe
the Mizrahi reality in his work, not sparing the use of irony. For example, their first hit
See J. Halper, E. Seroussi, P. Squires-Kidron, Musica Mizrakhit: Ethnicity and Class Culture
in Israel, Popular Music, Vol. 8, No. 2, 1989, p. 131141.
19
Yalla, yalla by Maor Edri: https://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=zMUlvW4DPE ( accessed 26.08.2013).
20
Wafik Habibs song: https://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=
Uq3UhSUS2c8 (accessed 26.08.2013).
21
G. Saadia-Ophir, Mizrahi Subaltern Counterpoints: Sderots Alternative Bands,
Anthropological Quarterly, Vol. 80, No. 3, 2007, p. 724.
18
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Ha-Rabi Joe Kapara dealt with the topic of Mizrahi pilgrimages to the tombs of tzadikim
 pious men (such as pilgrimages to Netivot) in a very cynical tone.
Oz himself admitted that his goal was to redefine the Israeli music scene and to
play with social conventions. Many of their songs, such as Maale Avak (Dust
Hills), the first verse of which can be read below, mocked the implementation of the
Zionist project by the Israeli government:
Its not impressive, thought government officials,
There are empty parts on the map
And down there weve missed another dot .
So then they commanded:
Build a city here and bring some people
Fill the new houses with their loves.
This is good, a lot of points on the map,
And the newspaper promised to promote it.
That senior ministers ordered with a sleepy voice,
And wanted to take care of emergencies.
The junior lieutenant went there
To welcome the new community called dust.

More and more artists who could be classified as Mizrahim by ethnicity are
producing music which cannot be simply pigeonholed, and which is the result and
expression of their hybrid identity. These include performers such as Etti Ankri,
Shlomo Bar, Zehava Ben (who has recorded the hits of Umm Kulthum), Dikla,
Karolina, Ehud Banai, Berry Sakharov, Ofer Levi, Knesiyat Ha-Sehel et al. Although
some of them were initially identified only with musica mizrahit, they have entered
the mainstream and are constantly seeking new forms of expression.
Social media
The internet, especially social media networks, has given everyone the unique
opportunity to express themselves publicly. Ethnic groups often use this tool to
continually construct and maintain their identity. Media experts consider this form
of communication as the most egalitarian, since each individual can instantly transform
from the reader of a cultural text to being an author. Therefore a new niche allowing
self-creation is constructed. This niche can unite people with similar perceptions of
their joint identity. On the other hand, researchers point out that the online voice of
the minority is not always typical or even heard, because in order to reach a particular
meeting place online, a place where a given ethnic group can get together, one
must first have the need and will to connect to this world.22 What is more, most
Internet users are young people from the privileged classes.
Aleksandra Bilewicz, Internet a diasporyczne to¿samoci etniczne. Perspektywa
porównawcza [Internet and Diasporic Ethnic Identities. A Comparative Perspective], in Pamiêæ
22
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Looking more closely at Mizrahi activity within Facebook, we find that they are
concentrated not only in different groups but also on different pages offered by the
website. In both cases there is a large variety of themes, which can be divided into
several categories. In my analysis, I have only considered those which had the words
Mizrahim or Mizrahi in the description or name, which in itself is a statement of a
specific worldview and identity. I paid no attention to these groups or pages which
used other nomenclature such as Sephardic, Mediterranean, etc.
The most common groups or pages are those relating to musica mizrahit. For
example, Shirim Mizrahit (Mizrahi songs)23, advertises itself with the description:
Do you love music mizrahit? Do you want to know all the latest songs? Join our
group! and has 29,400 fans. However, apart from publishing links to Mizrahi songs,
which refer to the musical heritage of the Middle East, and which are performed by
Mizrahim, we cannot find any direct statements on this page which would separate
this ethnic group from the rest of Israeli society. On the contrary, on different holidays,
whether religious ones such as Passover, or national ones such as Yom Ha-Shoah
(Shoah Day) and Yom Ha-Atsmaut (Independence Day), the groups administrators
place occasional holiday related posts.
Other groups are those that define mizrahi-ness as something clearly not Ashkenazi,
thereby creating a sharp dichotomy between Mizrahim and Ashkenazim. These groups
generally focus only on collecting members who do not communicate their views
actively on different forums, and their only statement of identity is made by joining this
community. In many ways, the act of joining this Facebook group serves as a silent
agreement between the groups members on the definition of Mizrahim as defined by
the name or description of the group. Such groups include Mizrahim neged Ashkenazim!
*Ha-Tzad shel Mizrahim* (Mizrahim versus Ashkenazim! *Mizrahi Side*)24, whose
emblem is a figure symbolizing the Israeli Black Panthers, and which has 244 members;
Ha-Krav ha-gadol Shel Israel  Mizrahim neged Ashkenazim  ha-Tzad shel Mizrahim
(The Great Israel Fight  Mizrahim versus Ashkenazim  Mizrahi side)25 which consists
of 226 participants, and the most popular of them all, with 1078 members, Ha-krav
ha-gadol shel Facebook  Ashkenazim neged Mizrahim  Ha-Tzad shel Mizrahim (The
Great Fight of Facebook  Ashkenazim versus Mizrahim  Mizrahi side).26 To these
utraconych ojczyzn [The Memory of Lost Homelands], Aleksandra Bilewicz, Ewa Nowicka (eds.),
Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Warszawskiego, 2012, p. 199200.
23
Shirim Mizrahit Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/ShirimMizrahit (accessed
26.08.2013).
24
Mizrahim neged Ashenazim! *Ha-Tzad shel Mizrahim*, Facebook page: https://www.
(accessed 26.08.2013).
facebook.com/pages/139610286049595/ 
25
Ha-Krav ha-gadol Shel Israel  Mizrahim neged Ashkenazim  ha-Tzad shel Mizrahim,
Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/pages/110195602338262/
9 (accessed 26.08.2013).
26
Ha-krav ha-gadol shel Facebook  Ashkenazim neged Mizrahim  Ha-Tzad shel Mizrahim,
Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/pages/110195602338262/ 
(accessed 26.08.2013).
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types of pages we can add one which simply bears the name Mizrahim27, whose
description is accompanied by a drawing showing the protagonist of the Israeli cartoon
MK 22, Shlomi Hanukkah, a dumb and aggressive Mizrahi soldier. This choice of
iconography might be evidence of the internalizing of stereotypes about Mizrahim by
the Mizrahim themselves, and of their use of stereotypes in order to describe their own
characteristics and identity.
An interesting phenomenon is a group gathering Mizrahi students of the Technion
technical college in Israel. Because of the privacy settings set by the administrator, a
person who is not member of the group is only allowed to read the description:
Do you feel lonely? Everyone calls you Frenk28? Youre the only brown one in the
faculty? They ask you, You are Yemeeeeeenii? Cool! I have one like that in the
boombox. Never again! Unite our forces today! Moroccans with the Iraqis, Iraqis
with Tunisians, Tunisians with Yemenites and Yemenites with the Russian girls...!
We will remain and help one another.
This is one small step for the Technion, but one Yemeni step for all of us! (...).29

Thus we can see that Mizrahim tend to define themselves by the color of their
skin, identifying themselves as brown, they feel discriminated against at school
and try to unite their forces in the fight against prejudice. What is worth mentioning
is the fact that science and technology are considered an Ashkenazi field in Israel, so
Mizrahi people at Technion may feel that they stick out.
Another manifestation of this peculiar Mizrahi emancipation movement is a page
fighting for transparency in determining judges drawn from the circle of Mizrahim.
The founders of the 118-person community inform us that their group was formed
to demand a transparent and socially fair appointment of judges in Israel, so that the
ethnic composition of the profession would reflect the proportions existing in the
whole of Israeli society. The initiators of the action also expressed their outrage at
the fact that some courts in general lack Mizrahi judges, citing the case that only one
of the Supreme Courts judges comes from this ethnic group.30
A group with a similar character is Ha-Hazit Ha-Mizrahit beIsrael (Eastern Front
in Israel)31, with 137 participants who are willing to fight to change the way ethnically
based perceptions define Israeli society. As one of the active members has written,
being Mizrahi has a deep meaning for him:
27
Facebook page called Mizrahim: https://www.facebook.c om/Mizrahim?fref=ts (accessed
26.08.2013).
28
In (rather old-fashioned) Hebrew slang, Frenk is a derogatory term for a Jew of Mizrahi
provenance.
29
Facebook group called Mizrahim beTechnion (Mizrahim at Technion): https://www.
facebook.com/groups/320815401291946/?fref=ts (accessed 26.08.2013).
30
Facebook group fighting for transparency in determining Israeli judges: https://www.facebook.
com/groups/389850544407670/ (accessed 25.08.2013).
31
Ha-Hazit Ha-Mizrahit beIsrael (Eastern Front in Israel), Facebook group: https://
www.facebook.com/groups/229945587147616/ (accessed 25.08.2013).
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Mizrahi corresponds to the culture of the region. Mizrahi means a fair and peaceful
social division. Real Mizrahis are those who want to heal the wounds of man/society
that have been bleeding since the creation of the State of Israel, a Mizrahi is the
one who, with courage and reason, is opposed to ethnic and racial discrimination.
An Ashkenazi can also be a Mizrahi. Mizrahiness is a culture of tolerance, pluralism
and mutual respect. To be Mizrahi is an ambitious goal. The sun appears in the
East [authors note: Hebrew Mizrah]. To be Mizrahi means to be a man who loves
nature, humans and the creator. To be Mizrahi means to break the shackles of
oriental hate, fear, incitement and white poison.32

Also in this statement, we see the use of the Mizrahim/Ashkenazim opposition, as
well as the color contrast between black and white, the latter being associated with
something bad, poisonous. What is interesting is that the writer has created a specific
archetype of Mizrahi, one that is quite different from that prevailing in broader society.
According to the author of the post, a Mizrahi is a person who loves everyone and
everything and is the embodiment of all goodness, beauty, and wisdom.
The Mizrahi opposition movements on Facebook often refer to the legacy of the
Israeli Black Panthers. This is the case with a group called Ma-ha-pe-ha mizrahit le-Tsedek Halukati (Mizrahi re-vo-lu-tion for equitable distribution)33, which in its
iconography uses a clenched fist, the symbol of both American and Israeli ethnic
protest movements. Of the 305 members of the group, some are public figures,
representatives of the so-called new Mizrahim, such as the director of the feminist
organization Ahoti/Shula Keshet, and the translator Orly Noy. The Ma-ha-pe-ha...
is a very active community, with people constantly publishing links to events and
articles related to social protests in Israel and to the culture of Mizrahim.
The members of the Facebook Mizrahi groups are also trying to create strategies
to defend their culture and memory of the past. This is the aim of the social group
which includes 31 people and is called Ha-Gizra ha-mizrahit  Zihronot MeAvar
Mizrahi Ganuv (Documenting Jewish-Mizrahi Past) (Eastern sector  memories
from the stolen Mizrahi past (Documenting Jewish-Mizrahi Past)).34 The founder
of the initiative, who is clearly influenced by postcolonial studies, explained her aims
in these words:
The purpose of this initiative is to create a Mizrahi Archive, which would bring our
Mizrahi ancestors voice, past, memories and culture into the Walls of memory.
32
The event called To be a Mizrahi in Israel: https://www.facebook.com/events/4501189
48410536/ (accessed 25.08.2013).
33
Ma-ha-pe-ha mizrahit leCedek Halokti (Mizrahi re-vo-lu-tion for equitable distribution),
Facebook group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/240315509376433/?fref=ts (accessed
25.08.2013).
34
Ha-Gzera ha-mizrahit  Zihronot MaAwar Mizrahi Ganuv (Documenting Jewish-Mizrahi
Past) (Eastern Sector  Memories from the Stolen Mizrahi Past (Documenting Jewish-Mizrahi
Past)), Facebook group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/215270268531046/ (accessed
25.08.2013).
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Their voice has been stolen by Ashkenazi domination of the National Memory. In
colonial regimes, it is, following Frantz Fanon, [t]he settler that makes history and
is conscious of making it. Israeli Memory, like any Western National Memory,
has been portrayed from a Eurocentric and androcentric stand point ignoring
Mizrahi history. It preserves and further reproduces their exclusion by discarding
our History from, amongst other, the national curricula.
The purpose of this initiative is to allow our ancestors speak through their own
voice. It is usually us, the second and third generations Mizrahis who speak for
them, and for us, through our own works, legal, literary, artistic, cultural etc. Let
them speak and resist their and our exclusion and squat into the formal archives
of history, challenging the official story. We take by force the task of story-telling, deconstruct and decolonize it by creating a counter-herstory that competes
with that of the official National story. 35

A slightly different character defines a more popular group, with 206 people,
called Silent Exile: Plight of the Sephardi/Mizrahi Jews.36 This group is more
international and fits more within the official discourse promoted today by the State
of Israel, a discourse which emphasizes not so much the Mizrahi heritage but rather
their persecution in Islamic countries.
Another category of groups and pages are those directly related to specific social
movements, cultural or political, that exist and operate beyond the social networking
site. They include fanpages like that of the Ahoti organization37 which has been
liked by 1823 people; the Mizrahi Democratic Rainbow Coalition (425 fans)38, and
the community portal built around Ha-Oketz39 which presents critical thoughts about
society, Mizrahim, politics, media and feminism (4639 fans).
Looking at all the above-mentioned types of sites, we can say that the virtual
world is not an accurate representation of the real one. The most popular groups
associated with mizrahi-ness are those that promote musica mizrahit, and belonging
to them is not associated with a deeper reflection on identity, and has no political
character. We can also see the antagonization of Mizrahim versus Ashkenazim and
the construction of Mizrahi identity on the basis of opposition to the Ashkenazim,
and sometimes even the reproduction of stereotypes. Memory, both about their
ancestors countries of origin and about the fate of the Mizrahim in Israel, plays an
important role in many Internet narratives. Stigma, exclusion and emancipatory
struggles have become a powerhouse for many Facebook groups. It should be noted
Ibidem.
Silent Exile: Plight of the Sephardi/Mizrahi Jews, Facebook group: https://www.facebook.com/
groups/228340803924923/?fref=ts (accessed 25.08.2013).
37
Ahoti Facebook fanpage: https://www.facebook.com/pages/
/15934
0804106689 (accessed 25.08.2013).
38
Mizrahi Democratic Rainbow Coalition Facebook fanpage: https://www.facebook.com/hakeshet
(25.08.2013).
39
Ha-Oketz Facebook fanpage: https://www.facebook.com/pages/103438503043348/
?fref=ts ( accessed 25.08.2013).
35
36
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that on Facebook we see an overrepresentation of left-wing groups, identifying with
the so-called new Mizrahim. This is probably because such environments include
academics, journalists and activists, for whom social media is one of their tools of
work, but is also due to the fact that other Mizrahim do not feel the need to discuss
and redefine their identity. On Facebook, we do not find any religious group associated
with Mizrahim, yet specific religiosity and adherence to tradition is one of the most
important determinants of the Mizrahi communal identity.
Undoubtedly, Mizrahi groups and Facebook pages encourage a consolidation of
Mizrahim and are important places not only for reinforcing, but also changing the
identity of Mizrahim. It will be intriguing to see how much of what takes place in the
social media continue to have real influence in Israeli society.
The development of social media also allows us to take a closer look at the selfperception of those Mizrahim who are not necessarily influential. It is symptomatic
for them to define themselves by reference to a rival group, or as a non-Ashkenazi.
There is no doubt that social media groups are promoting the establishment and
strengthening of a separate identity, but the membership of such virtual communities
is not a mass phenomenon.
Conclusion
As Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson have noted, identity neither grows out of
rooted communities nor is a thing that can be possessed or owned by individual or
collective social actors. It is, instead a mobile, often unstable relation of
difference.40 Mizrahim in Israel seem to agree with this statement. We can see
how the merger of state policy and the common experience of immigrants from
Islamic countries led to the creation of the Mizrahi group itself. Initially, it was
difficult to expect the Jews of Baghdad who came to Israel to identify with those
from Casablanca. Today we see that this sometimes happens because (but not
only) of the orientalizing politics of the authorities. However the situation is still
evolving. We should not forget that other forces and desires have influenced
Mizrahim identities. For instance, people immigrating to Israel were constantly
subjected to external pressure, but were also defined by their own personal will,
and it is very likely that many of them wanted to modernize and become part of
the imagined community of Israel.
Although we will not find a single, clear and uncompromising message conveyed
by this group, it can be tempting to find some common characteristics. One of them
is nostalgia for the lost, often idealized time spent in the Islamic world. Another one
is the awareness of being marginalized by the state for years. Finally, the last one is
self-identification mainly as Israelis, which often affects those who feel torn between
the imaginary East and West (present especially in the book and film creations).
Akhil Gupta, James Ferguson, Culture, Power, Place: Ethnography at the End of an Era, in
Culture, Power, Place. Exploration in Critical Anthropology, Durham: Duke University Press, 1997,
p. 13.
40
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The typical situation of being in-between led to a specific way of self-expression,
of which the clearest example is musica mizrahit. The Mizrahims identity thus appears
as a hybrid identity, but they do not always want to label it in that way.
The development of social media allows us to look closer at how the Mizrahim are
discussed by those who do not necessarily aspire to the role of opinion-formers.
Is their manner of self-expression different in the semi-private space (i.e. social
media)? Certainly it lacks all of the voices present in the public discourse. The people
active on these sites typically define themselves by reference to a competitive group,
or as a non-Ashkenazi. There is no doubt that the activity in online groups fosters
a consolidation of a separate identity, although membership in such virtual communities
is not a mass phenomenon, and in fact is still very much a niche expression.
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The State and the Rise of the Middle Class in Iran
Abstract
There are different definitions and opinions about the rise of the middle class in different
areas and countries. This is because historically the rise of the middle class has brought
change in society, politically and economically. This claim is based on the historical role of
the middle class as an important element of change in society, political transitions and
ending authoritarian regimes in developed countries. With attention to the role of the
middle class and the process of social and political change in developed countries, it can be
argued that a capable middle class is requested, for changing and creating a real democratic
future in Iran. However, due to the role of the state it can be seen that an emerging and
rising middle class in Iran has differed with developed countries. This has had an effect on
the characters of the middle class and as the result its role in the democratization and
development of Iran.

Introduction
The Iranian middle class have failed to achieve political reform and democracy
despite making several efforts. Thus, the question that will rise is: why was the
middle class in Iran not successful? The present study is an attempt to analyze the
rise of the middle class in Iran. This is because democracy requires a large middle
class of people whose economic position is independent of those who hold power.
However, the relationship between the middle class and the state in Iran is influenced
by the role of state in the economy. This is because Iran can be regarded as a rentier
state, the emergence of which has prevented the country from having a strong and
independent middle class.
The reason is inferred from the theory of rentier states, a concept that is applicable
to most Middle Eastern states, who receive substantial amounts of petrodollars or
other types of revenues from the outside world on a regular basis. At the same time the
rentier state is supposedly autonomous from society and unaccountable to its citizens,
that means  autocratic. In addition, internal rents (in the form of taxation) are in most
cases low while citizens are also less demanding in terms of political participation.
Thus, the government does not really rely on taxation as a main form of revenue.
Instead, they rely on the huge oil revenues they acquire to support their government.1
*
Senior Researcher at the Institute of Mediterranean and Oriental Cultures, Polish Academy of
Sciences, Warsaw, Poland, e-mail: mzahirinejad@gmail.com.
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See Hazem Beblawi, The Rentier State in the Arab World, in The Arab State, Giacomo Luciani
(ed.), London: Routledge, 1990.

