|.|=.;.'r:u;R|:-;'J

Cultural Production
and Social Movements
After the Arab Spring

Nationalism, Politics, and
Transnational Identity

Edited by Eid Mohamed & Ayman El-Desouky



Cultural Production and Social
Movements after the Arab Spring



ii



Cultural Production and Social
Movements after the Arab Spring

Nationalism, Politics, and Transnational
Identity

Edited by
Eid Mohamed and Ayman A. El-Desouky

I.B.TAURIS

LONDON « NEW YORK « OXFORD « NEW DELHI « SYDNEY



[.B. TAURIS
Bloomsbury Publishing Plc
50 Bedford Square, London, WC1B 3DP, UK
1385 Broadway, New York, NY 10018, USA
29 Earlsfort Terrace, Dublin 2, Ireland

BLOOMSBURY, I.B. TAURIS and the |.B. Tauris logo are trademarks of Bloomsbury
Publishing Plc

First published in Great Britain 2021
Copyright © Eid Mohamed and Ayman A. El-Desouky, 2021

Eid Mohamed, Ayman A. El-Desouky, and contributors have asserted their right under the
Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988, to be identified as Author of this work.

Copyright Individual Chapters © 2021 Eid Mohamed, Ayman A. El-Desouky,
Abderrahman Beggar, Katie Logan, Caroline Rooney, Hager Ben Driss,
Jenna Altomonte, Melissa Finn, Bessma Momani, Mohamed ElSawi Hassan,
Barkuzar Dubbati, Waleed F. Mahdi, Hamid Dabashi

This book is available as open access through the Bloomsbury Open Access
programme and is available on www.bloomsburycollections.com.

For legal purposes the Acknowledgments on p. xi constitute
an extension of this copyright page.

Cover design: Adriana Brioso
Cover image: Egypt, Cairo. (© Alain Guilleux / Alamy Stock Photo)

This book was made possible by NPRP grant # NPRP9-225- 5-024 from
the Qatar National Research Fund (a member of Qatar Foundation). The editors
are full time faculty at the Doha Institute for Graduate Studies in Doha, Qatar.
The contents herein are solely the responsibility of the editors.

The Open Access version of the publication was partially funded
by Qatar National Library (QNL)

This work is published open access subject to a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 licence
(CC BY 4.0, https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). You may re-use, distribute,
reproduce, and adapt this work in any medium, including for commercial purposes,
provided you give attribution to the copyright holder and the publisher, provide a link
to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes have been made.

Bloomsbury Publishing Plc does not have any control over, or responsibility
for, any third-party websites referred to or in this book. All internet addresses
given in this book were correct at the time of going to press. The author and
publisher regret any inconvenience caused if addresses have changed or sites
have ceased to exist, but can accept no responsibility for any such changes.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.
A catalog record for this book is available from the Library of Congress.

ISBN: HB: 978-0-7556-3418-7
ePDF: 978-0-7556-3419-4
eBook: 978-0-7556-3420-0

Typeset by Integra Software Services Pvt. Ltd.,

To find out more about our authors and books visit www.bloomsbury.com
and sign up for our newsletters.


http://www.bloomsburycollections.com
http://www.bloomsbury.com

Contents

List of Figures
List of Tables
List of Contributors

Acknowledgments

Introduction Eid Mohamed and Ayman A. El-Desouky

Part 1 Senses of Belonging: Explorations of Transcultural Spaces

1

Transculturation in a Changing Arab World: Engaging Contexts in
Conversation Eid Mohamed

Hédi Bouraoui: On Transcultural Belonging Abderrahman Beggar
Changing Geography: Transcultural Arab Identity in the Age of the EU
Katie Logan

The Fractured Music of Arab-Jewish Friendship in Waguih Ghali’s Beer
in the Snooker Club and Ismaél Ferroukhi’s Free Men Caroline Rooney

Part 2 Migration and the Challenges of Subjectivation

5

Poetics of the Virtual: Technology and Revolution in the Poetry of
Sghaier Ouled Ahmed Hager Ben Driss

Identity Politics and Digital Space: Adel Abidin’s Abidin Travels: Welcome
to Baghdad Jenna Altomonte

Part 3 Transcultural Dimensions in Contemporary Arab Literature and Culture

7

10

Transcultural Identity Formation among Canadian-Arab Youth:
Nurturing Self-Knowledge through Metissage and Blunting
Canadianness as an Alterity Melissa Finn and Bessma Momani
Reshaping Social Practice in Post-Arab Spring Egypt: Expression of
Identity and Affiliation in New Media Mohamed ElSawi Hassan
Syrian Refugees as a Hybridizing Force in the Jordanian

Society Barkuzar Dubbati

Ontological Citizenship: A Realignment of Rights and Responsibilities
between the Individual and the State(s) in Twenty-First-Century
Migration and Transnationalism Saeed Khan

vii
viii
ix

Xi

13
29

45

63

83

101

121

151

163

189



vi Contents

Part 4 Occupying Interstices and the Aesthetics of Dissent
11 Echoes of a Scream: US Drones and Articulations of the Houthi Sarkha

Slogan in Yemen Waleed E. Mahdi 205
12 Interstitial Space of the Art of Protest Hamid Dabashi 223

Index 239



6.1

6.2

6.3
6.4

6.5

6.6
6.7

6.8
9.1

9.2
9.3

9.4
9.5
9.6

11.1
11.2

11.3

12.1

List of Figures

Display wall with travel pamphlets and booking kiosk, Abidin Travels,
2006-7. Courtesy of Adel Abidin

Mainpage to www.abidintravels.com, Abidin Travels, 2006-7. Courtesy
of Adel Abidin

Video still, Abidin Travels, 2006-7. Courtesy of Adel Abidin

Adel Abidin, still from Abidin Travels video, 2006-7. Courtesy of Adel
Abidin

Adel Abidin, stills from Abidin Travels video, 2006-7. Courtesy of
Adel Abidin

Footage from Hometown Baghdad, 2005-7

Still from the “Symphony of Bullets” segment, Hometown Baghdad,
2005-7

Still from the “Market Boom” segment, Hometown Baghdad, 2005-7
The binary opposition of Self/Other according to colonial discourse,
Bhabha’s hybridity theory, and its critics

Bhabha’s hybridity in reverse

Percentages of Syrians out of the overall population in the selected
cities (2015 national census)

Effect of Syrian culture on Jordanian culture

Areas of Syrian influence in Jordan

Numbers of marriages between Jordanian and Syrians between 2004
and 2016

The sarkha slogan compared to the Iranian flag

“Why did you kill my family” graffiti © Murad Subay

“No to a Government that Grants Entry to American Marines” Rally,
May 24, 2013

Shaimaa al-Sabbagh—shot and killed by Egyptian security forces.
Photo: Islam Osman—Youm EI Sabea (Al Youm Al Saabi/Reuters)

108

108
109

110

110
112

113
113

167
168

169

174

174

176

207

211

217

229



7.1

7.2
9.1
9.2
9.3

9.4

9.5

9.6
9.7

9.8

9.9

9.10
9.11
9.12
9.13
9.14

List of Tables

Most and least frequently used methods of communication with
home country

Frequency of reading/watching MENA media

The distribution of the sample based on density and income

Other variables in the study

The distribution of population in Jordan based on nationality. Source:
The Jordanian Department of Statistics

The distribution of Syrians in Jordan based on place of origin. Source:
UNHCR

The numbers of Syrians in Jordan based on their year of arrival. Source:
UNHCR

Sources of knowledge about Syrians before and after the Syrian crisis
The number of Jordanian-Syrian marriages between 2004 and 2010.
Source: The Jordanian Supreme Judge Department

The number of Jordanian-Syrian marriages between 2010 and 2016.
Source: The Jordanian Supreme Judge Department

Views on Syrian marriage customs

Views on Jordanian-Syrian marriage based on region and gender
Views on marriage with Syrians based on income and gender

Views on Syrian presence based on region

Words most commonly used by the Jordanian sample to describe Syrians

The desire to have Syrians leave Jordan based on employment

129
132
169
170

171

172

172
173

175

176
177
178
179
181
183
184



List of Contributors

Abderrahman Beggar is Professor of Religion and Culture at Wilfrid Laurier
University.

Ayman A. El-Desouky is Associate Professor of Modern Arabic and Comparative
Literature at Doha Institute for Graduate Studies.

Barkuzar Dubbati is Assistant Professor of English at the University of Jordan.

Bessma Momani is Assistant Vice-President, International Relations (Interim, 2020),
and Full Professor at the Department of Political Science, University of Waterloo.

Caroline Rooney is Professor of African and Middle Eastern Studies at the University
of Kent.