64

Mahnaz Zahirinejad

Moreover, the ruling elites keep oil and natural gas firmly in their own hands as
state monopolies. This offers more mechanisms for keeping any independent-minded
middle class at bay. In addition, payments through citizenship have helped to
breakdown tribal loyalties. Free healthcare, education and strong state infrastructure
have silenced the masses for a time; however this is not sustainable. Governments
have provided jobs to appease citizens but this has destroyed the work ethic. A
rentier state also creates a public-sector middle class that is loyal to the system. At
the same time, it puts at a disadvantage anyone who tries to succeed in business
privately. Such independent-minded people are easily pushed aside by those with
connections.2
It seems that the middle class which exists in Iran needs to be changed and
transferred from a dependent middle class to a productive and independent middle
class. Thus, the present research will review the emergence of the middle class in
Iran, and in addition will be a short discussion on the rise of middle class in Iran
after the Islamic Revolution.
What is the middle class?
Although there are different opinions among sociologists about the number of social
classes, generally speaking three major social classes have been recognized by the
most of liberal sociologists in the capitalist system. They include: an Upper Class, a
Middle Class and a «Lower» Class (the «working» class has been considered as part
of the «lower» class or sometimes as a «third» class by itself and the «lower» class
designated as a fourth class). Based on this dominant definition, the ruling class is the
one that owns and controls the predominant part of the means of production, as well
as controlling the labor power of others. It also exercises control over the state
apparatus. This class is also regarded as the capitalist class, basically the bourgeoisie,
or, the bosses and rulers. Regarding the lower class, it can be argued that this class
neither owns nor controls the means of production. As a result it is forced to work for
the ruling class for wages, and without real control over the work process (or society).
The poor such as the unemployed, the alienated youth, and many of the self-employed
who are marginalized by the capitalist system are also included in the lower class.
These groups are sometimes called the lumpen-proletariat. Other terms for the
working class: the proletariat or the workers and the poor.3
Based on the Marxist ideology the third class is defined as a middle class. Although
the middle class has been stuck in the middle of the lower class/ ruling class, nowadays
there are different views towards its definition but the two most important include:
Consumption and income level approach: Some social scientists and economists,
especially in the United States, tend to focus on the volume of consumption and
income levels. Based on this approach, the middle class are those who have regular
Charles Recknagel, The Middle Class: After Decades of Disruptions, A Weak Force for Change,
RFE/RLs Radio Farda, January 12, 2010.
3
Erik O. Wright, Class, Crisis, and the State, London: New Left Books, 1978.
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jobs and income and can dedicate at least one-third of their disposable income to
discretionary spending other than food, shelter, and absolute necessities.4
It seems this definition has been accepted by many organizations such as the
United Nations and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD). These organizations also emphasize that a middle class person is someone
who earns or spends $10 to $100 per day. Thats when you have disposable income
and enough money to consume things like fridges, or think about buying a car.5
Homi Kharas in his work The Emergence of Middle Class in Developing Countries
has mentioned the ideas of different scholars and organizations, particularly those who
have similar opinions. He documents the following definitions:  W. Easterly (2000)
and N. Birdsall, Graham and S. Pettinato (2000) defining the middle class as those
between the 20th and 80th percentile of the consumption distribution and between 0.75
and 1.25 times median per capita income respectively. S. Bhalla (2009) takes an absolute
approach, defining the middle class as those with annual incomes over 3,900 USD in
purchasing power parity terms. A. Banerjee and E. Duflo (2007) use two alternative
absolute measures  those with daily per capita expenditures between 2 USD to 4 USD
and those with daily per capita expenditures between 6 USD and 10 USD. M. Ravallion
(2009) takes a hybrid approach, defining a «developing world middle class» as having
one range of incomes (between the median poverty line of countries in the developing
world and that of the USA) and a «Western world middle class» (above the US poverty
line). The World Bank (2007) also uses an absolute definition, arbitrarily defining the
middle class as those with incomes falling between the mean level in Brazil and Italy, or
4,000 USD to 17,000 USD in 2000 purchasing power parity terms.6
In simple words, it can be explained that in the US middle class means middle
income  which is to say, people whose earnings really are in the mathematical middle
of the range: neither very low nor very high. In other words it means ordinary working
people: those in either blue collar or white collar clerical jobs7 (as opposed to higher
professional ones). This is how the term is used both by politicians and real people.8
Vali Nasr, Forces of Fortune: The Rise of the New Muslim Middle Class and What It Will
Mean for Our World in interview with Joanne Myers: http://www.carnegiecouncil.org/studio/
multimedia/20091214/0247.html?withOthers=1 (accessed 14.12.2009).
5
L. Yueh, The Rise of the Global Middle Class, BBC, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business22956470 (accessed 18.06.2013).
6
H. Kharas, The Emergence of Middle Class in Developing Countries, OECD DEVELOPMENT
CENTRE, Working Paper No. 285, January 2010, p. 11: http://unpan1.un.org/intradoc/groups/
public/documents/UN-DPADM/UNPAN044413.pdf (accessed 12.07.2013).
7
The distinction between white collar jobs and blue collar began in the 1920s and 1930s when it
was the norm for the growing class of office workers to wear white shirts, and for manual workers
to wear darker colors which would not get soiled as easily. However, the term white collar jobs has
evolved beyond the historical meaning to mean those whose work is knowledge intensive, nonroutine, and less structured. Management positions, for example, are considered white collar jobs, as
are professional jobs such as lawyers, doctors, accountants and engineers.
8
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Regarding an emerging middle class, followers of this approach believe the growth of
a middle class is being driven by industrialization. The industrial revolution of the 19th
century transformed the economies of Britain, the US and Germany. The move from
agrarian to industrial societies generated income rises that created the middle class.9
While for American economists the amount of income is the main factor in
distinguishing between a middle class and other classes in society; European-Marxists
place more of an emphasis on property, not on income or status. This approach is
influenced by Marxism theory.
Class structure approach: Although Marx was not the first one who used the
term middle class, the term was described in his theory. Marx had different
definitions and analyses of social class, class structures and changes in those
structures key to understanding capitalism and other social systems or modes of
production.
According to the theory of Marxism, class is a theoretical and formal relationship
among individuals. In this theory a class is defined by the ownership of property.
Such ownership vests a person with the power to exclude others from the property
and to use it for personal purposes. Marx believed that in relation to property there
are three great classes of society: the bourgeoisie (who own the means of production
such as machinery and factory buildings, and whose source of income is profit),
landowners (whose income is rent), and the proletariat (who own their labor and sell
it for a wage). Class is thus determined by property, not by income or status. 10
Marxists  including Marx and Engels themselves used the term middle class  in
two different ways: Firstly, in the historical sense, of the French word bourgeoisie,
i.e. possessing class which is differentiated from the so called aristocracy. Secondly
when speaking of modern capitalist society, with the meaning of the petty
bourgeoisie.11 The English interpretation of the word bourgeoisie is derived from
the French word bourgeois meaning ...the trading middle class as distinct from
the landlord class.
According to Marxist theory, capitalism developed from the breakdown of the
medieval feudal system and became the engine that drove modern development in
Europe. Thus, the capitalist mode of production emerged out of European feudal
society, causing eventually the demise of the feudal system and producing a capitalist
society. Regarding the historical view of the bourgeoisie, as it is mentioned above,
Marxs arguments are based on the role of bourgeoisie in the French revolution.
However, Marx considered the French Revolution to be the classic example of the
bourgeois revolution, in which capitalism overthrew feudalism, creating the legal
conditions under which capitalism could flourish.12
Rudolph J. Rummel, Conflict in Perspective (Understanding Conflict and War), Beverly Hills,
California: Sage Publications, 1977.
11
Communist League Britain, http://www.mltranslations.org/Britain/Marxclass.htm (accessed
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According to the theory of Marxism, the petty bourgeoisie (member of lower
middle class) are the independent men of small property, the owners of their
own means of production. This gives them an experience of autonomy and
independence in their productive life, qualities they bring to politics, where they
are particularly conscious of their interests and willing to act in pursuit of them.
Their capacity for independent political action, including its most militant forms,
makes the men of small property a crucial political force. Their large numbers
make them even more important.13 Following this definition regarding middle class,
European  Marxists take into account a larger number of variables such as
education, type of work, family size, type of housing, and the level of engagement
with civil society organizations.
The middle class in Iran and the consumption and income approach
In 20102011, the amount of income between $487 to $993 was regarded as the
income of the urban middle class in Iran. In 2013, while the price of the dollar has
increased almost three times, to live as a middle class citizen required the proportional
increase of salary, which did not happen.14 This fact shows that due to the high
inflation rate it is difficult to recognize a middle class based on parameters such as
income and salary.
Although, there are some different reports about the rate and size of the middle
class in Iran using income as a key determining factor, they seem to lack reliability.
For instance, according to research done by the Federal Research Division Library
of Congress, after the Islamic Revolution, the composition of the middle class in
Iran did not change significantly, but the size doubled from about 15% of the population
in 1979 to more than 32% in 2000.15 The Iranian newspaper Shargh has published
different statistics about the middle class. According to the report, the rate of middle
class representation as part of a demographic whole, increased from 38% to 58%
after the Islamic Revolution.16 Saeed Leylaz, an economist and journalist, mentions
another differing statistic. He believes that 50% of Iranians can be considered to be
middle class over the last decade.17
While some sources have considered figures around 50% to 60% for the rate of
middle class representation in Iran, the rate of a productive middle class or a strong
middle class which produce higher levels of growth, is not more than 10%.
13
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Modern History, Vol. 48, No. 4. 1976, p. 666.
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The Iranian middle class and class structure approach
Research on history of Eastern countries, including Iran, India, the Ottoman Empire,
and China has brought the idea that these countries had their own special history.
According to research after the communal primitive period they have entered a period
which is known as the Asiatic mode of production or Eastern exploitation. These
countries however did not progress in this period in historical terms, and that is why
Marx believed that the East lacked history.18 As it is mentioned earlier, according to
Marxist theory, capitalism  developed from the breakdown of the medieval feudal
system  and became the engine that drove modern development in the West. The
feudal system produced the capitalist mode of production, which caused the demise
of the feudal system and produced a capitalist society by the late 1700s, along with
the separation of church and state, increased secularism, and freedom of thought.
Regarding an emerging middle class in Middle Eastern countries such as Iran in
comparison with Europe, Marx and Engels placed more emphasis on the theory of
Asiatic Production (oriental despotism) and argued that the water shortage in oriental
societies forced separate and scattered rural units to gather around the least trace
of water in dry deserts and from independent societies. They believed the situation
eradicated the most significant core of the western feudal system; namely, private
ownership.19 Following this idea and also with attention to the shortage of water and
the possibility of a crisis in Asian and Middle Eastern countries, Karl Wittfogel tried
to explicate the theory of the Asiatic mode of production while elaborating on Marx
and Engels theory of despotism. Wittfogel has argued that since Asian governments
had complete control on crucial public affairs including irrigation, they became the
absolute and dominant power. This situation was a symbolic barrier in the road to
the feudal system and the new order.20
With attention to these theories, there are two different views towards the emerging
of a middle class in Iran. Based on the first view, it is said that Middle Eastern
countries in general and Iran in particular, never experienced feudalism due to climatic
factors  the shortage of water  and the role of a king as owner of the land for the
development of agriculture. As a consequence, Iran never developed the capitalist
mode of production, and the rest is history.21
These theories, particularly the one about the Asiatic mode of production have
been used by Homayun Katozian.22 Katozian believes in Iran in terms of capitalist
order, where water shortage begot the formation of autonomous rural units, in which
Z. Khazaei, Feudalism in Iran, Life Science Journal, Vol. 9, No. 3, 2012, p. 2686.
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20
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their individual surplus was not enough to establish a feudal power.23 Therefore, the
middle class which exists in Iran has been formed with different characteristics.
Based on this view, maybe it can be argued that there has been a middle class present
in Iran during different periods but it has not had the same quality and characters in
comparison with the middle class in Europe.
In opposition, there is another approach that believes in the existence of feudalism
in Iran and a resultant class system and middle class formation similar to those
found in Europe. Based on this idea, there is evidence about the feudal society of
ancient Iran during the Sassanid era which will be referred to. One of the main
features of feudal systems is the existence of an independent and powerful aristocratic
class. Another important feature of the feudal system was the existence of private
ownership by the aristocrats according to the rules and regulations and customs of
these societies.24 According to this idea, aristocracys power weakened in the wake
of events that occurred in the late Sassanid era. The Arabic conquest of Iran (Persia)
has been considered as an important reason behind the collapse of a civilization and
which can be explained based on feudalism standards.25
With attention given to the existence of feudalism some other researchers have argued
that Iran had made a transition from feudalism (isolated villages and tribal clans), to state
capitalism (urbanized, integrated economies with classes struggling for power). These
groups talk about the area after oil discovery and modernization in the country. Based on
this idea it can be argued that before modernization there was not a complex bureaucratic
and political system, and that higher standards of education and the modern state were
established only after modernization. However, there was a middle class which has been
recognized by some scholars as a traditional middle class. A traditional middle class but
with different characters in comparison with the middle classes of developed countries.
Traditional middle class
Between the rise of the Qajar Dynasty and the end of the Constitutional Revolution
(1906), Iran went through drastic political, social, and economic changes. Brought
on by several diverse forces, most specifically internal turmoil, western influences
contributed to Irans drastic changes throughout the Qajar Dynasty. Before these
changes, according to Ervand Abrahamian, by the 1850s Iran had divided into four
cardinal sociological classes. The first, the upper class, consisted of the elites, such
as the Qajar dynasty and regional notables. The second, the middle class, included
urban merchants, landowners, and Bazaar shopkeepers. The third class consisted of
urban wage earners, such as laborers and household servants. Lastly, the fourth
class consisted of the majority of the rural population and peasantry.26
Afzali and Ghadiri, Background of the Modern , p. 40.
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Traditional middle class: Historically, towns in Iran have been administrative,
commercial and manufacturing centers. The traditional political elite consisted of
families whose wealth was derived from land and/or trade, and from these were
recruited the official representatives of the central government. In larger cities,
these families could trace their power and influence back several generations.
Influential families were also found among the Shia clergy in large cities. The
middle stratum included artisans, laborers, and providers of personal services,
such as barbers, bath attendants, shoemakers, tailors, and servants. Most of these,
especially the artisans, who were organized into trade associations or guilds, worked
in the covered bazaars of the towns in Iran. 27 Therefore, the traditional middle
class who lived in the cities can be considered in two groups: Bazaar and
Clergymen.
The Bazaar: Bazaari is a term applied to Irans heterogeneous commercial class
located in historical urban centers. However, Bazaars are more than local markets
for the truck and barter of traditional goods and handicrafts. They are urban
marketplaces where national and international trade is conducted. The Bazaar was
the national commercial emporium for the import of almost all consumer goods and
for many intermediate goods used as inputs in manufacturing.28
Bazaaris have often allied with other social groups, including the clergy, in anti-government protests when their grievances have overlapped. Under the reign of
Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi, bazaars benefited from a long period of economic
growth, but they were also alienated by the monarchys rapid modernization agenda.
Thus, some scientists, referring to economic development, argue that the Bazaareconomy behavior was the cause of underdevelopment in the country. They believe,
this is because Mark-ups on imported goods were often high, the system of exclusive
agents reduced competition and choice, bribery was prevalent to circumvent import
controls, all of which meant that the country got relatively poor value from their
development budgets.29 The Bazaar in simple terms was against international trade
and as a result modernization and liberalization.
The Bazaar was also an important public forum; the exchange of information that
took place as part of the hustle and bustle of trade was arguably the most important
conduit for news for the key opinion-shapers in society. Regarding the social and
political life of society, the Bazaar was a space for social interaction forming a
communicative network that functioned as a bridge across several social classes
and groups of society. The Bazaar consisted of a vast and diverse set up of people,
including street vendors, shopkeepers, money lenders and traders. Due to this fact,
the bazaar has always played a major role in the social and political life of the people
in Iran. For instance, in all the political movements of the past century, one finds the
Curtis and Hooglund, Iran , p. 156.
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bazaar as an active player along with other political forces.30 In addition, the Bazaar
merchants were a powerhouse in Iranian politics through their financial and political
support for traditional clerics. Thus the bazaaris are viewed as a force for
conservatism in Iranian society and, in alliance with the clergy. More recently, the
bazaaris contributed to the collapse of the regime of Mohammad Reza Pahlavi during
the 1979 Islamic Revolution, when they went on long strikes. The merchants have
played this role in alliance with the clergymen.
Clergymen: Clergymen and religions have played a big role in the dynamics of
Irans society. They are considered to be one of the main pillars of society, and individuals
are stereotyped based on religion. Generally, clergymen have been financially supported
from different sources and as the result they do not rely solely on the government. The
Bazaar is one of them. Their relationship has been developed gradually and covered
different issues. Marriages between bazaari families and families of the clergy enforced
this bond. On many occasions, tradition-oriented merchants and turban-wearing clerics
had joined forces to protest against the ruling powers. The two groups were crucial in
orchestrating successful protests against a British monopoly tobacco concession in
189192. The alliance also took part in Irans Constitutional Revolution of 190511,
forcing the ruling Qajar dynasty to form a rudimentary parliament. As it is mentioned
above, this unification can be seen during the Islamic revolution in 1979. The important
point is that the Bazaar and clergymen were against modernization, westernization and
secularization for many years. Clergymen have had important roles in the country
after the Islamic Revolution, but although the thinking of the bazaar is still influential,
it is not in the same way. This is because the country has a new middle class with
different characters and behaviors.31
Modernization and a new middle class
Following the interregnum and anarchy of the 18th century, Iran was politically reunited under the Qajar dynasty (17941925). The Qajar period marked Irans long
and at times bloody transition from a traditional kingdom  where the existence of
semi-independent magnates limited political unity  to a socially and politically
integrated nation-state. The centralization of power during the Qajar period was the
major impetus for the modernization of the military, the administration and education.
However, it was Reza Shah Pahlavi during the period 192541, who ended regionalism
and tribalism and established a nation-state for the first time in Iranian history. He
initiated Irans first industrialization program and dramatically improved Irans
infrastructure by building numerous roads, bridges and state-owned factories. He
built the Trans-Iranian Railway and started branch lines toward the principal cities
(192738). The change continued later when Mohammad Reza Shah came into power
30
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31
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in 1938. By increasing the oil revenue, Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi undertook the
modernizing of the economy and much of its infrastructure.
Following these changes, modern government, political officialdom and cultural
organizations were established. The result of modern education was familiarity with
western philosophies. Thus, the state brought change to societies and created a new
middle class. This middle class was the first group of people in society who were not
automatically members of a class because of family ties. They formed a new middle
class primarily because of their personal qualifications. Moreover, the new middle
class was distinguished from the rest of the middle class by their reliance on secular,
non-traditional knowledge to attain their positions. But, a problem emerged came out
with this middle class because it was not independent from the state, in other words it
was a middle class that was largely state-dependent. The new middle class consisted
of government personnel, journalists, engineers, doctors and other educated groups.
The more these reforms succeeded, the stronger the middle class became.
According to Harrison, the development of a substantial middle class or middle
classes, of professional, technical, clerical and managerial people, is the most notable
feature of the last 35 years of Iranian social history.32 It is important to know that
at the same time, oil revenue created rentier states which were autonomous from
societal demands, political accountability and transparency.
Islamic government and a supportive middle class
The modern middle class and traditional middle classes (clerics and Bazaar) have
been considered as an outcome of the existence and the activation of a civil society,
as well as its conflict with the ruling regime behind the Islamic Revolution. However,
after the Islamic Revolution, the coalition between the modern (new) middle class
and the traditional middle class particularly Shia clerics, was highly unstable and
very soon the coalition was replaced by conflict. The powerful, dominant Shia
clerics dismissed the new, urban middle class from power. Some middle class political
leaders, even pro-revolutionary ones such as former Foreign Minister Kareem Sanjabi
and former Prime Minister Mehdi Bazargan, were left marginalized The leftist,
revolutionary organization that participated in the revolution, particularly the Peoples
Mujahedin of Iran and their leader, were arrested or fled the country. And the latest
battle against the leaders of the urban middle class and their followers was the
Islamization of universities or the Cultural Revolution.
The Islamic government from the beginning started to support the lower classes.
Thus developing rural areas became a main priority to them. This was because, both
the religious and secular leaders of the Islamic Revolution believed that the deposed
Pahlavi monarchy deliberately had neglected agriculture and rural economic
development in its efforts to create in Iran an imitation of a European urban,
industrialized society. Consequently, revolutionary ideologues perceived the rural
Ali. M. Ansari, The Myth of the White Revolution: Mohammad Reza Shah, «Modernization»
and the Consolidation of Power, Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 37, No. 3, July, 2001.
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sector as deprived and deserving of remedial programs. The rural inhabitants were
the true mostazafin (downtrodden). The support of the rural areas took place at the
same time as the marginalizing of the urban middle class. For instance, the proponents
of rural social change put pressure on the provisional government of Prime Minister
Mehdi Bazargan, to force it to create a special organization, the Jehad-e Sazandegi
(Struggle for Construction), with a mandate to wage war against rural deprivation.
It has to be considered that 53% of Irans total population lived in rural areas in
1979, so the new governments attention to the rural mostazafin was politically
expedient as well as ideological.33
In practice, this mandate translated into a mission to provide a basic infrastructure
for all of the countrys 70,000 villages. Jehad attracted, and trained several hundred
idealistic young men (mostly in the age group 1825) and, later, women. Many of
these men  between 30% and 40% of them  were from villages, and enjoyed a
measure of local respect due to their education, and often the reputation of their
families. Up to 40% more Jehad members were men who had migrated with their
parents to and been raised in cities but still retained ties to their natal villages. 34
Because the Jehads philosophy stressed local participation in development projects,
the personal ties of so many of its trained cadres proved to be an asset in mobilizing
thousands of villagers in cooperative efforts that eventually brought modern amenities
to, and transformed the appearance of most villages.
While the governments policy was based on developing rural areas; because of a
lack of constant supervision on urban lands, and the start of a war with Iraq, people
were forced to migrate to central cities in order to escape from potentially dangerous
border-line cities. As a result of this informal, temporary settlements quickly became
prevalent in the cities. Until around 1977 the rural population outnumbered the urban
population but this year is regarded as pivotal and after that urban population became
the majority. In addition, declining employment opportunities and worsening living
conditions forced the rural population to migrate.35
It seems that due to a rapid increase in migration, the Islamic government tried to
establish a new urban middle class which was characterized by villagers immigration
to cities. According to some scholars, the government tried to create and encourage
the expansion of a new middle class in order to get support from it.36 It is important to
know that because of the IranIraq war (19801988), Iran faced negative rates of real
economic growth, declines in oil production and revenue, and higher levels of inflation.
However, the economic situation created also an opportunity for the government to
increase dependency of the new social group on the government. For instance, it was
E. Hooglund, Thirty Years of the Islamic Revolution in Rural Iran, Middle East Research and
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ordered to implement special discount coupons for 10 emergency first products and
services, and to reduce the overall prices. Thus, the new middle class could manage
its affairs. As it is mentioned earlier, the IranIraq war also united Iranian public support
for the Grand Ayatollah Khomeinis leadership. The Iranian public was ready to pay a
price to liberate Iranian territories, and in general gave the benefit of the doubt to the
young revolutionary regime. However, the situation changed after the war.
Liberalization and the productive middle class
After the IranIraq war and during the President Hashemi Rafsanjani in the 1980s,
the Iranian government declared its intention to privatize most state industries in an
effort to stimulate the ailing economy. Rafsanjani advocated a free market economy.
With the states coffers full, he pursued an economic liberalization policy. Also, he
tried to attract Western investment and reduce the governments dominant role in
the economy through privatization. Rafsanjanis first Five-Year Plan aimed to reduce
state control in the economy, market the distribution of consumer goods, borrow
capital on international financial markets, and reform the countrys multi-tiered
currency exchange rates. 37
After Rafsanjani, President Mohammad Khatami found himself confronted with
the onset of a global recession and a deep slump in oil prices. He also faced persistent
inflation, unemployment, and mismanagement. His major accomplishments around
this time included: unifying the exchange rate, establishing an Oil Stabilization Fund
as a cushion against market volatility, authorizing the first post-revolutionary private
banks, pushing through some improvements to the framework for foreign investment,
stewarding the economy through a tumultuous period of unprecedented low oil
revenues, and luring new interest and investment from the West.38
Khatamis biggest economic success during his two terms in office (19972005)
was opening Iran to greater foreign trade and investment, particularly with the
European Union (EU), which by 2004 accounted for 44% of all imports to Iran.39
Khatami faced fierce opposition from his powerful opponents within the unelected
official bodies of the state, which he had no legal power over, and this led to repeated
clashes between his government and these official bodies. For instance, the Guardian
Council blocked several proposals for privatization and launched an independent
probe of irregularities in NIOC and oil Ministries.40 More ambitious plans, including
efforts to reduce the costly energy subsidies, met opposition from conservative
37
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parliamentarians. They adopted an obstructionist approach to Khatamis economic
agenda, as a means of subverting his political and cultural reforms.
However, Khatami and his lieutenants were never able to transform this winning
electoral coalition into a coherent force for pro-democratic governance. The intra-regime reformists behind Khatami focused too closely on the cultural and political
demands of the modern middle class, that had grown so much in size and influence
during the 1990s, and neglected the socioeconomic demands of the poor  an omission
that would come to haunt the reform movement in 2005.41 It might be one reason for
Mahmoud Ahamdinejad to secure the vote of the lower classes in the next election.
The 2005 election marked a transition of power to the post-revolutionary and even
post-Khomeini generation, a new demographic cohort whose values have begun to
define the tenor of Iranian politics. At the same time, the vote seemed to signal a
shift of momentum away from the affluent or middle-class part of this cohort
(particularly its youth culture, so prominent since 1997), and towards the poorer
classes and their discontents. Indeed, it appears that Ahmadinejad owes his presidency
to lower-income voters.42
Ahmadinejads policy: In opposition to the modern middle class
Although, the main aim of privatization was reducing the economys dependency
on oil revenue, Ahamadinejads policies seem to have intensified it. Ahmadinejad
sought greater control over the oil sector and established the Petroleum Council to
supervise the awarding of oil contracts. Ahamdinejad decreased the role of reformist
groups in the oil industry which had increased during the Rafsanjani and Khatami
periods. In 20042005 radical groups which had almost no say in oil decision making
processes took power. Radical groups in opposition Ahamdinejads government
lambasted the management of the oil sector and claimed that Iranian oil wealth was
controlled by a single powerful family (specifically the Rafsanjani Family).
Ahmadinejad has remarked that ... the atmosphere ruling over our deals, production
and exports is not clear. We should clarify it.43
One more policy which Ahamdinejad followed was the rationalization of subsidies.
In the early 1990s, technocrats under Rafsanjani were arguing for a rationalization
of subsidies particularly energy subsidies. Although Rafsanjani promised to enact
the reform plan, conservatives who controlled the Fourth Parliament stopped him
from achieving his goal.44 In addition, while privatization, subsidy reform, foreign
investment, and welfare expansion were all considered as a part of the Khatami
administrations economic plans between 1997 and 2005, the Seventh Parliament
Vali Nasr, The Conservative Wave Rolls On, Journal of Democracy, Vol. 16, No. 4, October
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overruled the bill arguing that such a law would boost inflation and put more pressures
on low-income social classes. The members of parliament approved another plan to
fix the price of goods and state services, which prevented the government from
increasing the price of some goods such as gas and gasoline.45
The important point is that Ayatollah Khamenei, as a supreme leader, did not support
Rafsanjani and did not stop any opposition to Khatamis plan in the Seventh Parliament.
Meanwhile he pressurized the members of parliament to approve Ahmadinejads bill
which was almost based on Khatamis plan for the restructuring of the subsidy
system.46
In July of 2006, Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei issued a decree to accelerate the
implementation of the countrys privatization law (known as Article 44) and called
for 80% of state-owned assets to be transferred out of the public sector. Based on
this policy, the privatization of the oil industry was considered as an important element
for transforming a rentier economy (an economy depending on oil revenue) into
something more liberalized. In addition, Ahmadinejads plan was also supported by
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards. This support was limited to opposition from the
newspapers and most academics, and any protests which might come against the
plan. As a result, Ahmadinejads government, with the help of the Guards, enacted a
plan which all of the previous governments had failed to do, and since 2010 the
Guards have been a major player in Irans oil industry.
Ahamdinejads government had a plan to create a new middle class and replaced it
by the modern and urban middle class which was raised during Rafsanjani and
Khatamis period.47 Due to this fact, he followed this policy. Ahmadinejad emphasized
that the privatization and rationalization of subsidies, particularly energy subsidies,
can redistribute wealth to the poor. Moreover, he emphasized that people deserved
to gain tangible economic benefits from the governments oil revenues, and that this
could only be accomplished if a portion of those revenues was distributed as cash
payments or spent. According to his plan some 60 million Iranians, including most
of the countrys poor and lower middle-class residents, received the equivalent of
$40 a month in their bank accounts to compensate for the steep price increases. But
the remainder of the population, some 15 million by government estimates, including
many in the upper middle class, had to fend for themselves.48
Ahmadinejad argues that the distribution of economic wealth and opportunities
prior to his presidency was unjust  and he was particularly mindful of underdeveloped
45
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regions of the country. This belief was the main motivation behind his frequent visits
to the provinces and remote areas. On average, he visited a province every twenty-three days. He used these visits to deliver funds for thousands of development
projects in small towns and villages.49 However, Abbas Abdi, a political analyst critical
of the government predicated that  the subsidy plan will lead the middle classes to
becoming more dependent on the state. They will be poorer and lose influence. The
government will be pleased with this.50 Some scholars were also concerned that he
would use the delivery of monthly cash payments and periodic increases in those
payments to boost his popularity among low-income and middle-class households.51
Moreover, with the implicit approval of the supreme leader, Ahmadinejad allocated
a large portion of oil revenues to imports. This was done both directly, by providing
more foreign currency to government agencies, and indirectly, by supporting the
exchange rate that made imports profitable for businesses and affordable for
consumers. The rationale for this policy was twofold: first, to reduce inflationary
pressures by increasing the volume of cheap imports, and second, to improve the
living standard of ordinary people and fulfill the Presidents 2005 campaign promise
to bring oil money to peoples dinner tables. The resulting large inflow of imported
consumer goods benefited low-income households, but many domestic industries
that were producing similar goods, were unable to compete and faced severe financial
hardship. The result can also be seen in the private sector  a haven for the middle
class  which is being hit by the governments policy.
While the government was trying to create a new middle class, including people
from poor areas, the high inflation rate result of the policy, pushed some urban middleclass families into poverty. The urban middle class was gradually marginalized on a
streamlined scale, compressing their spending and thus reducing their welfare. Their
quality of life has dropped significantly, and they have encountered more and more
difficulties. Around the same time, liberalisation resulted in a new upper class in Iran.
Record oil profits have brought in billions of dollars but as mentioned above it has
only benefited a new upper class which was already a supporter of the state. The
result was the widening of the gap between the rich and poor. This gap has never
seemed wider. According to some reports, Irans new wealthy class has succeeded
in tapping the opportunities provided by a vast domestic market, sometimes aided
by corruption and erratic government policies. It includes the children of people
with close connections to some of Irans rulers, as well as families of factory owners
and those who managed to get huge loans from state banks at low interest rates. The
oil windfall  nearly $500 billion over the past five years  has also played a central
role in establishing this small group that is visibly enjoying its profits.52
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However, the ruling class mingled with the urban modern middle class. As a result,
the middle class tried to justify its presence by supporting Mir Hossein Moussavi, a
candidate of the reformist groups. On June 23, 2009, a spontaneous mass
demonstration erupted in Iran against the officially declared victory of Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad, in perhaps the most publicly contested presidential election in the history
of the Islamic Republic. The following day, the victorious Ahmadinejad staged an
official demonstration in support of the declared victory.
On June 25, Iran witnessed a huge mass rally against the status quo which eventually
emerged as the defining moment of an uprising that its supporters have called the
Green Movement. While it was an attempt for reformation, the government reaction
however was excessively harsh. The nominal leaders of the uprising were systematically
arrested, subjected to kangaroo courts and jailed. Thus, it can be seen that once
more an attempt by the middle class to instill democracy in Iran has failed.
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The Arab Uprisings in Historical Perspective
Abstract
At the turn of 2011, turbulent events occurred in the Middle East. Initially, these
protests were a form of civil disobedience, but the situation later developed in several
directions. In Tunisia and Egypt, the authorities finally gave in to the growing protests. In
Jordan, Algeria, Morocco, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates, Mauritania,
Sudan and Oman, the authorities managed to convince the public that they would meet their
needs. The authorities in Syria, Libya, Yemen and Bahrain took the harshest positions. In
Tunisia and Egypt free elections were conducted, and these countries have started to build
a democratic system. This experiment, however, was interrupted in Egypt on July 3, 2013
by the intervention of the army. Can one assume that the Arab Spring is now a closed
chapter in the history of the Middle East? This article refers to the sources of the Arab
Spring and demonstrates its importance for the future of the region.

Driving forces
The literature points to several factors that triggered these acute social protests.
The first was the new communication technologies  mobile phones, the Internet,
social networking sites  which aroused public awareness, freed people from the
dictates of government propaganda and allowed the protesters to organize properly.
Indeed, the Internet had already played an important role in mobilizing people in
2009, in the case of the so-called Green Movement in Iran. Those events were even
called the Twitter Revolution. When anti-government protests broke out in 2011 in
Egypt, the world called it the Facebook Revolution, and a girl born on President
Mubaraks resignation day was named Facebook.1
New technologies have helped to share experiences by creating a network of
relationships that cross borders. Such effects were usually achieved by the activities
of non-governmental organizations, trade unions and student organizations. The
Professor at the Institute of Mediterranean and Oriental Cultures, Polish Academy of Sciences,
Warsaw, Poland, e-mail: jerzyzda@gmail.com.
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proceedings of Egyptian anti-globalist groups and their cooperation with the Global
Justice Movement in 20022005 can serve as a good example of this.2 However, the
opinions of cyber-enthusiasts met with criticism from cyber-sceptics, who pointed
out that the role of the Internet in the events of the Arab Spring was not decisive, and
the new communication technologies were also used by the authorities to strengthen
authoritarianism, which as a result limited the potential of these technologies for
democracy. Indeed, sociological studies have shown that most of the protesting
Tunisians and Egyptians did not have access to the Internet, and some of those who
did have such access were worried that their blogs and mailboxes could have been
monitored by the authorities, and therefore did not use the Internet. Nevertheless,
new technologies have had a huge impact on making those events public worldwide,
and thus forced the authorities to be more moderate in their use of violence against
demonstrators, but the different results of the protests in Iran and Egypt prove that
the success or failure of the democratic movement does not depend so much on the
scale of the Internet access, as on many other factors.3
The second aspect was the demonstrational effect of what happened in Tunisia. It
was the place where protests started and as a result, the omnipotent President Zine el
Abidine ben Ali stepped down from office and had to escape abroad. This course of
events spoke to the imagination of communities in other countries in the region. 4
However, the strength of the demonstrational effect proved to be limited. Access to
information about what happened in Tunisia was widespread, thanks to the Internet
and other media, but coverage of the protests in each country was different, not to
mention the various effects of these protests in each of the countries of the region.5
Moreover, another important factor, common to the entire Middle East, was an
inability to meet the vital needs of society. No work, no means of support, increases
in food prices, bad governance, corruption, nepotism  these were the driving forces
behind the Arab revolutions of 2011.6 On December 17, 2010, Mohamed Bouazizi, a
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street vendor selling vegetables in Sidi Bouzid, doused himself with gasoline and set
himself on fire to protest against his stall being taken away and being thrown out of
the police station where he had been trying to defend his rights. Two days later in the
same city, there was another tragedy; 22-year-old Houcine Falhi committed suicide
by touching the high voltage cables. As he died, he shouted: The end of poverty, the
end of unemployment.7
However, the most important determinant was breaking the barrier of fear against
the all-powerful apparatus of violence at the authoritarian regimes disposal. In this
sense, the situation in Tunisia has had a major impact on societies in other countries.
Tunisia has set an example that demonstrators breaking the barrier of fear and protests,
without the use of force, can be effective in achieving the desired result. The fact
that the Arab Spring began in Tunisia can be explained by the coincidence of several
favorable factors. The country is inhabited by a homogenous population that is almost
entirely Muslim, and belongs to one school (the Maliki) of Islamic law. The middle
class in Tunisia is well-educated, largely Westernized, and constitutes almost half
the population. The army in Tunisia had never been a major political force, and
maintained its neutrality during the protests of 2011.8
Macroeconomic indicators and social expectations
With regard to indicators of economic development, there seemed to be no reason
for such radical social protests. Many international experts specializing in development
expected that after several years of structural reforms, Egypt would enter a period of
high growth and would experience benefits in many areas of civilization. In April 2010,
the International Monetary Fund published a report containing the following passage:
Five years of reforms as well as consistent macroeconomic policy created the necessary
basis to tackle the global financial crisis, and Egyptian monetary and fiscal policy was
in line with the recommendations of the Fund. The Egyptian authorities have
successfully worked to consolidate public finances. After years of reform, Egypt is
starting to be successful: it has been classified as one of the leaders of reforms, for
excellence for facilitating the start of businesses, access to credit as well as financial
and fiscal regulation bills. The World Economic Forum has placed Egypt 11th in the
ranking of the most competitive economies in the world for the years 20092010,
reflecting its enormous progress in the liberalization of economic activity.9