Eid Mohamed is Assistant Professor of Arab-US studies and Comparative Literature
at Doha Institute for Graduate Studies.

Hager Ben Driss is Associate Professor of Postcolonial and Gender Studies at
University of Tunis.

Hamid Dabashi is the Hagop Kevorkian Professor of Iranian Studies and Comparative
Literature at Columbia University.

Jenna Ann Altomonte is Assistant Professor of Art History at Mississippi State
University.

Katie Logan is Assistant Professor of Focused Inquiry at Virginia Commonwealth
University.

Melissa Finn, Ph.D., is Research Associate at the Department of Political Science,
University of Waterloo.

Mohamed ElSawi Hassan is Senior Lecturer at the Department of Asian Languages
and Civilizations at Amherst College.



X List of Contributors

Saeed Khan is Senior Lecturer of Near East & Asian Studies and Global Studies;
Director of Global Studies; and Fellow at the Center for the Study of Citizenship,
Wayne State University.

Waleed F. Mahdi is Assistant Professor of US-Arab cultural politics at the University
of Oklahoma.



Acknowledgments

This book project is made possible by the NPRP grant NPRP9-225-5-024 from the
Qatar National Research Fund (a member of Qatar Foundation), titled “Transcultural
Identities: Solidaristic Action and Contemporary Arab Social Movements” The grant
is based at the Doha Institute for Graduate Studies (DI).

The editors are grateful to the DI for providing the opportunity to engage in areas
of research that are topically significant for the wider global community. The DI has
been most supportive in allowing us to engage in travels and research around the
topic of the book. Moreover, the DI and QNRF generously funded a book workshop
that was held in Doha in January 2018 that assisted the editors in synthesizing the
individual chapters and produce a coherent, integrated, and polished edited collection.
We owe special thanks to the Research Office at the DI, especially its Director Mr. Raed
Habayeb and the senior officer Ms. Miriam Shaath.

We wish to acknowledge our contributors and express our deepest gratitude to
them, for without their patience and unwavering commitment this book would
not have been possible. Their chapters are insightful and thought-provoking. It was
a pleasure to work with each of them. Likewise, our deepest gratitude goes to Rory
Gormerly, our acquisitions editor at I.B. Tauris, for his enthusiastic support and
watchful eye throughout the process. Equally, the editors wish to thank Yasmin Garcha
for her guidance and tireless support during the publication process.

Among those who have given us sustenance, we cannot fail to mention our
graduate students and research assistants at the DI, including Amel Boubekeur, Talaat
Mohamed, Tareq Alrabei, Anne Vermeyden, Zainab Abu Alrob, and Thomas Dolan for
their friendly and efficient support. We are highly indebted to colleagues at the DI and
the collaborating institutions, and all those unnamed others, too many to be named
personally, who encouraged us to continue, offered us inspiration, and generously gave
of their time and expertise, carrying us through to the completion of this project.

We are particularly impressed by the incredible spirit, wisdom, and strength of the
Arab peoples, especially the indomitable youth who came together, demanding the
personal rights and freedoms that Arabs have so long been denied. Their message of
peace and hope was easily delivered to the rest of the world through their cheering,
singing, praying for their freedom in Egypt, Syria, Tunisia, and Yemen inspiring
countless others all over the world. It is to their formidable spirit and inspiring
resilience that this book is dedicated.

The editors would like to thank their families and loved ones for their loving
support and patience.



Xii



Introduction

Eid Mohamed and Ayman A. El-Desouky

By the end of 2010 and into 2011, the eyes of the world were on the public squares in
Tunisia, Egypt, Syria, Yemen, and Bahrain, as millions of people poured into major city
centers and streets. These mass gatherings in public spaces presented unprecedented
forms of solidarity to bring about change through sheer determination, an awakening
to the power of the collective beyond a simple articulation of demands. The modes of
collective expression and action far exceeded the ready interpretations of social and
political theories of how mass movements could be constituted via the complicity
of many demands. Something more was at stake. A gathering force seemed to hold
the key to a dynamic that surpassed the postcolonial idea of a nation or a people.
A collectivizing “We” was emerging, almost palpably visible in the communicative
force of diverse individuals and groups in public spaces and later in mediated but
equally engaged responses.