In June 2010, the Arab Monetary Fund announced that the economic situation of
the Arab countries in 2010 was more stable than in the previous two years. Economic
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growth in the region was supposed to reach at least 4%, and the primary driver of
growth was the demand for oil in the world, which remained consistently high. Only
tourism and the export of manufactured goods were threatened by a slight decrease,
but the Funds governing body acknowledged that the financial problems of the euro
zone countries had not affected the overall economic situation in the Arab world.10 In
September 2010, in a report on Tunisia, experts of the International Monetary Fund
claimed: Over the last two decades, Tunisia has implemented a broad program of
reforms aimed at improving the competitiveness of the economy, to create a better
business climate and abolish barriers hampering trade.11 Also, in the International
Monetary Fund Report from October 1, 2010, we read about the positive perspective
for the Middle East getting out of the crisis.12
It was not until February 15, 2011, when the Middle East was in turmoil, that
the authorities of the Middle Eastern section of the Fund admitted that there was a
need to pay more attention to the internal problems of development, and not only
to the rates of economic growth.13 Not until then was it observed that positive
macroeconomic indicators did not necessarily prove that the situation in the region
was not difficult. Considerable social tensions due to unemployment, overcrowding,
and the deterioration of the financial situation of some professional groups were
expected, but many thought that it would all end with local protests. In June 2009,
the Egyptian newspaper al-Bayan presented an analysis, prepared jointly with the
Union of Egyptian Workers Abroad, which showed that the labor market situation in
Egypt would deteriorate in 2010, and that this would result in a major crisis in the
following year.14 The crisis erupted with a force which nobody had expected. In the
case of Egypt, Tunisia and the whole Middle East, the thesis of Alexis de Tocqueville,
that the most dangerous moment for a bad government is the time when it starts to
go through reforms, has proven true. This phenomenon is referred to as the
revolution of rising expectations. Authoritarian governments, due to their structure,
cannot meet the new demands of society, which as a result leads to a crisis.
The public sector  a new proletariat
Deregulation and economic liberalization became the sources of the new social
tensions. In Egypt, in 20002005, the percentage of the population below the poverty
line rose from 16.7 to 19.6%. The gap in income and living standards between the
rich and the poor increased considerably. Part of the public felt neglected by this
accelerating development and began to protest. In 2007, a wave of major strikes
Arab 2010 GDP Growth Seen Rising to at Least 4%, ArabianBusiness.com 18.06.2010,
http://www.arabianbusiness.com/arab-2010-gdp-growth-seen-rising-at-least-4291989.html
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swept across the country. It was a way of protesting for the employees of the
judiciary, tax collectors, and 27,000 workers of Egypts largest textile conglomerate
in Mahalla al-Kubra. The strike took place in December 2007, when Prime Minister
Nazif announced the abolition of subsidies for basic food products worth $1 billion.
However, President Mubarak annulled the Prime Ministers decision, fearing an
outbreak of discontent across the whole country.15
In 2011, those who either did not benefit or had lost their privileges due to the
economic liberalization went out into the streets. The poorest did not gain anything,
but nor did they lose, because they had little to lose. Those who suffered the greatest
losses were teachers, doctors occupying public posts, engineers, workers, civil
servants and even soldiers  the so-called public sector. It was widely known that
a general in the Egyptian army earned five times less than a graduate of the elite
American University in Cairo who started work in the City Bank. The same general
was not able to send his children to study at the same university because the fees
were too high, unless he had some extra source of income. The salaries did not keep
pace with inflation. From this point of view, the events in Tahrir Square were in fact
protests by the public sector against the impoverishment of that social class. The
impoverishment of the middle class was caused by the inflation and depreciation of
the Egyptian pound. A manifestation of resignation and loss of confidence in the
government was visible in the falling election turnout. In a referendum in March
2007 only 22% of those eligible went to the polls; in the elections to the upper house
of parliament that June, only 7% of the electorate voted. People no longer believed
that they had any influence on the destiny of their country.16
The same unfortunate Bouazizi mentioned earlier was a symbol of the degradation
of the middle class in Tunisia. He was not an ordinary street salesman selling
vegetables, but a university graduate who had to accept physical work, because he
could not find a job that would match his qualifications and interests. However,
during the rule in Tunisia before 1987 of Habib Bourguiba, the country had a model
education system and took pride in its high percentage of people with higher education.
Bouazizi belonged to a culture in which committing suicide meant breaking the religious
norms, so his act was a symbol of the highest desperation
In Algeria, teachers unions organized mass protests on February 12, 2011. They
insisted on the resignation of the government as well as changes economic policy
from liberalism to pro-social values. They demanded an end to the privatization of
education, among other things. Algerian teachers had made similar demands in the
spring of 2010. Back then, they called for higher wages, limiting the increase in the
prices of basic food items, and taking action to reduce unemployment. Among the
Cf. Haaretz, December 12, 2007, p. 7. Authors writing on the topic of the theory and practice
of neo-liberalism in Egypt include M. Al. Attar, Counter-revolution by Ideology? Law and
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youth, the unemployment rate was more than 60%. In the same month, the public
sector workers started protesting in Jordan; the demonstrators were teachers, who
had been demanding the right to form a union for years. The previous teachers
union in Jordan had been dissolved in 1963, and in 1993 the court upheld its earlier
decision, saying that it contradicts the essence of the teaching profession. In
February 2011, one of the demands of the Jordanian public sector was for the
government to stop privatization, as it was widening the income gap between the
rich and the poor, as well as causing an increase in unemployment. During this time
in Jordan, over 30% of professionally active people were unemployed.17
In Algeria, economic liberalization, and privatization in particular, aroused strong
opposition from the trade unions, which feared collective layoffs.18 Some of the states
rulers were also against selling national assets to foreign capital; in September 2006 an
ex-Prime Minister, Ahmed Benbitour, criticized the sale of national assets and stressed
that attracting foreign capital at any cost could not be the sole objective of economic
policy. The former head of the Algerian government underlined that the main problem
of the countrys economic policy was the lack of competent managers. Most of them
found work abroad, and as a result the economy was drifting in an unknown direction.
Non-renewable natural resources, which should be used by future generations, were
being sold off in the name of creating currency reserves. Benbitour said that foreign
capital should only complement the local capital, not supplant it from the Algerian
market. Benbitours resignation from the post of chief of staff occurred in symptomatic
circumstances. The then Prime Minister asked 22 Algerian universities to prepare a
report on what Algeria would be like in 2020, and since it was expected that the report
would criticize the liberalization and privatization of national assets, the Prime Ministers
opponents urged the President to dismiss the government.19
In Algeria, the factors of social unrest outbreak were the same as in Egypt and
Tunisia, meaning authoritarianism and corruption, conflict between tradition and
modernity, as well as unemployment, especially among young people. However,
events in Algeria turned out differently. Here the scenario of a dozen people leading
crowds of strangers out on the streets using Facebook and Twitter, did not apply. In
Algeria, from December 2010 to February 2011, 30 people spilled gasoline on
themselves and tried to burn themselves alive (5 succeeded in doing so). This recalled
the fate of the Tunisian Mohammed Bouazizi, who self-immolated in protest against
the arrogance of the authorities. Nevertheless, the protests in Algeria were not as
forceful as in neighboring Tunisia.20 In January 2011, young people indeed attempted
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to mobilize people to protest through the Internet, but in Algeria only 14% of people
have access to the Internet, while in Tunisia the figure is 34%. In February, political
organizations and associations launched Saturday protest marches. When Mubaraks
resignation was announced in Egypt, a famous Algerian cartoonist Ali Dimen (whom
the Islamists had earlier condemned to death in absentia for preaching secular views)
put a caricature on his blog which portrayed an Algerian football fan looking at the
scoreboard of a football game; the result was Egypt 1, Algeria 0. The fans commentary
was brief: We need to get a draw. This cartoon alluded to the age-old football war
between Algeria and Egypt. On February 12, two thousand people gathered on 1st of
May Square bearing banners reading: Buteflika must go.21
Is this the twilight of liberalism in the Middle East?
The situation in the Middle East in 2011 has been compared to that in Central Europe
in 1989. Here, too, it was all about a shock therapy and the neo-liberal model of
economic development. However, the situation in the Middle East in 2011 was very
different from that in Central Europe in 1989. In Europe, the protests were caused by
the fact that people did not want nationalized socialism, and in fact were demanding a
move away from a centrally-planned economy; objectively speaking, they wanted a
free market economy with a more or less liberal touch. The Middle East was different;
the region had already begun to move to a free market economy in the 1980s, and in
2011 the people were protesting precisely against economic liberalism.22
In connection with such acute social protest, some began to speak and write
about the fact that neo-liberalism as a model of development is compromised since it
generates poverty, deepens inequality and pushes new social groups to the margins
of society.23 But with regard to Egypt, the most populous country and the largest
economy in the region, such a statement is only partially true. In the decade of
19912000, during the first stage of liberal reforms, economic growth in Egypt rose
from 1.2% in 1991 to 6.35% in 2000. As a result, Egypt moved from the group of
low-income countries, with a per capita income of US$780 in 1991 to the group of
medium-developed countries, with a per capita income of US$1500 in 2000.
Therefore, economic growth was evident. Critics of neo-liberalism emphasize that
market reforms deepen poverty. However, in Egypt, this thesis has not been
confirmed. Whereas before 1991 the poverty rate had been rising by 0.81% per
year, and the real wages of manual workers were decreasing by 18%, after 1991 this
trend was halted. According to the World Bank, in 19901991, 25% of households
had incomes below the poverty line. In 1995, the rate was 19%, and in 2000 it was
17%. Therefore, a considerable number of poor people had managed to improve
21
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their position under the conditions of the liberalizing economy. The World Bank
report confirmed, however, that the situation of those who had failed to get out of
the cycle of poverty had worsened. The conclusion was particularly evident when
one takes into consideration the first half of 1990, when GDP growth was not yet so
high. All things considered, liberalization has had a positive impact on poverty
reduction, although it has not eliminated poverty completely. Statistics showed that
the problem was the fact that the economic growth was uneven  some years it was
high, and others low. On one hand, low growth does not create demand for an
unskilled workforce, and the economy does not absorb this surplus power. On the
other, during years of high growth, wages increase substantially and the poor are
positive about it. This was the situation in Egypt.24
Deregulation and economic liberalization in the region was conducted within the
framework of authoritarian political systems. In such an environment, the political and
economic sphere first interweaves and then unites. In the Arab countries, under the
conditions of the lack of political and economic transparency, the privatization processes
were deformed. Economic success depended on the right political and social
connections. In the literature, such arrangement is called active pension search, and
the whole system is one of crony capitalism, meaning the capitalism of connections.
In Egypt, those who approached the entourage of the President and his son Gamal
were the first to learn about favorable contracts, and could count on lucrative public
tenders. They also learned about the governments investment plans, and were
therefore able to judge the value of land and building lots. These people quickly built
up immense fortunes. Of course, they had to return the favor. They paid off officials,
and generously supported the Presidents wifes charity. The presidential party and
its leadership needed financial support from the business, and they duly received
such support. Indeed, many leading businessmen joined the National Democratic
Party and became members of parliament on the partys behalf. Sponsoring the
presidents party in this situation was something natural for them. After winning the
elections in December 2010, the National Democratic Party and the leading new
Egyptians not only found themselves again in parliament, but occupied managerial
positions in parliamentary committees. 25
Numerous scientific and journalistic studies show that there was a narrow coalition
between bureaucrats and business, which grew rich through the active pension
search. This mainly concerned the privatization of state enterprises. Officials of
state institutions cooperated with businessmen who acquired state-owned enterprises
at a reduced price. In this way, a few large companies, profitable at the time of sale,
were sold; these included Pepsi Cola, al-Nasr Boilers, al-Ahram Beverages, Asyut
24
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Cement and Meridian Hotel, to name just a few. The tenders were not transparent.
The sale of the Qaha Company for Preserved Food is one example of what the
process looked like. The investor, whose payment abilities had not been confirmed,
did not pay a single instalment required by the act of sale. Nevertheless, that individual
remained the owner of the profitable company, deriving profits from the sale of the
foodstuffs produced.26
In Tunisia, the phenomenon of active pension searching was similar to that in
Egypt. Here too, all the threads of the links between politicians and business converged
in the Presidential palace. President Ben Alis wife played an important role in these
relationships. The privatization of state-owned enterprises was carried out by the
central bank, and as of November 1997 also by commercial banks, which were able
to provide loans for the purchase of privatized enterprises. A coalition of pension
searchers was formed by great landowners and urban bourgeoisie. Of course, not
everyone could get a loan; to obtain one, people needed to have the connections, a
line which ended in the Presidential palace. Those who had direct access to the
center of political power did not have to pay the middlemen, and their profits from
buying a state-owned company were bigger; the others had to pay all the link-men
leading to the presidential palace. Nevertheless, even for them it was profitable to
acquire privatized properties. In many cases, state-owned companies were bought
just to lay the employees off and sell the machines and the land. In most cases, the
loans taken for the privatization in state-owned banks have not been repaid  which
was allowed by the law. The banks received only about 20% of the borrowed money
back. The privatization also included arable land; about 600,000 hectares of the best
arable land, previously taken over from private owners under the agrarian reform
program, ended up in private hands and sold below the market price. At the same
time about 2.7 million hectares of community land was sold, which worsened the
situation of the smallholders.27
Economic liberalization also offered a great opportunity to get rich in Algeria.
Initially, that opportunity was grabbed by the class of technocrats gathered around
President Chadli Ben Jadid. The civil war that broke out in 1992 pushed the economic
affairs into the background, but after 1995 the new President Liamine Zéroual and
Prime Minister Ahmad Ujahja started a new program of economic liberalization. The
specificity of privatization in Algeria was that the oil and gas sectors, the production
of textiles and food were excluded from the sale; these sectors remained in the
possession of the state. The buyers of privatized enterprises were those who were
able to enter into agreements with government officials and politicians. The
privatization of Orascom TV channel brought to light the fact that the companys
shares had also been sold to the family of the President. The land and arable land
26
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belonging to the state was sold off, although this process was slower in Algeria than
in Tunisia. Privatized land was taken away from the French colonists and Algerian
landowners in order to distribute it among the landless peasants.28
Development in the Middle Eastern countries in the last decade and severe social
protests against government policies do not compromise economic liberalism as a
development model as such, but rather one of its specific forms, namely privatization
and the free market economy, as well as the pursuit of economic growth at any cost,
within the framework of political authoritarianism without any public supervision.
This form of the liberal model worked only for the regimes cronies, and led to the
deepening of income inequality and disparities in regional development. That is what
the Arab streets in 2011 were protesting against.
Islamists in power
On a wave of anti-authoritarian sentiments and the removal of corrupt authoritarian
regimes from power in Tunisia and Egypt, the opportunity to create democratic
systems of power arose. The first step in that direction was free and democratic
elections. Many people voted in the belief that their party would best meet their
needs, whereas others voted for the available parties only because they were not
associated with the old authorities. The Islamists filled both roles. In Egypt, the
Muslim Brotherhood had already tried to enter the parliament, and in 2005 won as
many as 88 seats. However, the next elections in 2010 were strictly controlled by
the government and the ruling National Democratic Party took all the seats in
parliament. Egyptian voters well remembered that political manipulation, and during
the free elections in 2011, many of them voted for the candidates representing the
Brotherhood. A similar turn of events was seen in Tunisia. As a result, governments
were taken over by the Islamists in both countries. This meant a completely new
situation for Islamism as a political ideology. So far, the groups that drew on this
ideology were in the political opposition and often worked underground. The activists
were persecuted and many of them scarified their lives for their ideals. Now, Islamist
parties were supposed to rule the country led by an apparatus of state, and shape its
relations with the opposition. This meant a re-evaluation of many of the essential
ideas of Islamism on political relations in the country and the development of society. 29
At first, on March 23, 2011, an interim constitutional declaration was adopted in
Egypt. At the turn of 2012 parliamentary elections were held, which were generally
considered free and fair. The elections were won by the Party of Freedom and
Ibidem.
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Justice, which was founded by activists deriving from the Muslim Brotherhood.
During the first democratic Presidential elections held on June 30, 2012, the winner
was the Islamist groups candidate, Muhammad Mursi. He defeated Ahmad Shafiq,
who had been backed by the army and supporters of the old regime.30
In Tunisias first free parliamentary elections, held on October 23, 2011, the most
votes were won by the Islamist party an-Nahda. This party had already operated for
several decades and even participated in the 1989 elections, winning 17% of the
votes, but later was pushed underground by the authorities.31
However, neither the Freedom and Justice Party nor an-Nahda won absolute majorities
and had to rule in coalition with other parties. As a result, the process of creating a
democratic system in both countries was full of tensions and political conflicts. It was
also based on provisional legal acts which were full of contradictions, which further
intensified the political chaos. The nations new leaders made many mistakes, which
could be explained by the lack of experience in governing. Some party activists did not
want to share power with the opposition and aimed at imposing an Islamic vision of
development upon the whole society. This tendency meant a worsening of the situation
for religious and ethnic minorities.32 The economic situation deteriorated as the dynamic
political events effectively deterred tourists and shook tourism as a pillar of the economies
of both countries. In Tunisia, within two years of the Arab Springs outbreak, the
number of tourists had fallen from 7 to 3 million. Also, foreign investors held their
investment back in both countries, and began to direct capital to more stable countries.
July 3, 2013, saw a military coup in Egypt, as the army removed the government
and the President from power. The experiment of creating a democratic system in
that country was interrupted. Moreover, discussions on the mistakes made by the
authorities during the transitional period and on the future of democracy in the Middle
East were initiated. It is worth noting that in Western countries, the creation of a
political system of the representative democracy took several centuries. Meanwhile,
less than two and a half years had passed since the resignation of ben Ali in Tunisia
(January 2011) and Mubarak in Egypt (February 2011). That period is certainly too
short to build a democracy, considering that the Middle East had been dominated by
authoritarian systems for more than 50 years.33
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We are all Arabs!
The phenomenon of Islamism in the Middle East should be considered in the
context of the political processes of the region, and the dynamics of those processes
should be seen in the context of the local culture. The problem of the political processs
cultural context, present for many decades, was barely noticed by Western political
scientists. The situation in this respect changed drastically after the Khomeini
revolution in Iran in 1979. In the Middle East, the cultural context is the role of Islam
in shaping the lives of local communities and raising political awareness. In this
regard, the twentieth century was a time of profound changes in the Middle East.
Religious law was forced out and replaced by civil and criminal laws modeled on
Western standards. The new state educational systems were also based on the Western
models. The Arab world is a Muslim world, although one should remember that in all
Arab countries (except Saudi Arabia) the development model is not based on religious
norms. One may say that the Arab world is Muslim at the same level as Europe is
Christian. The secularization of society is way more advanced than is commonly
thought. Mosques in the Arab countries are state-owned or are under state supervision,
and people connected with the practice of worship (imams in mosques, religious
teachers, academics in religious universities, Cairos Al-Azhar included) are civil
servants who may be removed from office at any time. In Tunisia until 2011, religious
lessons could not be conducted at school. Moroccan sociologists studies of 2001,
2003 and 2005 on the practice of worship in the country have shown that 65% of
those surveyed prayed regularly, 8% prayed irregularly, approximately 12% prayed
during their childhood but stopped praying and going to the mosque during their
adulthood, and nearly 15% of respondents had never prayed at all. At the same time,
all of them identified themselves as Muslims.34
Similar studies and observations of customs in other countries have led to the
conclusion that Islam as a faith and a group of religious institutions is experiencing
a serious crisis, and the widespread belief in the West that the Arab world is engulfed
by religious zeal stands in stark opposition to the fervor and madness of consumerism
visible in large supermarkets in Riyadh, Kuwait, Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Muscat and
Cairo. The modernization ongoing since the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century
and the impact of global culture have led to a situation in which the majority of the
Middle Eastern societies have been secularized and are in favor of the concept of a
state in which religion is separated from politics. However, Islam still plays a huge
role in shaping social attitudes and political awareness. It is a cultural context that
cannot be ignored, and Islamism is an important element of policy, without which it
is difficult to imagine the development of the region.
In the world of the Middle East a sharp ideological dispute is taking place. It
revolves around fundamental issues and the question of whether to modernize with
or without God. At the policy level, the dispute has been going on at least since the
See M. El Ayadi, H. Rachik, M. Tozy, Lislam au quotidian. Enquête sur les valeurs et les
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end of World War I, and is expressed in the form of a confrontation between two
political ideologies, Islamism and Arabism. In the twentieth century, this confrontation
was very heated and in many cases ended in bloodshed. This was the time of Nasser
in Egypt, Bourguiba in Tunisia, Yemen after the unification of the country, as well as
Iraq and Syria under the Baath Party. Arabism promoted the model of the secular
state and pushed Islamism, with its state model based on religion, underground. In
the regional sphere of international relations, Arabism promoted pan-Arabism, and
therefore the unity of all the Arab countries on the basis of ethnicity, community,
language and history; and Islamism propagated pan-Islamism, an idea which states
that Islam is and should be a common ground integrating the regions inhabitants.
The dispute between Arabism and Islamism manifested itself clearly during the Arab
Spring. The slogan We are all Arabs, regardless of religion and religiosity, was
often heard in the streets of Arab cities in 2011. However, unlike the 1960s and
1970s, when that slogan was supposed to unite the Arabs against the colonialism and
imperialism of the West, now, during the Arab Spring it became a common ground
for those who demanded rights, political freedoms and social security. It meant the
revitalization of Arabism, which has been losing its advocates in favor of Islamism
since the 1980s, and the revival of pan-Arabism based on the new narrative and the
discourse of Arab societies revolting against oppressive and corrupt regimes. The
birth of that narrative and that discourse is one of the most important phenomena of
the Arab Spring.35
The new subjectivity
The importance of the Arab Spring goes beyond the unresolved problems of material
goods and living conditions. Many authors believe that the rebellion of the societies
of Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Syria, Bahrain and Yemen against their countries
governments was not only the result of frustration due to the inefficiencies of those
governments in creating jobs, building homes, roads, schools and hospitals.
Disappointment was present and it was deep. However, a new approach to politics
and the individuals place in society, a new relationship to power as such and to
religion, and the relationship between the generations was gradually being born.
These changes contributed to the awareness of what has been referred to in the
literature as the new political subjectivity. The content of this new subjectivity was
reflective individualism, meaning thoughts and actions taken by the individuals to
free themselves from the influence of social structures dominating them and
determining their behavior. However, reflective individualism was different from
neo-liberal individualism, as it openly questioned all sorts of restrictions imposed on
the individual by the group as well as any kind of authority over the individual  from
the patriarchal to communal, tribal and party. Reflective individualism boils down to
the fact that the individual is negotiating opportunities for greater freedom of action
See Y.M. Sawani, The «End of Pan-Arabism» Revisited: Reflections on the Arab Spring,
Contemporary Arab Affairs, Vol. 5, No. 3, pp. 382397.
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and acceptance of the individuals new unconventional behavior with an environment
that determines their behavior, however, without destroying the already existing
systems and structures.36
New non-governmental broadcast media, especially television, played a huge role
in shaping the new subjectivity. al-Jazeera, al-Arabiyya and other Arab and Western
stations transmitting programs in Arabic created a new public space in which social
dialogue and debates were conducted on topics banned by the authorities and absent
from governmental stations. Government channels transmitted television programs
that were divorced from fundamental political issues and created a virtual reality, not
having much in common with what was going on outside the studio. On January 26,
2011, Egyptian state television aired cooking programs, and remained silent about
the fact that hundreds of thousands of people protesting against the government had
gathered on the streets of Cairo. The new media have become a platform for many
people who would never have had the opportunity to express their views to the
media because of the dense net of censorship. Although the new television stations
fit the framework of the Western liberal concepts of the media as the third power
(and therefore the conservative wing of the opposition saw them as a tool of U.S.
policy toward the Middle East), it was in fact the exact same media which had
harshly criticized U.S. policy in the region.37
Their reflexivity in evaluating the political situation became apparent even among
Islamist political activists. Some members of the Muslim Brotherhood, and even
radical Salafists, began to protest against the traditional position of Islamism which
claims that the only solution is Islam and initiated a discussion about freedom, civil
liberties and democracy. That attempt brought them closer to the secular opposition
groups who were discussing precisely these issues. That openness to the issues
fundamental to the political system was a new phenomenon in the ideology of Islamism,
which came to be called post-Islamism.38
The evolution of Islamism in the direction of reflexivity in evaluating the political
situation was also influenced by the activation of secular environments of the political
opposition. Prior to 2011, there was a conviction that the Islamists were the center
of anti-government opposition, and that only they were able to mobilize the masses
to take to the streets in protest against government policy. Meanwhile, in 2011, the
massive anti-government demonstrations were a spontaneous civic protest by the
36
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vast masses of people which not only had not been planned by the Islamists, but
even took them by surprise.39
The success of the protests in Egypt and Tunisia has been made possible thanks to the
cooperation of people of different faiths and different views that were willing to discuss
the shape of the state and the place of religion in it. In this way, new forms of social
solidarity were born. That phenomenon may have political importance in the creation of
alliances between parties and building a nationwide vision of the state and society in the
coming years. One must bear in mind the fact that after the military coup in July 2013,
Egypts ability to create such alliances has declined, since the Islamist circles have been
put on the defensive. However, in the future they may be reborn. The events in Egypt in
20122013, namely the polarization of political forces due to the monopolization of power
by the Islamist government, can be taken as an important experience for the process of
democracy building. These experiments confirm the thesis of Samuel Huntington from
1991, which says that during the transitional period, the new ruling elite and the opposition,
including the old regime, should not only negotiate between themselves, but at the same
time demonstrate restraint and moderation. The logic of exclusion and marginalization of
one force by the other does not lead to democracy, but a new authoritarianism.40
The experiences of Tunisia and Egypt in the transitional period were different. In
Tunisia, before the parliamentary elections in 2011, the advisability completely eliminating
the forces of the old regime from the political process and the dissolution of former
President ben Alis party were discussed. However, eventually this approach was
abandoned, especially when an-Nahda won only 37% of the seats in elections to the
National Assembly, and in order to rule they had to start discussing the possibilities of
creating the coalition with the opposition. In Egypt, the new ruling party was unable to
communicate with the army, which was more influential than the one in Tunisia, and the
conflict which arose against the background of the separation of powers and sanctions
against representatives of the old regime was initially settled in favor of the President.
However, ultimately the army proved to be the winning side, although the military coup
meant that the creation of a democratic system ended in failure. In Algeria, though there
has been no change in the government, under pressure from the public it declared that it
was willing to take steps towards political liberalization. However, their intentions turned
out to be illusive. The elections of 2012 showed that authoritarianism may be subject to
modifications, but without pressure from the society it cannot evolve towards a democratic
system. In the case of Algeria, an additional factor strengthening the authoritarian rule is
the oil salary, which allows the ruling elite to manipulate the public by bribing those
strata of the society which at a given moment are showing their dissatisfaction or protest.41
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Political transformation and the economy
The Arab Spring has confirmed earlier observations of events taking place in other
regions, that during the transition from an authoritarian system to democracy, the
economic situation is a very important factor. Politics and the economy form an entity
like interconnected vessels. The successes of transitional governments in improving
the citizens living conditions strengthen nascent democratic institutions, whereas the
failures facilitate populism, radicalism, terrorism and revenge, and also undermine
confidence in the new government.42 In the case of the Arab countries, the issues of
socio-economic development which the state authorities faced after 2011 were
enormous. These included high unemployment, especially among young people, low
per capita GDP, large disparities in income between the rich and poor, and an inefficient
welfare system, poor infrastructure, and dependence on economic sectors such as oil
production and tourism, which are sensitive to economic conditions and international
events. Further major challenges for any ruling party are the robust bureaucracy and
the decline in industrial production over the past three decades. The opposition in
Egypt paid attention to the close relationship between politics and the economy, especially
after the strike by 24,000 textile plant workers in al-Mahalla al-Kubra in 2006. In
subsequent years, the activists of the pro-democracy organizations Tadamon
(Solidarity), the April 6 Movement, Youth for Justice and Freedom, and Hashd
(Mobilization) called for the support of economic strikes in factories, and argued that
political activities in favor of democratic change should be connected with the struggle
of the workers for better pay conditions and social rights.43
The workers contributed to the history of the Middle East numerous times, and
also participated in the recent Arab Spring events. In January and February 2011, a
group of workers marched repeatedly from the industrial outskirts of the Egyptian
capital to Tahrir Square in Cairo. The workers were holding banners saying We
want to live, We want to eat, and chanted: Democracy, bread, justice. The
workers had expressed their opposition against the system power before. Since
1998, when the government began a wide-ranging privatization of state assets, about
four thousand strikes, demonstrations, workplaces occupation and other forms of
collective protest attended by millions of workers took place in Egypt. People protested
against collective layoffs and sending employees on early retirement. The authorities
limited employment to improve the efficiency of the companies and to sell them to
private investors at a higher price. The role of workers dissent was often overlooked
42
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by the protest movements in the emerging middle class, because of the animosity
between the two classes. What is more, the two movements operated in other areas:
the middle class youth, much wealthier than the workers, demanded democracy and
greater access to power, whereas workers demanded improvements in their living
conditions above all. The middle class movements, such as the April 6 Youth
Movement and Kifaya (Enough), used modern technologies to achieve their goals
and for that reason were more visible. It was not until June 2011 that the April 6
Youth Movement paid attention to the workers economic demands of, which only
added strength to the anti-Mubarak opposition.44
The new episode of the Cold War
The international dimension was another important aspect of the Arab Spring. The
states outside the region were involved in the events in the Middle East from the beginning.
The course of these events in countries such as Libya, Bahrain and Syria would have
been quite different if not for the interference of external forces. The involvement of the
West in the affairs of the Middle East was evident and ambiguous. On the one hand, the
West has shown great restraint in supporting democratic movements in Egypt and Bahrain,
which tried to overthrow the pro-Western authoritarian regimes. On the other hand,
Western countries have condemned and even undertaken military action to overthrow
dictators in other countries, such as Libya and Syria, which were known for their antiWestern attitudes. So the West has supported democracy and condemned authoritarianism
selectively, depending on whether the regime pursued a pro- or anti-Western policy. It
turned out that the geo-strategic goals of the West had greater priority than the pursuit of
democratization in the Arab world.
The division of the Arab world into pro- and anti-Western countries was a remnant
of the Cold War. The regime in Syria had been a client of the Soviet Union since the
1960s, and even after the fall of its patron continued the policy of hostility towards
the West. Therefore, it was no surprise that the U.S. condemned the brutally
suppressed social protests in Syria, and Russia supported the Syrian authorities.
Washington, in turn, supported the Bahraini authorities throughout the ruthless
suppression of anti-government protests. Bahrains rulers had been loyal American
allies for many decades.45
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The case of Libya was more complex. The regime of Muammar Gaddafi became
the object of military action by the West, despite the fact that previous Libyan relations
with the West had been proper and Western corporations had received long-term
concessions to extract Libyan oil. However, normalization in the political and economic
relations did not mean the restoration of mutual trust. As a result of the violent
polarization of political forces in Libya, the old enmity was revived and the West
sided with the rebels. First, on March 2, the League of Arab States, controlled by the
conservative countries of the Arabian Peninsula, adopted Resolution No. 7298, calling
on the UN to carry out its duties, which meant banning flights over Libya. Then, the
UN adopted Resolutions Nos. 1970 and 1973, and on their basis, NATO took military
action.46 This step proved to be the right one from the point of view of political and
economic interests of the West, because after the fall of Gaddafi, Western corporations
maintained their positions in the Libyan oil sector, and the new political authorities
cooperated with the West. At the same time, they were internally broken and weak,
so it was obvious that they would not be able to challenge the dominance of the
West, and that they would become their clients.47
Since the Syrian and Libyan regimes had requested emergency assistance from
Moscow, the situation and the division of the Middle East into two camps was
similar to that of the Cold War: those looking for support in Washington and those
whose patron was Moscow.48 That situation proved that the transformation of power
in the Middle East and the security in the region did not end with the official end of
the Cold War. If on the global scale the world had become unipolar after 1989, the
Middle East still suffered from the Cold War division, and the internal politics of the
authoritarian regimes continued to exploit the rivalry between world powers to
strengthen their own positions. From the point of view of the theory of regional
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international relations, the events that took place in the region after 2011 can be
called the new episode of the Cold War. International relations, revived by the Arab
Spring, had many characteristics of the Cold War periods politics. The Middle East
was again the scene of a confrontation between the superpowers, and the local
leaders again become clients of these powers, seeking support from their patrons to
gain control over their citizens and strengthen their own international position. Russia
once again became an important actor on the stage of the Middle East, and the
question of whom to support and what position to take in the face of what happened
in Libya, Egypt and especially Syria, again divided the world into two camps.49
A new era
The Arab Spring has opened a new era in the history of international relations in
the Middle East, and the international conditions for a return to the Cold War in the
Middle East differed substantially from those of previous decades. In comparison
with the period of 19501970, the Middle Eastern regimes that inherited anti-Western
attitudes from the Cold War and requested assistance from Moscow have first and
foremost overstated their patrons potential, and have either been seriously weakened
like Assads Syria, or even disappeared from the political scene like Gaddafis Libya.
Secondly, the conflict between the U.S. and Russia on the background of the situation
in the Middle East after 2011, has not influenced substantially the cooperation between
the two countries on a global scale.
As for the new era, the most important events were the victory of Islamist parties
in Egypt and Tunisia and the strengthening of parties of a similar character in other
Arab countries: Jordan, Morocco and Syria. For the first time in the history of the
Arab Middle East, Islamism has become the ruling power of the two countries,
including Egypt, the most populous and politically crucial Arab country. The Islamist
parties policy contested the interference of foreign powers in the affairs of the
region and questioned the previous cliental agreements with these powers. This was
a proclamation of a fundamental change in the balance of power in the region and a
limitation of the influence of foreign powers on the international relations in the
Middle East. Egypts Muslim Brotherhood has also announced that the ruling force
will review the agreement concluded with Israel at Camp David by the previous
government of Egypt. However, the military coup in Egypt on July 3, 2011 opened
the way to the restoration of cliental systems with the West, and also to Egypt
respecting international agreements.