The “transcultural” as a strategy of nomenclature is not only meant to counter the
hegemony of nationalist ideologies or nation-based and region-based analytic frames,
current in both area studies and social and political theory. It is also used here as a mode
of trans-sociality, one that signals the complexity and historical depth of collective
expressions and actions. The implosions of social, cultural, political, and economic
realities that have unsettled the power structures of state formations and processes of
subjectivation have also strongly accentuated how identity is and always has been a flux
of cementing, meaning-giving practices, assumptions of belief, and habits of thought.
The historically given and naturalized categories and conditions of ethnicity, religion,
governance, citizenship, gender, socioeconomic status, and nationality were subjected
to widespread and profound renegotiations that have entailed both the discovery of
new cultural forms and the recovery of the force of resonant popular discourses.

In the aftermath of 2011, studies of mass movements, too numerous to list,
have sought to identify prior histories and trajectories and to articulate attendant
shifts in social and political spheres, modes of acculturation, the self-perception
and self-placement of collectivities, and the failings of national traditions, policies,
and institutions. Apart from firsthand testimonies and book-length accounts of
the uprisings, the first theoretical insights into the unprecedented dimensions of
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collective expression and action have been slow to come, initially offered in works
by Alain Badiou, Slavoj Zizek, and Judith Butler; in critical historical readings by
Charles Tripp, Gilbert Achcer, Hamid Dabashi, and Caroline Rooney; and, closer
to the scene, in analytic studies and edited volumes by Samia Mehrez, Mona Baker,
Walid El-Hamamsy and Mounira Ghadeer, Rita Sakr, Andrea Khalil, Ayman A. El-
Desouky, and in other studies on revolutionary aesthetics. There have been many
more since then, too numerous to list here. These early studies, however, mark the
beginnings of reflective thought on the nature of the revolutionary energy unleashed
and its embeddedness in local social realities, and, with varying degrees of expression,
they all present one fundamental challenge: the need for a new language with which
to begin to understand the unique modes of both expression (in word, image, sound,
and movement) and action, how resonant movements of bodies and masses of bodies
claim public spaces and reveal a hitherto unprecedented collectivizing ethos, rooted
in local realities and the collective and cultural memories of the different localities
and regions. Fundamentally, the challenges are not sociological, anthropological, or
political-theoretical in the older senses; the eruption of the social as being itself the
political, most salient in the creative modes of mobilization and artistic expression,
hints at a deeper reality: collective modes of expression as modes of knowing, and
of knowing collectively, beyond institutional politics, national and postcolonial
histories, and the established discursive modes of expert sciences and intellectual
discourses.

Several years on, and with all the unfolding events on the ground in the different
regions of the Arab world, the idea for this volume—fundamentally comparative in its
thrust and seeking to engage local realities in their various modes of expression—has
emerged. Cultural Production and Social Movements after the Arab Spring offers a
range of fresh and incisive studies that identify and examine how new media, as well as
literary and artistic forms of expression, inform and echo currents of transformation
in the Arab world. Moreover, this volume asks how such forms theorize “transcultural
identity” (beyond the transnational) as a form of citizen engagement at the center
of transformation politics in the Arab world. Its focus is on the articulation of fresh
critical perspectives with which to investigate these forms of cultural production as
new modes of knowing that shed light on the nature of social movements, with the
aim of expanding the critical reach of the disciplinary methods of political discourse
and social theory. In this way, the book responds to the need to address the epistemic
ruptures brought about by the Arab Spring, in tandem with the sociopolitical
upheavals.

The authors, all scholars grounded in disciplines in the humanities and social
sciences but with direct engagement with developments on the ground, were invited
to reflect on how the diverse Arab scenes contribute to the understanding of the rise
of new social movements worldwide while further exploring the methodological gaps
in the dominant Western discourses and theories. Such methodological gaps have
become very clear in the failure to understand the unavoidable variations in crowds
and social movements, and the subsequent transformations in both the public sphere
and modes of social mobilization. The volume’s diversity of thought and views reflect
the diversity of local and localized Arab views. The aim of the volume, however,
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is not to offer a comprehensive map of such movements and localities, but rather
carefully consider a series of instances in which transcultural modes of expression
are identified and their resistance to (disciplinarily) ready and at hand modes of
explanation and quantification investigated. A different geography may emerge. One
perhaps is marked by glaring gaps, such as the Palestinian contributions to the various
localities, whether through physical presence or in modes of rallying embedded in
the collective Arab consciousness, or in the challenges to inspired action in settler-
colonial situations.