See T. Tudoroiu, The Arab Spring: Last Episode of the Cold War, Contemporary Politics, Vol.
19, No. 3, 2013, p. 304.
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Abstract
The early discourse of Sayyid Qutb in the 1940s has long been ignored, though it reveals
signposts on the road of Qutbs intellectual trajectory. The articles published by Qutb in the
Social Affairs magazine are pervaded by a will to identity born out of an identity crisis
characterizing these turbulent times. Through the contrast between the ideal and reality of
modern Egypt, Qutb produced a discourse that is critical of several aspects of Egypts social
existence. Yet, due to problems related to the internal structure of this early discourse, the
thematic coalition controlling it collapsed and opened the way for new twists and turns in
the Qutbian discourse. It is the task of this paper to trace the collapse of this internal
structure on the eve of Qutbs Islamic turn.

The major objective of discourse analysis, with its anti-humanistic tendencies that
kicked the authorial figure incarnating the ahistorical subject and monopolizing the
truth off the stage, is to jellify the solid thought structures and blur the boundaries
between thought zones previously seen as irrelevant to each other. Units of analysis
that are contagious with harmonizing, unifying, and totalizing plagues are completely
purged and as such, the need for fixed posts to observe change is completely done
away with. By virtue of this, discontinuity and change are decreed to us as values
dominating the analysis.1 However, the value of discourse analysis lies in its Achilles
heel; its complete devotion to change and its attempt to dissolve hegemonic units the
analysis. Nowhere would that be more valid than in dealing with the thought of Sayyid
Qutb. The twists and turns of his discourse as well as the radical changes it went
through can never be accounted for through a mode of analysis that seeks to dissect
the phenomenon at hand in a postmortem fashion (the young liberal Qutb vs. the late
radical Qutb).2 Nevertheless, fixed sponsored positions should never be ignored, for
the simple fact that without stability there can never be any awareness of motion.
Pursuing transition schematically (reconstruction and deconstruction) in the Qutbian
intellectual project is set as the sole assignment of this part. To anchor the analysis,
Associate Professor of Political Science, Cairo University, Egypt, e-mail: msoffar@gmail.com.
The basis of my analysis can be viewed in Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge,
translated by A. Sheridan, London: Tavistock Publications, 1972.
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one has also to focus on the restless search for an identity, which fuels the Qutbian
project and provides it with its locomotive power. The will to identity pervading the
corners and alleys of the Qutbian discourse is considered to be a decisive response
to the pains of existential horror and temporal dislocation afflicted on the era in
which Qutb lived. This same will to identity, which is in fact the form assumed by
the will to knowledge in this specific discursive setting, simultaneously plays both
destructive and constructive roles along the Qutbian intellectual path. The titles of
his articles written in Magalat al-shuoon al-igtimaiah in the early 1940s, such as
Are We Civilized?, Are We a Nation?!, Deceitful Cairo, The Cry of a Dentist,
and A Lost Generation, reveal in the words of Abu-Rabi, the deep soul of a man in
search of cultural identity and intellectual certainty.3
Image and reality
In an article written in 1944 entitled Egypt and Publicity, Qutb briefly narrates
the story of a friend whose sarcastic and humorous nature was only matched by the
ugliness of his face. One day, the ugly friend appeared with a newly taken photo,
which he had paid a certain photographer to fake in order to hide his unpleasant
features. He tried to convince Qutb and his other friends of his handsomeness and
beauty by exhibiting his picture, which he held proudly and triumphantly. The contrast
between the photo and the face was so great that they could not help but break into
laughter. Yet the humorous friend went on his way not believing, how we failed to
recognize his beauty, though his picture attests to what he said!. Qutb invests the
same contrast between the fabricated image and the deformed reality on the level of
publicity and the touristic picturesqueness of Egypt, comprising a large proportion
of public expenditure which could instead be dedicated to relieve the ugly face of
Egyptian reality with of its social and economic plagues deforming it.4
The problem of self-identification which stirs Qutbs critical practice is nowhere
better reflected than in the contrast between a falsified image and a deformed reality.
The ugly friend, escaping the reality of his unpleasant features, identified himself
with an image that he fabricated; this was exactly what the Egyptian authorities
were doing by allocating financial resources to building a touristic facade. The
persistent confusion between the artificial and the original, as much as blurring the
lines between image and reality, reverse the order of things (what refers to what?)
and severs self-image from reality by always setting them in opposition to one another.
Consequently, one relinquishes and escapes reality completely through seeking refuge
in the prison of a falsified image. Most gravely, one exorcises his self-centrality and
interjects the other by seeking self-identification from outside (the ugly friend asked
the others to certify his beauty and the Egyptian government seeks the same thing
from the tourists). On the distance between the image and the original, one can
Ibrahim M. Abu Rabi, The Intellectual Origins of Islamic Resurgence in the Modern Arab
World, New York: University of New York Press, 1996, p. 103.
4
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locate the whole mass of Qutbs critical discursive practices that attempted to revive
the blurred borders in order to deal with the discrepancies between both of them.
Pillars of the society aspired to
In trying to recover the main features of Egyptian society, buried under six centuries
of Turkish and European colonialism which had corrupted the quintessence of
Egyptian identity, three main pillars for the society aspired to were singled out: the
ancient Egyptian culture as a perennial source of identity, the religion of Islam and
the Arabic language as a complementary moral and cultural lever, and European
civilization as the inevitable historical path for non-Western cultures. I contend that
this triplet of the aspired society represents a crucial gravity center and theoretical
axis for Qutbs discursive practices, around which a collection of concepts, objects
of analysis, and secondary themes rotated. It also rested on a certain consciousness
of the present moment (its pressures and needs) and more importantly a perception
of the most elementary nature of existence with its accompanying feelings and moods.
It seems convenient now to explore some of the articles written by Qutb in the early
1940s along the lines of this triple-headed thematic combination.
The ancient Egyptian culture designates the Egyptian spirit, traditions, myths,
and legends that run through our veins, affect our inclinations, and infiltrate our myths.
One cannot fail to recognize it in our times of sorrow and rejoice, in many of our
linguistic expressions  in spite of the Arabic language  [ ] and in all the realms of
our public life. It is still manifest after nearly two thousand years of Christianity and
Islam, and after centuries of Turkish and European occupation.5 It might be assumed
that the long intervals divorcing contemporary Egyptian generations from their ancient
forefathers, as well as the current lack of knowledge about their ancestors life and
traditions, had transformed ancient Egypt into a memory of a legendary time. Reality
attests to the fact that contemporary Egyptian peasants lead the same life and use the
same agricultural techniques and tools of their ancestors, regardless of changes and
developments. Ancient legends on magic and natural forces were passed over the
centuries and handed down to the Egyptian peasant, though he speaks Arabic and
embraces Islam. Some Pharaonic songs that precipitated in current famous proverbs
(such as give me life today and give me death tomorrow), symbolizing the way the
Egyptian spirit deals with life, represent the historical legacy of many generations, and
re-link the ancient and modern components of Egyptian identity. Popular practices in
Upper Egypt (children banging on drums and singing let go of the moon, it is
suffocating) can only be understood in the light of the Pharaonic belief of the suffocating
moon, yet the names and places were changed and formulated again in different times.6
Despite the need of the Pharaonic legacy for contemporary Egyptians as a historical
leverage for their present Renaissance, no other nation on earth is more alienated from
its glorious past and its knowledge about it than them. Beneath the loud boasting of
5
6
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being the descendants of the great Pharaohs and pyramid-builders, there reigns a
complete ignorance of the history of ancient Egypt and the living conditions of its
population. For the official version of history taught at school presents young Egyptians
with swift shots of ancient life, lifeless military events, battles, dates and names of
kings disjointed from the living spirit of Egypt. As such, young students can never feel
that they possess strong, living bonds of blood, habits, traditions, and aspirations with
their forefathers.7 The question would be how can emotional and psychological links
be established between the ancestral roots and the current branches in order to generate
the feelings of self-pride, historical depth, and devotion to the fatherland which are
crucial for restoring the past and enlightening the present? Steps to be taken in order to
revive past traditions or even re-invent them include: re-writing the official version of
history in order to highlight the living conditions, beliefs, and traditions of the masses
in ancient Egypt rather than its being a history of kings and military battles; the newly
written history should accompany young Egyptians along the different phases of
education (in primary education the history of beliefs, traditions, and myths of ancient
Egypt, in secondary education the heroic models of great historical figures as well as
the morality and living conditions, and at university a scrutiny of the different ages of
Pharaonic history, focusing on the people rather than kings); disseminating the different
forms of Pharaonic art and culture among the public with the aid of mass media, as
well as directing modern dramatic works set in the legends and myths of ancient
Egypt that circulate orally in rural areas; and embarking on construction projects that
reincarnate Pharaonic forms of design and decoration so that architecture, like all
other arts, would express the national spirit of the population. Trying to preserve this
nascent re-generated architecture through legislative means decreeing this for all public
institutions that express the national spirit.8
The religion of Islam and the Arabic language were not only historical factors
that influenced the character of Egypt, but also both found a safe haven against
factors of erosion and deterioration in the country. Thus, Egypt plays a maternal role
to Islam and Arabic, which despite intellectual turbulence and moral ossification will
remain safeguarded in Egypt as the promoter of civilizations and religions.9 By dint
of this, the Arabic language should, in opposition to the traditionalist school of Arabic,
be regarded as a living organism adaptable to the environment of its speakers, and
it [has to] parallel the progress of ideas and science, and [be] influenced by politics,
economics, and society. In this vein, the Arabic language should be tailored to the
unique character and historical needs of the Egyptian nation. We should not be
hesitant to proclaim that this language is not our native tongue, but that of another
nation that differed from our own in its traditions, thoughts, environment, political,
and economic conditions.10 Based on this premise, the Egyptian people must
Ibid., pp. 103104.
Ibid., pp. 106109.
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rediscover their national identity through a new medium of expression, superseding
the Arabic language and characterized by flexibility and openness to outside influences.
Viewing language under the influence of the Darwinian school of evolution as a
continuously evolving organism, the idea that the golden ages of Arabic language
and literature were embodied in the Jahili, early Islamic, Ummayad, and Abassid
poetry and literature is completely discarded. Such an idea is conceived to be
dangerous as it denounces everything belonging to the present as stagnant, and one
is forced to pay homage to the past till he loses himself. According to Abu-Rabi,
Qutbs modernist approach to literature is interesting because far from conceiving
the past as an intellectual burden and an unacceptable religious legacy it deals the
past a coup de grâce and dismisses it completely for the sake of the present, which
is pregnant with [future] possibilities outside the pale of the past. In a word, to be
modernist in outlook is to negate the given past... [which] does not even exist as a
historical objectivity.11
Concerning the religion of Islam, it should  like Arabic  form the basis of the
educational system in its different phases, as well as of all public institutions. In the
field of legislation, laws should have their roots in Islamic spirit and Egyptian traditions,
which should be adapted to suit the modern age. This does not mean one should give
up the contemporary civil and criminal code, but reconcile it with Islamic legislation
and Egyptian traditions. It is only in this fashion that legislation can reflect the spirit
of the Egyptian society as defined in the three components.12 Islam corresponds to
the nature of the Egyptian people that has been characterized by its religiosity since
the dawn of history. Egyptians were so faithful to the different religions that Egypt
embraced because religious devotion has been one of the main features of the country
since ancient times. From its inception, Islam paid much attention to establishing a
moral society as well as laying the foundations for virtuous existence. By dint of
this, the Islamic religion did not focus solely on the other life, but tried to prepare its
followers for leading a virtuous life on earth. When the Quran described the people
of paradise as those who have faith and do righteous deeds, it was actually setting
a balance between this life and the life hereafter. Life on earth is the route to the
other life and also the other life, with its rewards and punishments; it is the means of
setting this life on the right path. Laying all the weight on one side will destroy the
psychological balance and spread various sorts of social ills and moral corruption.
The failure of religious vocation in Egypt is due to the fact that those responsible for
it address only matters of the world hereafter, and spread feelings of repulsion towards
this life and its goods. As such a confrontation is instigated between enjoying this
life and devotion to faith, the result is a total segregation between Islam, which
encourages its followers not to ignore their worldly affairs, and life, which will roll
along unfettered by ethical limits, and as such life will be plagued by social and moral
ills. The religiosity of the Egyptian people should be capitalized upon, in order to
11
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revive the balance inherent in Islam between this world and the other world in order
to find practical solutions to the societys moral and social problems. Islam should
be employed as a moral leverage by directing its orders and restrictions to the worldly
realm to remedy social and moral problems of this life, because we live in this life,
share this society... and belong to the world of the living.13
European civilization has an undeniable role to play in directing matters of daily
life as well as trends of thought in modern Egypt. Primary instruments like pen,
paper, and artificial light were nothing but Western scientific achievements that will
retain their origin even after success in manufacturing them in Egypt. It is useless to
detach modern Egypt from the influence of Western culture; rather its products and
thoughts must be digested, assimilated, and transformed into pure Egyptian blood.
Civilizations are considered a common heritage of all humanity, because each culture
invested its scientific and intellectual assets in this overall human enterprise. Egypt
has every right to benefit from European culture, because it passed the main pillars
of its knowledge base on to Europe, namely the treasures of Greek civilization and
the scientific and philosophical achievements of Muslim civilization. Now Egypt is
fully entitled to assimilate European modernity and to soak it in the Egyptian culture
with its two sources, Pharaonic traditions and Islam.14 The assimilation of Western
modernity and keeping pace with current developments in the world does not take
place without a price to be paid; it is the price of evolution that the whole country
pays in the form of moral ossification, social ills and psychological problems resulting
from being torn apart between the old and the new. Despite this, evolution is a law of
life and the only way for individuals and collectivities to make progress. More than
this, it is the response of the internal human propensity to promotion and innovation;
it is the bridge on which humanity passes from the life of jungles to the life of
paradise which the faithful were promised! [emphasis added]. Therefore, the current
generation is torn between elements of radical change and stagnant conservatism;
each draws people violently to its side. The social disposition of a certain people,
including its traditions, moods, economic structure, and politics, is determined by
the accumulation of its responses to its social environment. However the historical
experiences handed down from one generation to another continue to exert enormous
influence on how individuals and collectivities conduct themselves consciously and
unconsciously. The social disposition and the historical experience determine not
only the rhythm of change but also the location of a certain nation in a specific
development phase. In addition, both continue to play a major role in bringing down
cultural barriers. In this fashion, it seems quite dangerous to transplant traditions,
institutions, or social arrangements from one setting to another, since both settings
do not belong to the same phase of evolution. As a result, an epidemic process of
change will be initiated, where the takeover of mere appearances will outweigh the
slowly developing, conscious preparation to assimilate modern thought in a mature
13
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fashion. All the pains that we suffer nowadays from evolution result from overlooking
this fact.15 We are tangled between heirdom running in our veins and appearances
usurped without being fully assimilated.16
Features of the deformed reality
Because of factors inherent within Qutbs intellectual enterprise, and due to the
characteristics of the amalgams composing elements, the first thematic coalition
that Qutb created collapsed. The triple-headed compound laying the foundation of
the society aspired to rested on a certain consciousness of the present moment, its
pressures and needs, and more importantly on a perception of the most basic facts
of Egyptian reality. Having always been a critic, Qutbs next mission was to decenter
his own theoretical formula and carefully scrutinize its elements. To return to the
example of Qutbs humorous friend, Qutb painted a beautiful portrait for the Egyptian
society he aspired to; now he was touching upon the ugly face of Egyptian reality
with all its wrinkles and scars. The wide wedge opening between the colorful picture
and the deformed original will tear the thematic combination to pieces, which will fly
off in all directions. Let me first turn to the prevalent characteristics of the deformed
Egyptian reality.
According to Qutb, the cultural Renaissance is the main condition for achieving
progress in the social, economic and political fields. It is not only a guarantee for
perpetuating the progress achieved but also for creating a regional and international
Lebensraum. For every cultural Renaissance, there are sequential steps to be taken:
aspiration; importation; simulation; and creation. Such a course has been followed
by all civilizations in order to attain their aspired cultural Renaissance. The rational
Renaissance of Muslim civilization was actually based on assimilating the cultural
heritage of the Greeks, Romans, Indians, and Persians. Similarly, Europe founded
its Renaissance on Muslim scientific achievements and Arabic interpretations of Greek
philosophy. Certainly, the Egyptian Renaissance initiated by Muhammad Ali, who
sent educational missions to Europe, took the same course. The problem was that
members of these educational missions embarked at first on ambitious projects for
translating European masterpieces, which resulted in a satisfactory body of translated
works. However, this great effort was not steadily continued, but was interrupted
due to the desire to skip this phase altogether and cross over to the last two phases
of assimilation and creation. The cultural Renaissance of Egypt seems not only to be
shaky but also close to total collapse, because the intelligentsia has impatiently cut
itself off from contemporary trends of thought, scientific theories, and philosophical
schools of the modern age. The main foundations of the European Renaissance, as
well its grand theories like realism, symbolism, or surrealism, are not properly
assimilated or even viewed in a holistic fashion. What is available is only bits and
pieces from philosophical and political doctrines peeping through the pale works of
15
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Egyptian authors influenced by them. Rather than being a public phenomenon that
enlightens the masses and spreads rational thinking among them, the cultural
Renaissance remained elitist in character, confined to a small number of intellectuals.
Instead of facilitating the assimilation of rational thoughts and the modern spirit,
public schools reduced the attempts at enlightening their pupils to learning foreign
languages, which became a goal itself and spread among students on a mass scale
and in an unprecedented fashion.17 The inability to assimilate the modern spirit, coupled
with the hurriedness to produce home-made alternatives, will not lead anywhere,
except to reproduce half-baked Western ideas and present them on the plate of
authenticated modernity. Nowhere is this epidemic modernization clearer than in the
projects of social reform undertaken by the government in the Egyptian countryside.
I often read about social reform projects published in newspapers and magazines
having nothing Egyptian except the Arabic words in which it is written. Apart from
this, they are something foreign and alien to the Egyptian environment. As if the
Arabic words are the garb in which these researches and views are disguised. The
feasibility of reform projects does not in any way depend on their success in another
context; rather they should necessarily emanate from the setting which they intend
to benefit, as such projects derive their components from psychological, social and
even historical conditions. The imitation mentality was born at the moment when the
whole cultural, social, and legal systems were founded on a foreign basis. It was a
fatal mistake, which cannot be remedied by building the whole legislative system on
the French code, the Belgian constitution, and most dramatically the British legislature.
in its organization and curriculums, the educational system ignores the needs, history,
and religion of the Egyptian nation, as well as its social, mental, and spiritual properties.
The schooling system was based on the model of English or French schools. As a
result, there is a complete discrepancy between the culture and knowledge
indoctrinated at school and the mentality of the society, as well as a huge incompatibility
between the market need for jobs and the specializations supplied by the educational
system. It is ridiculous that we are trying to modernize in the fashion of apes, and
that we persist in this matter with every step we have to take forward, as if it were
forbidden (muharram) to derive any kind of innovative thought or modernization
from our own nature, environment, history, and circumstances.18
Moral values and sacred symbols are considered by Qutb to be of utmost importance,
since they raise man from an animal existence to the level of humanity; an animal does
not make sacred what he fears or desires, but a human being does, and in doing so he
becomes human. Every individual, society, nation, or culture has its own sacred icons
that code its historical experience, social habitus, Weltanschauung, and its whole
existence. By dint of structuring its cognitive space around a sacred center, humanity
has been able to protect its innate values and norms, preserve the ethical and social
foundations of its communities, and defend itself against nihilism and dissolution.
17
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However, Egypt is plagued by trends of thought and artistic forms of expression
that disseminate a negative nihilism without re-examining and historicizing stagnant
traditions in order to eliminate their retrogressive effect and open new historical
alleys towards establishing a new set of values and norms based on reason and
liberty. Rather, this form of nihilism is completely destructive, for it ridicules all
norms, ethical values, religious beliefs, national symbols, and everything that is
essential for any social entity to preserve its existence at the collective as well as the
individual levels. Religious rituals, national duties, historical figures, moral values are
ridiculed and mocked in the most repulsive and mean ways. Means of mass
communication decenter any sacredness and systematically deconstruct the values
of honor, chastity, love, mercy, motherhood, and family, which are central norms
for the social system in Egypt. Importing the most vulgar dramatic works from
Europe and America, as well as producing their own local counterparts, creates a
version of reality obsessed by and focused on sex, which is actually the ideology
guaranteeing and maximizing the profits of the sex industry. It is not a matter of
traditional virtues to be preserved, but the human dignity which humanity toiled for
thousands of generations and centuries to create, develop and awaken in human
souls.19 The graveness of the situation can only be highlighted by the example of
France, which under the same illness collapsed with the first strokes of the Wehrmacht,
while Great Britain remained resilient in its resistance until the last moment.20
In Qutbs opinion, equality between the different members of the community as
well as its social classes is the essence of democratic rule, not in the fashion of
extremist socialist doctrines that ignores the natural differences of capabilities and
energies of individuals and erases all the consequent social and economic dissimilarities.
Rather it is another kind of equality that provides all individuals with opportunities to
develop their capacities and improve their economic and social status, and it eliminates
doctrinal, racial, and class hindrances which block the paths to develop this
individuality. The liberal constitution, parliament, political parties, and legislations
have no value in themselves other than being regulative tools that enable democracy
to maintain its egalitarian and liberal essence.21 It is for this reason that European
democratic systems dedicate special attention to the living standards of the poor
classes, which are in fact the backbone of nations, as they provide the cycle of
production with the needed labor force and bear the largest burden of taxation
regardless of any exemptions granted to them. Therefore, they are entitled to receive
social care from both state and society to enable them to play their crucial role.
Otherwise, the whole existence of the nation would be endangered if these classes
were denied their fair share of human living conditions.22 The situation in Egypt is
characterized by discrimination against the lower classes in the allocation of resources,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
21
Ibid.,
22
Ibid.,
19
20

pp. 5759.
p. 62.
p. 169.
pp. 184185.
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due to the corruption of the ruling class that regards the countrys resources as the
booty they get through conquerors rights. The unbalanced social situation gives
rise to two sorts of moralities: that of the masters who propagate arrogance, respect
for fortune and power, despise their fellahin subjects; and that of slaves, who breathe
humility, hypocrisy, submission, conspiracy, lying, and egoism.23 The government
budget for the year 1942 lacks any expenditure dealing with the social hardships of
peasants, workers, homeless children or the elderly. The ill-disposed distribution of
the countrys financial resources manifests itself in the governments inability to
allot any resources to set up healthcare units in a countryside plagued by various
diseases, establishing social centers in the suburbs where crime rates and poverty
reached unbelievable levels, or dedicating financial backing to feed school-children
threatened by diseases or malnourishment, or to build housing units to accommodate
millions of homeless individuals. In contrast, the government budget was able to
find resources for protecting capitalist projects from being taken over by foreigners.
The expenses on the conspicuous consumption of elegant imported automobiles,
clothes, furniture, and perfumes of the rich classes could have sufficed to provide
millions of the sick and the needy with nourishment, accommodation and medical
care.24 At the bottom of these social injustices is not the lack of a suitable social
policy, but the lack of a social doctrine or rather a social mentality different
from the dominant mentality of slaves. This mentality sabotages all attempts at
social reform because it results in the haughty attitude of government officials
(masters) towards the poor masses (slaves). All the social and economic privileges
are presented to a certain class, while the vast majority has no rights, but bears all
the obligations. Under the master-slave mentality, social policy can never attain a
realistic social objective, because it is based on irrational personal desires of
conspicuous consumption and making façades for tourists. In spite of all the
innovations in the governments organizational structure and legal system, all
institutions, decisions, and policies are permeated by the master-slave mentality.25
Painful contrast between appearance and reality
Having touched upon the intellectual, moral, and social features of Egypts deformed
face, Qutbs critical effort directs its energy to pacing the distance between the
beautiful image and the ugly original. The titles of his articles written in this period
uncover the feeling of being racked between both poles, for instance Are We Civilized?:
The Huge Rift between Our Appearance and Our Reality, Deficit in Our Social
Organizations: Are We a Nation?!, or A Lost Generation Lacking Balance and
Harmony. He stated in one of these articles, Nobody is going to believe us when
we claim that we are a civilized nation, while he sees in the capitals most elegant
districts... these ugly inhuman scenes that cannot happen in a civilized nation. In
Ibid., p. 174.
Ibid., pp. 9394.
25
Ibid., p. 150.
23
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the streets, railway stations, mosques, public squares, and gardens, one can see
shameful human material, with amputated limbs, pierced eyes, or slit ears, which
exhibits their bodily deformations to the pedestrians. The urban space is swarmed
by people with incurable diseases like leprosy, tuberculosis, body ulcers, or contagious
skin diseases and engulfed by different kinds of insects. The streets and public
gardens are stuffed with old blind men and women, beggars, parentless and homeless
children, prostitutes, and other sorts of human debris leading a parasitic existence.
This disgusting scene is contrasted to the districts of rich classes with their majestic
automobiles, elegant clothes, and aromatic perfumes. The contrast becomes striking
when the garbage dumps, where dogs, cats, and even old men and women seek
refuge and search for food, lie beside the richest districts of the capital or neighboring
its opera; cinemas, glorious statues, luxurious yachts on the Niles banks, and huge
buildings. This human rubble is the basis of Egypts democratic rule with its liberal
constitution, multi-party system, parliament, free press, and progressive legislations.
The degree of civility is not measured by mere appearances of modernization (buildings,
tongues twisted with foreign accents, and the disharmony of carnival dresses). Nations
are described as civilized according to the level of welfare and amount of services
available to its different individuals, social groups, and economic classes. In this
light, Egypt is certainly a backward nation, for its scientific, administrative, and
judicial progress are all in vain alongside its social backwardness.26
The distance between the image and the original, in Qutbs view, is measured by
the current generation, whose whole existence is plagued by an set of endless dualities.
Only a few kilometers away from the city, where drunk young ladies and young men
are dancing in Cairos night clubs, a rural girl can pay with her life for catching a
glimpse of the streets. Modem houses with their elegant kitchens, bathrooms,
European-style clothes, electric cooking utensils and washing machines, and
inhabitants chatting in English and French interspersed with a few Arabic words
confront the poor slums with their walls of tin, mud, and dry tree stems, their most
primitive cooking utensils (not more than a few broken plates and pans), and the
dirty rags of its inhabitants. The liberal democratic system based on a constitution
citing long quotations from the French and Belgian constitutions and having a direct
electoral system is only matched by 80% illiteracy, the feudal system of the ummad
(village chiefs) and ghafier (night guards), and the use of kurbaj in the collection of
taxes. These ambiguities plaguing Egyptian life could be attributed to the lack of any
plan for development in Egyptian society. Instead of taking gradual and planned
steps along the route of reforms, the last century witnessed sporadic leaps in the
dark following the whims of the ruling elite and its desire for luxury and conspicuous
consumption. The whole country breathlessly jogged in a monkey race after Western
fashions, dress styles, thoughts and all the façades of civilization. As a consequent,
society has had to pay the price of its uncoordinated steps and hasty sporadic leaps
from its social and cultural assets, in addition to wasting its economic resources and
26

Ibid., pp. 3134.

110

Mohamed Soffar

human energies on non-profitable projects serving the idiosyncrasies of an elite desiring
to exhibit itself to Europe in modern dress. The contradictions and dualities permeating
Egyptian existence are pulling the current generation ruthlessly... that it is being
actually torn apart every day, its limbs are being cut off every moment. We feel this
hacking apart of the Egyptian society between East and West, the old and the modern,
which shall lead to a catastrophic, ill-fated disjunction of the social fabric.27
Anchoring Qutbs critical discourse
Can the huge rift between the unpleasant features of the original and the nicely
faked picture account solely for the archaeological shift that the Qutbian discourse
witnessed? Not altogether. Is it the clashing collision of the image with reality that
is responsible for breaking Qutbs triple-headed thematic coalition to pieces? Not
exactly. After all, any critical attempt of a certain reality must keep a distance, no
matter how close or far it might be, from the reality it seeks to overwrite. Otherwise,
it loses its raison dêtre as an endeavor to re-evaluate reality according to specific
criteria in the aim of reforming or even rebelling against it. Let me now set aside
the imagery of the beautiful picture, the ugly face, and the distance between them
in order to take a closer look at what Qutbs critical attempt was about in essence.
The will to knowledge animating and policing the discursive components of Qutbs
critical endeavor was actually an ardent search for identity, which was the main
objective that his discourse set out to reach. The search for historical identity is
the other side of the philosophical question of origin that is in fact needed to grant
any critical endeavor with an anchor or a fixed point pinning down the other
variables, and through its relation to them, the whole endeavor will acquire its
shape and meaning. In this vein, Qutbs critical enterprise could be summarized as
an attempt to establish a kind of centrality for a certain Dasein whose whole existence
was shaken to the bones by Western cultural and military encroachment and
infiltration. The question of originating or founding a theoretical center does not
represent any unique landmark on Qutbs intellectual road. In the course of Muslim
history, the Falsify, Fuqaha, and Mutakalimun resorted to the concept of fitra in
order to establish a religious-based theoretical norm to measure the congruency or
deviation of the socio-historical experiences of their societies with Quranic-decreed
values. Their archeological criticism led them to dig out a certain human nature
indistinguishable from religion; accordingly human nature can never exist outside
religiosity.28 By contrast, contract-theory philosophers anchored their critique in
ahistorical human nature, whose corruption by civilization, according to Rousseau
for instance, necessitates ending the state of nature by means of a social contract
that establishes a civil basis for authority.29 Both points of origin anchor the critical
Ibid., pp. 4649.
Ali Omlil, Al-islahiya al-arabia wa al-dawla al-wataniya, Casablanca: Al-Markaz al-Thaqafi
al-Arabi, 1985, p. 41.
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attempts which seek it in a distinguished philosophy of existence, knowledge and
history, and relate it to a remarkable view of organizing society, political authority,
and economic transactions. In a word, this anchor plays a crucial role for a critique
that seeks to get over the past, loosen the grip of the present, and open up new
paths for the future. The question that begs to be posed is: which origin or fixed
point did Qutb deploy to anchor his critical endeavor? Qutb could not take the
Islamic concept of fitra as a focal point for his enterprise, because the weight
of modern ideas as well as of current Egyptian reality signify the privatization of
religion, or at best its confinement to the realm of morality. Note that Qutb
encouraged capitalizing on the religious emotional charge as a moral leverage for
Egypts Renaissance, or transferring the social and ethical assets of the society
from the account of religion to that of the secular public sphere. However, Qutb
was unable to fully interpose the Western concept of nature, because submitting
to its cultural and religious underpinnings (which are essentially Western) means
nothing but the voluntary dissolution of that colonized society and its assimilation
into the colonizers culture.
Qutb stressed the assimilation of Western scientific achievements and thought
as a step on the way of their acclimatization and producing homemade alternatives
that would preserve Egypts identity. Modernity, in his words, should be pure
Egyptian blood. Certainly, the shapeless form of Egypts reality with its carnival of
dresses, languages, and architectural styles that created the institutional foundations
for this duality weighed upon Qutbs critique. Unable to take sides or to pick up a
single fixed point, Qutb resorted to an imagined focal point that reconciles the
contradictions of fitra and human nature, with all their underlying historical
imageries, philosophical foundations, and modes of social and political organization,
and projected his newly-found focus belonging to the ancient past onto the future.
The Egyptian spirit was the form that the compromise between modern and Islamic
elements assumed; its religiosity established a historical and ethical continuity with
Islam, and its undeniable historical ingenuity would relieve one from any inferiority
complex towards the West, and simultaneously enable him to assimilate its scientific
knowledge and technological achievements. The embodiment of this Fehlleistung
is the figure of the Pharaoh. To use a concrete example, young Egyptian students
are taught in national history lessons that the Pharaoh (King-God) was the father
of the nation and the symbol of its unity, which was shattered when the central
power of the Pharaoh became shaky. Therefore, they side in history lessons with
Ahmose and Ramses, the fathers of the Egyptian nation, against foreign invaders
like the Hyksos and the Hittites, who occupied Egypt. A short while afterwards,
they are taught in lessons of Islamic religion that the Pharaoh was the symbol of
tyranny and despotism. He was not only an unjust ruler who enslaved the children
of Israel but also claimed the status of a deity. In the Quranic story of Moses and
the exodus of the Israelis from Egypt, they side with Moses and the Jews against
their oppressors who chased them to Sinai; they are relieved when Moses strikes
the Red Sea open and the tyrant drowns. This frequent switching of sides is not
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limited to elementary school lessons; indeed it is propagated by the mass media
and takes an organized form through the practices of public institutions. The bone
of contention here is that this switching of sides takes place so frequently that it
becomes second nature to Egyptians, yet once it is consciously realized one has to
assume the responsibility of taking just one side and breaking this vicious circle. I
contend that the thematic coalition collapsed once Qutbs critical practices devoured
their own imagined focal point through knocking hard on the fragile compromise
(between modern and Islamic elements and projected in the guise of the Pharaoh
or Egyptian essence) which it was based upon.

113

A Contribution to the Study of the Persian Concept of Âberu

Magdalena Zaborowska*

PL ISSN 02398818
HEMISPHERES
Vol. 29, No. 1, 2014

A Contribution to the Study
of the Persian Concept of Âberu
Abstract
The concept of âberu is one of those key concepts in Iranian culture which are very
hard to define. In this paper the author attempts to explain its philosophical meaning, both
by philological analysis based on dictionary sources and by placing it within the context of
Iranian, pre-Islamic and Islamic culture. Emphasizing the bond between the idea of water
and the concept of âberu, as well as defining it as veil woven from values and principles that
protects humans; thus enables an understanding of its significant status among Iranians in
contemporary culture. Because loss of âberu or its destruction is commonly understood in
the terms of a threat to life, many actions undertaken by Iranians are motivated by the
desire to preserve it. Since various methodological approaches can be applied to the study
of the concept of âberu, this article should be viewed only as an small contribution to
reviling its complexity.