The contributions have been structured in four broad sections. Part One investigates
how the outbreak of the Arab Spring marked the appearance of a real multiplicity on
several levels throughout the Arab world: ideological, cultural, religious, educational,
class-based, and gender-oriented. While recent critical scholarship of the so-called
Arab Spring, mostly based in Western academies, has tended to focus on the analysis of
the “final” result of a complicated political conflict, this part of the book intends to do
the opposite. That is, its aim is to read the Arab social movements from within, in order
to understand and analyze the internal dynamics of activist discourse, in the pursuit of
a differing epistemology. Looking at the mass movements through the micro instead
of the macro yields a completely different picture from the one that has been advanced
by Western-trained political analysts, observers, and cultural analysts. It is a detour of
methodology, answering to the “false normativity” against which the revolutionary
process has been measured. In the five chapters included in this part, authors reflect on
Egypt’s revolutionary moment and debate what has really changed, if anything.

In the introductory chapter, “Transculturation in a Changing Arab World: Engaging
Contexts in Conversation,” Eid Mohamed explores how to define, express, and
formulate ourselves and our actions in a changing, globalized, conflictual Arab world.
Transcultural identities are multicentered, evaluative, and sometimes contradictory,
but they must always be freely chosen, with a willingness to redefine culture—inclusive
and shared, as Mohamed argues, no longer entrenched in single imaginaries, states, or
groups. Transculturation can help us redefine and re-narrate identity, cultural loyalty,
and feelings of belonging; for example, what do citizenship, religious affiliation, and
ethnicities mean when these have been denied or called into question by dominant
narratives. Mohamed explores how the Egyptian literary and artistic scene requires us
to rethink the key idea of shared ethic (which the transcultural literature situates at the
core of transcultural initiatives) by better explaining the persistence of conflicts (which
tend to be erased by “transculturalists”).

Chapter 9, “Hédi Bouraoui: Transcultural Sense of Belonging,” by Abderrahman
Beggar, examines how poet and novelist Hédi Bouraoui—who refers to himself as
a “tricontinental” and “transcultural” writer—left his native Tunisia for France to
complete high school and undergraduate studies; obtained his PhD in the 1950s in
the United States, where he published the first of more than forty books covering a
myriad of domains such as literary critique, poetry, novels, short stories, and political
essays; and then settled in Toronto in the sixties. Beggar’s intervention explores a
procedural question: How and why did this author opted for transculture as a way to
identify himself and his work? What are the existential, cultural, ethical, and political
reasons behind such a choice? How is this stance translated on an aesthetic level?
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Bouraoui’s life evolved under more than one model. His creations evince the impact
of colonialism, post-colonialism, French “integration,” American “melting pot,” and
Canadian multiculturalism. From a social constructivist perspective, each of these
models involves a collective will to construct a world of common experience. In the
context of this chapter, the transcultural approach is one that allows a “mobile identity”
to deconstruct the world around it in order to change it, inspired by a “nomadic desire.”
How does change (from the anticolonial fight to the Arab Spring) involve “contact,”
“flexibility;” and “negotiation”? (Hoerder 2012, 55).

In Chapter 7, “Changing Geography: Transcultural Arab Identity in the Age
of the EU;” Katie Logan investigates the perspective of a “poly-citizen” viewing the
formation of Arab transcultural identity in a globalized world. Focusing on Etel
Adnan’s transcultural Paris, When Its Naked (1993), Logan explores the celebratory
acceptance of old and new allegiances in the process of developing “multifaceted
fluid identities” but without showing complacency toward the colonialism of
“imperial” Paris. Interestingly, Adnan’s futuristic anxieties offer insights into how the
EU’ stance on the refugee crisis and the assimilation/alienation dilemma of Arab
refugees still inform present world transcultural socioeconomic politics. In a nearly
autobiographical tone, Adnan considers the impact of EU formation on a Lebanese
woman with multiple identity affiliations. For Adnan, too, the emergent European
characteristic of France relegates France’s past colonial interventions in North Africa
and its present involvement in the Arab migration crisis to the background. Under
the EU’s shifting categories of belonging and Adnan’s personas quest for a broader
and more convenient mode of affiliation, Logan—who argues that Adnan’s exploration
of citizenship has implications for refugees even though she herself is not a part of
that population—explores a transnational mode of citizenship that transcends both
the national and the international to avoid manifest marginalization. Through Adnan’s
Paris, When It's Naked, Logan revisits the current Arab refugee crisis in light of the
EU’ globalized politics and the constant redefinition of belonging, in the hopes of
realizing an inclusivist and transculturally underpinned mode or “methodology” of
belonging that transcends “binary scenarios.”