Introduction
There is no doubt that understanding another culture requires familiarizing oneself
with its fundamental concepts. While representatives of a particular culture often
refer to such concepts and ideas in an attempt to facilitate intuition for others they
usually remain unintelligible and unclear. Grasping their meaning is a difficult task as
most of them are culturally rooted and refer to cultural experience. Decoding these
ideas may however help in understanding how people think, with reference to their
value systems and beliefs. As Anna Wierzbicka believes every society has its own
key words, which she describes as keys to the culture of the nation.1
In Iranian culture the notion of âberu, among many, constitutes such a concept.
It is commonly used by Iranians in their everyday lives and its popular meaning can
be expressed encompassing terms like reputation, face or good name, but also
personality, social status and prestige.2 For Iranians âberu is an important element of
family, social and professional life. Having it is equivalent to higher status, both in
terms of personal and public existences. It involves honor, respect and esteem. As
Farzad Sharifian points out there are many Iranian people for whom their âberu is
*
Lecturer at the Department of Iranian Studies, Faculty of Oriental Studies, University of
Warsaw, Poland, e-mail: m.zaborowska@uw.edu.pl.
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the fundamental reference point in every aspect of their life.3 Loss of âberu is regarded
as a great misfortune and makes it difficult to function in a group because it is
associated with embarrassment and shame. Âberu, therefore is considered by Iranian
people as a value, is something that is desirable, protected and appreciated, sometimes
even more than that of a human life. Mohsen Kadivar, a Shia theologian, has said in
one of his addresses that âberu is more valuable than mans blood.4
Referring to various methodological approaches âberu can be seen not only as a
concept but can be described as a phenomenon or a social schema.5 However the
first steps in order to understand its significance in Iranian culture should be made
towards unravelling its conceptual meaning and that is the goal of this article.
It is extremely difficult, however, to define the concept of âberu since the term
can have so many different meanings. Its linguistic meaning as well as its conceptual
and philosophical meaning, arising for example from Shia teachings, may to some
extent vary from its popular understanding, therefore it is necessary to bear in mind
the distinguishing factors between them. Its ambiguity lies not only in its meaning
and the diversity of its contexts, but also arises due to the possibility of adopting
different scientific perspectives. The term âberu can be investigated in terms of
sociology, sociolinguistics and psychology, according to the theory of communication
or the politeness theory. This article however aims to provide a definition of the term
âberu in its philosophical context, and a framework for its understanding based
exclusively on the conceptual ground that places it in the context of Iranian culture.
However, references to its popular meaning will also be considered.
The definition of âberu
In accordance with Persian language dictionaries and lexicons, the meanings
expressed by the term âberu may be classified into several categories.
Firstly, âberu may refer to the position that man occupies and it may denote his
high status and rank (châh, arj). Secondly, âberu also refers to status-related prestige,
respect, honour or esteem (orz, ezzat, shohrat, heisiyat), as well as reputation and
good name (nâm-e nik, heisiyat). Âberu may also refer to mans honour and dignity
(ezzat, sherâfat, bozorgvâri) and it may just as well mean a great respect for man. The
concept of âberu is also used in the sense of referring to respect and esteem, both
shown by man and shown by others to that man himself (eftehâr, hormat, shohrat,
sharaf). The term âberu can also be used to express trustworthiness, authority and the
related confidence placed in man (ettebâr). In some contexts it may stand for chastity,
purity (nâmus) and value or merit (qadr), as well as kindness and good manners.6
3
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Language Learning and Intercultural Communication, AmsterdamPhiladelphia: John Benjamins,
2007, p. 37.
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A special place which âberu occupies in the culture of Iran is associated with the
values and beliefs to which this term refers. Since, as Alasdair MacIntyre maintains,
to understand the concept, to grasp the meaning of the words which express it,
always means to learn at least the rules governing the use of these words,7 the first
step towards the knowledge of the essence of this concept must be to go back to the
sources of the term itself and to break it down into its constituent parts, which
forms part of the definition of concepts, as the British philosopher G. E. Moore
wrote.8 The etymology of the word âberu leads us back to two words having their
roots in the Iranian language: âb and ru. Âb is a very old word which has its roots in
the Indo-Iranian language community. It is derived from the Indo-Iranian root ap
which also had its plural form apas. In Iranian sources, the word already occurs in
Avestan texts; its form, however, has changed over time and already in the Middle
Persian language it assumes the form api to turn later into a widely used form âb in
New Persian.9 From the very outset, the word was mainly used to mean water or
waters, which were considered extremely important in Iranian tradition. As Mary
Boyce argues water played a significant role in the Iranian tradition of the PreIslamic Period, and, according to this researcher, it would be quite as just and
reasonable to call Iranian people water worshippers and fire worshippers.10 In Iranian
cosmology water was viewed as a secondary substance created by a supreme god,
Ahura Mazda, which filled the lower half of heaven.11 Water was personified, Iranians
made offerings to water, they took care of its purity and they imagined it as having
the form of several deities.12 Water was often used in many services and rituals, for
the purpose of making offerings or for several prayers. Water, which was personified
as a divinity or was responsible for the presence of protective household deities,
exhibited several characteristics. In one of the longest hymns devoted to the Waters
in the Small Avesta, Âban Yasht, Ardevi Sura Anahita is seen as a female goddess and
is depicted as a young woman wearing a high-girt robe and a jewel-encrusted golden
mantle. She is characterized by brightness, glitter, shine and glory.13 The attributes
like glitter and shine were also ascribed to another deity associated with the idea of
shâhnâme, Tehran: Moasses-ye Enteshârât-e Attai, 1372 (1993/1994), p. 2; Dâriush Shambayati,
Farhang-e loghat wa tarkibât-e shâhnâme, Tehran: Nashr-e Ârân, 1375 (1996/1997), p. 4;
Mohammad Padeshah Shad, Mohammad Dâbir Siyaghi, Farhang-e jâme fârsi, Tehran: Ketâbforushiye Khayyâm, 1363 (1984/1985), Vol. 1, p. 2; Hasan Anvari, Farhang-e Feshârde-ye Sohan, Tehran:
Ketâbkhâne-ye Melli-ye Irân, 1382 (2003/2004), p. 9.
7
Alasdair MacIntyre, Krótka historia etyki [A Short History of Ethics], Warszawa: Wydawnictwo
Naukowe PWN, 1995, p. 30.
8
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11
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water, that is to say to her male counterpart Apam Napat, who was called the Shining
Son of the Waters; this deity, as Mary Boyce writes, was associated with Ahura
Mazda and Mithra.
The fact that water was believed to have had the attributes of brightness, glitter
and glistening has also been confirmed by linguists who hold that the word ap itself,
as well as its later forms, were semantically related precisely to the concepts of light
and shine. As Yuri Rubintchik says, in the classical Persian language the word âb
was used to denote meanings such as glitter and brightness, áëåñê (blesk) and ñèÿíèå
(sijanie).14 Similar references can be found in the Latin-Persian Etymological Dictionary,
where the entry âb includes many terms which are semantically related to the category
of light, such as, for example, nitor or splendour.15
Figures that are semantically related to the idea of water, such as Anahita or Apam
Napat, were depicted in the texts as dignified and magnificent images. In the texts,
Anahita is portrayed as a tall, beautiful and strong woman, whereas Apam Napat was
represented in the Avestan texts as a tall, thin man.16 Researchers involved in the scholarly
study of the Persian language, argue that beauty was another meaning found in the
semantic field of the term âb, which also referred to the meanings associated with
being visible, such as, for example, vision, ÿâëåíèå (javlenie).17 The author of another
lexicon mentions in the same context words like venustas and elegantia.18
In Iranian tradition, water was believed to have had several fundamental properties.
In Zoroastrianism, Ardevi Sura Anahita was worshipped as the Life-Giver. When, as
the myths say, waters fell prey to dragons or dragon-like snakes, and the world was
struck by drought which was followed by crop failure.19
14
Yuri Rubintchik, Ïåðñèäñêî-Ðóññêèé Ñëîâàðü [Persian-Russian Dictionary], Moscow:
Cîâåòñêàÿ Åíöèêëîïåäèÿ, 1970, Vol. 1, p. 3132.
15
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16
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In Islam, where water was equally important in accordance with the pre-Islamic
Iranian philosophical and religious system; from the very outset it was also perceived
in a metaphysical dimension as the matter which was conducive to the origin of life.
The Quran says: Do not the Unbelievers see that the heavens and the earth were
joined together (as one unit of creation), before we clove them asunder? We made
from water every living thing. Will they not then believe?20 Over the centuries,
water as a life giver has also been perceived as the source of fertility. Water supported
fertility and growth through its purifying properties. As we can read in the Small
Avesta, water purified the seed of men and the wombs of women. 21 Water was
believed to purify both in a physical sense (that is why it was used in many rituals)
and in a metaphorical sense, like the one that purifies us from sins and from lies.22
Water also fulfils a purifying function with regard to the rituals in the Islamic
belief system. It is used for the ritual purification in the form of ablutions, which are
a permanent element of the religious cult, since, as the tradition of the Prophet says,
water cleanses man from sin and impurity.23
The purifying functions of water also reveal themselves in the earlier system of
practices of the Indo-European people.24 The study of the Indo-Iranian traditions
the day, sun and prosperity. The water that falls to the earth in the form of rain symbolizes a long
life and immortality. Marta Jakimowicz-Shah, Andrzej Jakimowicz, Mitologia indyjska [Hindu
Mythology], Warszawa: Wydawnictwa Artystyczne i Filmowe, 1982, p. 46. Iranian myths also
describe the aggression of dragons directed towards the waters. Dragons imprisoned the waters or
blocked the access to them, which was often described symbolically as the abduction of the fertile
cow or woman. The release of the cow also released the long-awaited rain. In Iranian mythology, this
scheme was represented by the story of Zahhak, who abducted the sisters/daughters of Jamshid,
Savanghavach and Erenavach. Maria Sk³adankowa, Mitologia Iranu [The Iranian Mythology],
Warszawa: Wydawnictwa Artystyczne i Filmowe, 1989, p. 115; Joanna Bojarska, Smoki na
miniaturach ilustruj¹cych Szahname [Dragons in the Miniatures Illustrating Shâhname], unpublished
B.A. thesis defended before the Committee of the Faculty of Oriental Studies in 2010, p. 11.
20
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leads us to conclude that water was said to have had the properties of the purification
of man from false accusations. Water was used as an element of the settling of
disputes, particularly if the latter resulted from unkept promises and broken oaths
which were protected by the Indo-Iranian deity called Varuna. M. Ara writes that
water ordeals were most probably an important aspect of the moral system of the
Indo-Iranian tradition.25
Another property that was attributed to waters over the centuries was thus its
protective function. In Iranian tradition, the two figures associated with water, Anahita
and Apam Napat, were considered protective spirits.26
Therefore, in tradition water was represented not only as a life-giver and the
source of fertility but also as the one that was conducive to life. The lack of water
led to crop failure and drought which resulted in death; for this reason water was
associated with the sustenance of existence. Water was conducive to life since it
possessed purifying and protective characteristics.
Perhaps this was the reason that in the Persian language, the term âb, water itself,
was also used to express the categories associated with high position, status, rank
and grandeur (manzelat, jâh, maqâm, qadr or martabat). The word âb might also
have been used to mean grandeur, respect, honour and the related beauty and
splendour (ezz, shokuh). Another meaning of the term âb was honour and respect
(sharaf), as well as trustworthiness (ettebâr).27 We also know that in the Dari language,
which is considered closer to the classical Persian language, as well as in the modern
Tajik language, and finally, also in the Pashtu language, the word âb was understood
in an appropriate context as referring to reputation and honour.28 As Francis Steingass
stresses the word âb was also much used in forming compounds and metaphorical
Mitra Ara, Eschatology in the Indo-Iranian Traditions: the Genesis and Transformation of a
Doctrine, New York: Peter Lang Publishing, 2008, pp. 77, 121. Some Indo-Iranian rituals might have
included a rite according to which a person accused of breaking his word or oath was to be put on trial
by a form of water ordeal (Higgins). During the first stage of such a water ordeal the accused was to
be completely submerged in water. However, before he did it, he was obliged to revoke his oath and
to utter the following words: Through truth, protect me, Varuna. When the crown of the head of a
person who was put on trial disappeared beneath the surface of the water, an archer shot an arrow
in his direction. If, despite a wound caused by the arrow, the defendant was still alive, he was
pronounced innocent. If, however, he was fatally wounded by the arrow he was considered guilty.
Water must have been perceived not only as the one that had purifying properties but also as the one
that protected man. Water protected righteous people, i.e. those who were falsely accused; it then
became a kind of a shield protecting man against false allegations and proving his innocence. See
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expressions.29 The expressions âb-e roushan dâshtan, which referred to someone who
owned clean and bright water according to Ali Akbar Dehkhodâ, indicated characteristics
such as honour, grandeur, status and high position (sâheb-e ezz va châh budan).30
Steingass mentions the phrase âb dar dida dâsztan, which he translates as possessing
honour and dignity.31 Someone who was termed in the classical Persian language âbmand,
i. e. the owner of the water, was, according to Rubintchik, a happy and strong person,
ìîãóùåñòâåííûé (moguestvennyj).32 The same word in the Pashtu language has been
used until today to denote someone who is venerable, trustworthy and respected.33
Water was treated similarly in the Islamic tradition, where, as Lange says, it might
have been a characteristic feature attributed to the prophets, a mark of sainthood or
a token of their high moral condition.34 If the owning of water indicated, in the
metaphorical sense, an individual having high status and rank and gave reasons for
respect and esteem, its loss must have eliminated these attributes. And so, Dehkhodâ
understands the phrase âb bordan, which means taking water away, as an attack on
a persons dignity, status or honour.35 Similar information is also provided by Steingass
who highlights the terms âbi o-râ burd (understood as disgrace, shame) and âb
raftan, that is a situation in which one loses his water as a deprivation of dignity.36
The term âb, which has so many meanings and which is deeply rooted in Irans
consciousness, constitutes the first element of the Persian word âberu. The second
element makes up the word ru (or ruy, râd in the Pahlavi language), which is most
often translated as face or visage. It may also however refer to image, looks and
external appearance. Ru may also be understood as a surface or external side of
something, an outer layer. Another meaning of the word ru is related to something
that is visible or apparent (zâher) but also to something forming a cover or shield
(pushesh). The term ru may refer to something that covers or surrounds, encircles,
or borders something.37 Mohammad Moin also says that ru may indicate a base and
foundation.38 Ali Akbar Dehkhodâ says that ru also means nature.39 When these two
words are put together, they mean, in a literal translation, the water of the face
âb-e ru (âbi rukh, âb-e ruy). Such a translation, which refers to the most evident
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34
Ch. Lange, «On That Day When Faces Will Be White or Black» (Q3:106): Towards a Semiology
of the Face in the Arabo-Islamic Tradition, Journal of the American Oriental Society, Vol. 127, No.
4, October-December 2007, p. 429445.
35
Dehkhodâ, Loghatnâme , p. 713.
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senses of both words, has been accepted among others by Farzan Sharifian, in his
cognitive approach, who assumes that in the metaphorical sense the term may refer
to a fresh and healthy look of the face, as well as to the sweat appearing on mans
face.40 According to Steingass the terms âbi ru and âbi ruy could be understood as
the freshness of the face, sweat and face glow, but were also previously assigned to
the idea of water and the meaning of respect, dignity, high status and majesty.
When thinking about âb-e ru, that is to say about the water of the face, we can
draw a picture of water which is attributed to man, it is on his face ru, or, by
taking the face as the metonymy of man, it refers to his whole person, his image,
in that it encircles his figure and himself. The sense of the word ru allows us to
imagine this water as an external attribute which forms a kind of a cover encircling
man. Therefore based on these philological premises, I propose a definition of
âberu as a net, aura or veil which conceals man and envelops him with its shining
mantle. This way of thinking about âberu as a veil is, in a certain sense, confirmed
by the Persian language itself which even has a phrase «the veil of âberu» (pardeye âberu). To convey this meaning the Persian word parde is used; it means a veil
in the material sense as a covering worn by women, such as hijâb, neghâb or
châdor, but also covering, pushesh, which, in a metaphorical sense, can be
understood as a barrier and separation.41 A suggested understanding of the concept
of âberu poses a fundamental question of what is hidden behind the veil of âberu.
One can attempt to answer this inquiry by referring to Shia tradition which
emphasises the importance of âberu very frequently.
The veil of âberu
In accordance with the Shiia doctrine, âberu is treated as bozorgtarin tekkiegâh-e
shakhsiyat, that is to say something that offers the greatest support and that constitutes
the most important shelter and stronghold for what is termed as shakhsiyat.42 The
basic meaning of shakhsiyat is personality and character, that is to say a certain set of
features and attributes ascribed to every man. Shakhsiyat can also be understood, as
Moin emphasizes, as a result of human feelings, emotions or thoughts.43 In this sense,
it might be defined as a human ego, his real ego, the human face, his ru which is
considered by Emmanuel Levinas to be the thing that gives an insight into other people
and constitutes the most intimate of all relationships with another man.44 According to
40
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the Dictionary of the Persian language, shakhsiyat can also be understood as sherâfat,
bozorgvâri and nejâbat, that is to say grandeur, chastity but also superiority or stateliness
and dignity.45 Here, it is a question of this kind of mans dignity, grandeur and stateliness
which is moulded by human attitudes, by mans choices, and by the values professed
by man, and not an inborn dignity which is natural for every human being. Shakhsiyât,
therefore, can be understood as a certain set of features and attitudes which build
man, as something that Maria Ossowska, a Polish philosopher, labels as an effect of
moulding ones own ego along certain lines, around a certain hierarchy of values.46
Shakhsiyât, in the sense to which the authors of the Shia doctrine refer, expresses
also the concept of human nature.
Khalil Mansour, a Shiite scholar and specialist in the scholarly study of the Quran,
holds that âberu is a tool for preserving human dignity and greatness. He writes that
man attempts in a natural way to preserve his âberu and orz47 which are the tools for
protecting his dignity (kerâmat) and grandeur(sherâfat).48Just as water in Iranian
mythology has always been perceived as the one that contributes to the emergence of
life, as the thing that is conducive to the growth and the development and protection of
life; the water-related concept of âberu is said to fulfil similar functions. It is, therefore,
the main task of the âberu to protect man and the essence of being human, that which
constitutes his shakhsiyât and kerâmat  his human nature. The veil of âberu should
not thereby be treated as a value in itself, but the thing that protects a much higher
value than it is itself. Called tekkegâh-e shakhsiyât, or mâye-ye hefz-e kerâmat, it provides
shelter for the essence of man, and it protects that which is most valuable in him.
The perception of âberu as a veil brings up associations with what Józef Tischner
regarded as one of the most natural veils that man can have, namely with shame.
Tischner writes that the veil of shame, by its openness, gives evidence of the
secrecy of something that is beyond it, about which, however, we can rightly say
that it concerns face.49 Tischner maintains that shame hides a certain personal value,
perhaps a true face, which should not be exposed to the eyes of other people since
it can be demolished.50 Tischner looks for the sources of shame, which may be a
kind of veil, in the look of the other.51 Likewise, in the culture of Iran the veil which
represents âberu acquires meaning only in the contact with other people. Âberu
exists in action and it reveals itself and acquires meaning in the act. Its protective
function becomes active in relationships with other people. One possesses âberu
Dehkhodâ, Loghatnâme , p. 12507.
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jelu-ye digarân, that is to say in front of other people, in the eyes of others. In Iran,
we can often hear the words: âberu-ye mâ râ jelu-ye hamsâyehâ rafte, we have lost
our âberu in front of our neighbours, or man jelu-ye unhâ âberu dâram; I have my
âberu in front of them, in their eyes.
According to Tischner, shame appears when there is a question of the protection
of axiological ego, being a personal value, that is to say something that is sometimes
referred to as human dignity.52 In terms of Tischners categories, âberu should be
understood as a veil or protection of human dignity. However, the philosopher does
not speak of the dignity of a human being but about the dignity which is commonly
referred to as personal dignity. Ossowskas reflection, however, is likely to be closer
to the Persian âberu as she argues that what seems to be essential in the definition of
dignity is the introduction of the element of emergency; it is usually in moments of
danger that human dignity finds its expression, functioning as it were as a means of
defiance.53 That protective function, the philosopher says, may reveal itself in that
the dignity constitutes a protective shield for man.54 The question here, therefore, is
the dignity which is not an ultimate object of protection but rather the thing that
protects something more important than it is itself, i. e. man himself.
However, the concept of âberu must not be identified with the conception of
dignity, grandeur or honour in a literal way, since the concept in itself is not singularly
any one of the aforementioned concepts even though it encompasses all of them.
Âberu should rather be perceived as a veil woven from these concepts, or as a
protective shield built up of them, if we use the words of Ossowska.
In that case, âberu in its philosophical understanding is a veil protecting man,
woven from the mixture of values, norms and virtues. This veil protects man by
protecting his shakhsiyat, showing him as faithful to certain principles. To refer to
someone as possessing âberu indicates, in principle, what behaviour can be expected
from him. This allows us to expect some definite behaviour on his side and to
believe that in action he will be guided by specific values, principles and rules.
This meaning can be also grasped in the common usage of the term, in that a man
who has âberu is referred to as âdam-e âberumand, is said to be a man of honour
(sharif), is deemed reliable (bâ ettebâr), and possesses ezzat, that is to say dignity,
honour, grandeur and stateliness; however he is also referred to as pure (afif).
Possessing these features causes man to enjoy the respect of other people and to
have a definite position and high status resulting from his reliability, trust and
confidence (ettebâr) that other people place in him. Since this man possesses
âberu, he is respected in his family, community and workplace. Also, he may often
be called on to settle disputes, and his guarantee is highly valued. Âberu defines
man by making him trustworthy because a bankrupt is not one who has lost his
money but one who has lost his reliability and trustworthiness, as has been argued
Ibid., p. 70.
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54
Ibidem.
52
53

, p. 55.

A Contribution to the Study of the Persian Concept of Âberu

123

by a character of one of the most popular Iranian television series. The possession
of âberu, which is understood as fidelity to a certain set of features, support for
some definite values and compliance with certain principles, puts the world in
which man lives in order. Thus conceived, âberu, i. e. devotion to the spiritual and
moral values and observance of the moral standards, protects the essence of human
being since it comes to be a foundation on which man has been built. Derived
from moral values, virtues, features, attributes and properties such as respect,
good name or dignity, it guards, at the same time, his humanity. This happens so
because man builds up his existence precisely on the basis of the ethical principles,
moral standards and the laws stemming from the values. The possession of âberu
should place man within the framework of a certain order, and the âberu itself then
should come to be an indicator of the fidelity to certain norms, which are a guarantee
of stability of the existing order.
The violation of these kind of norms and principles, as Roger Caillois says, disturbs
the general order which is, at the same time, the order of nature and society. 55
Therefore, the violation, destruction or loss of âberu, may be perceived as the
impairment of a certain order and it can be a direct threat to life. This is then the case
of a certain kind of damage caused to man, which is defined by Robert Pi³at as an
impairment of the inner human life, that is to say the sphere in which man wants
(and feels he has the right) to associate with himself, to verify his emotions and
judgements, to maintain an appropriate distance and to gain strength in the face of
the cases of fortune. When this sphere is violated, man stops, in a certain sense,
being himself.56 Hence, if the preservation of the veil of âberu is a measure of man
and his humanity, the loss of the veil is associated with the threat to this humanity.
As Aziz Sâberi and Jafar. Shajai write, when the dignity of man is impaired and he
falls victim to a certain kind of insults, he loses his shakhsiyât, that is to say something
that makes him a man and that distinguishes him from other creatures.57 Just as in
the situation when there is a lack of water and life slowly disappears and dies, the
notion of which has been served as a reminder by the old Iranian tradition; so when
human âberu is destroyed, mans life is put in danger. Mostafa Malekiân, a prominent
Persian philosopher once described such a situation as a state of ruh khâli mishe,
that is to say the human soul becomes empty.
For this reason, tearing the veil of âberu from the human visage, destroying that
shield which protects mans ru, his face, leads to the exposure of the human ego and
is perceived in Irans culture not only as a great misfortune, but also as the situation
comparable to the loss of everything that man possesses. The loss of what is hidden
behind the concept of shakhsiyat causes man to suffer a profound sense of uncertainty
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and hopelessness.58 To take away mans âberu means to deprive him of his identity,
to impair his status built upon some specific norms and rules, and, as a consequence,
to violate his human nature. Mohammad Ali Eslami Nadushan, a Persian scholar who
conducted extensive research on Irans culture and its literature, compares the concept
of âberu to the cup of life. He writes that when the cup of life falls to the ground
and breaks, mans life automatically comes to an end.59 This understanding is reflected
in the widespread usage of the term, in its common use. In a scene of a well-known
Iranian television series, during the conversation concerning a certain businessman,
one of the characters says, ettebâresh be âberushe. Âberush ke bere hame chiz
rafte, meaning his reliability depends on his âberu. When he loses his âberu, he will
lose everything. The loss of âberu may result in sarshekastegi, which literally means
the breaking of the head or neck, and it refers to the feeling of shame after doing
something wrong, the feeling of disgrace or humiliation. The loss of âberu also
causes badnâmi, that is to say it is associated with infamy and the loss of reputation.
When man loses his âberu he will never release himself, until the end of his life, from
the heavy yoke of biâberui, that is to say of not possessing âberu, a concept which
has been argued by the authors of one of the writings on religion. That biâberui, that
is to say the situation or state in which man loses his âberu, is described as roswâi,
i. e. disgrace, public dishonour, infamy and shame. Biâberui, however, also means
bisharafi, i. e. the state in which man does not deserve esteem and respect. A person
who is referred to as bisharaf cannot hold a high position or rank. Biâberui is also
called biettebâri, which is tantamount to the loss of trust (ettebâr), certainty (etminân)
and the feeling of bafflement.60
A man deprived of âberu instantly loses his respect, dignity, honour and good
name. In a sense, he becomes naked and defenceless, as his ru becomes disclosed.
All the principles and norms by which he was guided are rejected. Nothing protects
him, nothing supports him, and nothing defines him. In addition, his reliability is
weakened, so that this man ceases to be reliable and he becomes unforeseeable in
other peoples eyes since it is no longer clear by what principles, norms and values
he is guided. This means that no one can rely on his words and deeds.
The loss of âberu, therefore, in common use, in the eyes of the Iranian people, is
in many cases an event destroying man, who, deprived of his âberu, becomes a man
of biâberu, biezzat and bihormat, that is to say he is deprived of honour and respect;
what is more, he does not deserve honour, respect or trust. A contemporary Shiite
scholar, Sheikh Hossein Ansari writes that âberu, next to life and property, is the
greatest value to be preserved and protected.61 In the culture of Iran, the importance
Ibidem.
Mohammad Nadushan, Dastan-e dâstanhâ [The Story of the Stories], Tehran: Sherat-e sahami-ye
enteshar, 1390 (2011/2012), p. 98.
60
Dehkhodâ, Loghatnâme , p. 713.
61
Shejkh Hossein Ansaryan, Âberu, mâl wa jân-e mardâm arzeshmandtarin mawâredi ast ke
bâyad hefz shavad, published at: http://www.erfan.ir/article/article.php?id=26587 (accessed 17.01
2013).
58
59

A Contribution to the Study of the Persian Concept of Âberu

125

of possessing âberu results from the fact that it is considered a great value, and in
reference to what Jan Szczepañski wrote about values; something people respect,
by attributing it as an important role in their lives, and their regard for the striving for
âberu as a compulsion.62 Moreover, to regain the âberu which was once lost is an
extremely difficult task. An Iranian proverb says: âberu is like oil, once spilled it
cannot be collected.
The main component of the concept âberu is water, not only on the level of
language but also in its conceptual dimension. Water has always occupied an important
place in Iranian culture. In both pre-Islamic and Muslim beliefs one of the fundamental
functions of water was a protective function. Bright and clean water guarded the
truth, order and the Divine Shine. It gave life, it was conducive to life, and, at the
same time, it protected life. The nation of âberu refer to all those functions that had
been attributed to water for ages, in both ancient Iranian tradition and Islamic culture.
It refers to what protects man, his real face, his beauty and his excellence and
consequently his high social status.
Conclusion
Today, strong belief that every man should have âberu and cherish and protect it,
accompanies Iranians in their everyday existence. Referring to both language evidence
and culture lets us define âberu as a veil covering the human face, protecting its
personality from disclosure and guarding his moral character in the eyes of others.
This may to some extent explain the extraordinary importance attributed to it in
Iranian culture. Possessing âberu is therefore often perceived as a precondition to
life. A veil of âberu protects life through the set of ethical norms, values and moral
attitudes which are contained in it. Possessing âberu means being faithful to certain
principles and living in conformity with moral values and ethical norms that are valid
in a given community. Hence this may also be viewed as a yardstick for human
excellence being in accordance with the model established in society. Âberu protects
man against the loss of dignity, and by the same token, against the loss of an appropriate
social position in terms of grandeur and honour, as well as the notion of shine;
concepts which have been so strongly protected by the pre-Islamic Iranian, and
later on, by Muslim traditions.63
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