In Chapter 8, “The Fractured Music of Arab-Jewish Friendships: Waguih Ghali’s
Beer in the Snooker Club and Ismaél Ferroukhi’s Free Men,” Caroline Rooney further
investigates a mode of transcultural affiliation that transcends both nationalism and
cosmopolitanism, in a comparative study of Ghali’s novel and Ferroukhi’s film. Rooney
draws attention to the anticipatory tone of Arab Spring collectivism in the works by
both as embodied in “the vicissitudes of Arab-Jewish friendship,” which introduces
a creative redefinition of identity politics. Through the “logic of musical analogies,”
Rooney reflects on the transnational/transcultural brewing in a cosmopolitan milieu,
focusing on the nearly autobiographic depiction of the Coptic-Jewish relationship on
a postcolonial stage. The two works feature a mode of transreligious, transcultural
solidarity that verges on the utopian and that contests conventional national allegiances,
in light of Edward Said’s contrapuntal readings of social dynamics. According to
Rooney, the transcultural sense of burlesque/festive togetherness represents a site of
resistance that is sacred enough to overshadow or predominate the religious, as is
manifested in the Egyptian Revolution’s harmonious lyricism.
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Chapter 10, “Poetics of the Virtual: Technology and Revolution in the Poetry
of Sghaier Ouled Ahmed,” by Hager Ben Driss, intervenes in a most timely way to
document the poetry of Ahmed as a narrative of the Tunisian Revolution that, because
most of Ahmed’s poems were antagonistic to the state, has neither received the attention
it deserves among academics nor been acknowledged by official discourse. The strength
of this study lies in its determination to historicize the intersection between text and
subversive action and capture the poetic imagination and its grammar as an expression
of resistance shared and distributed through Facebook. Through an analysis of Ahmed’s
texts and position on naming the revolution, the chapter comments on the shifting
power discourses that emerged immediately after this historic event. As different
registers of truth began to collide, tension over control of media flows increased,
and cultural currency was claimed for the development of new technologies, and the
opportunities afforded by these technologies—for the articulation and adoption of
new identities, and the extent to which global power relations still dictate the confines
of identities ascribed to people by others—could no longer be concealed. The chapter
explains that although the internet, Facebook, and virtual space have helped facilitate
the mobilization of the masses, Ahmed was still extremely cautious about the kind of
nomenclature he would use, despite his admiration for the Facebook platform.

Part Two investigates the diversifying and assimilative practices of a culture that
help to re-narrate identity after traumas. At stake in this is a rethinking of the idea of
inclusiveness. This part shows how reflections on transculturation can help redefine
and re-narrate identity, cultural loyalty, and feelings of belonging—for example, what
citizenship, religious affiliation, and ethnicities mean, especially for those who have
been marginalized or whose identity has been thrown into question by the dominant
narrative.

In Chapter 2, “Identity Politics and Digital Space: Adel Abidin’s Abidin Travels:
Welcome to Baghdad, Jenna Ann Altomonte explores questions of representation
in contemporary artworks and processes of identity formation within digital spaces.
The works of Adel Abidin—his multimedia installation Abidin Travels: Welcome to
Baghdad (2007) in particular—are taken as a case study that challenges several modes
of representation of Iraqis in the post-2003 era. Altomonte examines the junctures
of satire, diasporic identity, and digital space in Abidin’s Baghdad-based imaginary
travel agency, offering brilliant ruses for rethinking spaces of trauma. Using humor
and satire to problematize representations of Iraqi identity, Abidin’s artworks are
read against mass-media representations of the Iraqi War, the depiction of the Iraqi
diaspora via online platforms, and traditional orientalist tropes. The chapter engages
two important aspects related to the theme of the transcultural identities. The first is
the notion of digital diaspora and the role of digital spaces in constructing/contesting
media representations and diasporic articulations of identities, particularly within the
context of the Iraqi diaspora. The second is the scope of analysis: the contemporary
arts and the visual arts in discussions related to the central questions and theme of
transcultural identities.

In Chapter 4, “Transcultural Identity Formation among Canadian-Arab Youth:
Nurturing Self-Knowledge through Metissage and Blunting Canadianness as an
Alterity, Bessma Momani and Melissa Finn draw upon structured focus groups
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and the survey results of over one thousand Canadian-Arab youth to examine how
Arab youth negotiate and conceptualize their place in Arab and Canadian societies.
This impressively researched study of the opinions of Arab-background youth in
Canada mobilizes transnationalism as a category of analysis in a field that is still often
dominated by immigration narratives.

In Chapter 3, “Reshaping Social Practice in Post-Arab Spring Egypt: Expression
of Identity and Affiliation in New Media,” Mohamed Hassan moves from ways of
negotiating and conceiving space to localized languages of emplacement. He draws
key ideas from discourse theory and sociolinguistics—particularly from Fairclough,
Van Leeuwen, and Rampton—to understand the deep meanings of an online
Facebook group organized by Egyptians, Al-Mawkef Al-Masry “the Egyptian Stance.”
The analysis operates at an impressive theoretical and conceptual depth. The author
consults a number of seminal texts and successfully weaves together frameworks
useful for examining the deep meanings of texts and identity, and deftly melds theory
and method to produce a theoretically driven analysis; the analysis of Facebook posts
using Van Leeuwen’s notions of social actors, social action, and social circumstances
is especially noteworthy. In the analysis of utterances of two participants (40 and
41), the author follows Fairclough and Van Leeuwen and unpacks the social action
and social circumstances present in the exchange. Hassan finds that members of the
Egyptian Stance group employ “code-switching,” as they easily and efficiently alternate
between standard Arabic and the Egyptian dialect. This enables them to localize their
action while simultaneously reaching beyond the Egyptian context and speaking
to their brethren in non-Egyptian Arab communities. The chapter explains how, in
particular, unique features of the Arabic language and its various derivatives may be
employed online to ground ideas in a local context while also transcending specific
local boundaries.

Part Three highlights the role of migration as illustrative of internal forces of
sociopolitical collision around issues of cultural identity, political sovereignty, and
community. The role of intellectuals and the media as narrators of the revolution is
discussed in two of the section’s chapters. Claiming citizenship in multiple states gives
rise to “impossible citizens,” as they are not linked to the state apparatus public sphere,
as opposed to nation state.

Chapter 6, “Syrian Refugees as a Hybridizing Force in the Jordanian Society;” by
Barkuzar Dubbati, investigates the sociocultural impact of the influx of Syrian refugees
to Jordan, which has received relatively little attention. Dubbati traces it back to a
geo-cultural proximity that breeds a sense of near homogeneity of both the refugees’
native country and their host country, in a way that does not warrant investigation into
any cultural consequences. Arguing the opposite, Dubbati premises her piece on the
political element of cultures and its role in shaping perception, especially under the
exigency of sociocultural realities. Drawing on the Bhaban (1994) notion of nuanced
in-betweenness of the hybrid and its impact in blurring the binary line between two
different cultures, Dubbati handles the case of the hybrids’ (here, Syrian refugees in
Jordan) hybridizing role, not in the Bhaban sense but rather in the sense of highlighting
and underpinning the binaries, perhaps as natives (Jordanian mechanism) defending
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their own selves against the socioeconomic threat represented by that potential Other.
She also addresses the hybrids’ own conceptualization of difference. Dubbati focuses
on the changing Jordanian perception of Syrians in the wake of their arrival into
Jordan, with the escalating view of these refugees as a potential threat and who are
then met with a sense of othering or alienation.

In a similar vein and regarding border-crossing and identity formation, Saeed Khan
engages a retracing of the problematics of split/fused cultures of a migrant community
on both individual and collective levels, as a case in the study of migration and
transnationalism in the twenty-first century. In Chapter 5, “Ontological Citizenship:
A Realignment of Rights and Responsibilities between the Individual and the
State(s) in Twenty-First-Century Migration and Transnationalism,” Khan explores
the evolving morphology and sociocultural potentials inherent in emigrational/
transnational encounters. He examines how displacement triggers a sense of “poly-
citizenship,” underlying which is an unconventional sense of a citizen’s rights/duties
reciprocity that transcends single-state boundaries. He investigates the multiple
transnational spaces that poly-citizenship allows and potential interaction of rights/
responsibilities, consequent redefinition of citizenship, and shifts in the perceptions
of national allegiance and national identity. For him, this “asymmetrical exercise
of citizenship” involves a global/transnational perspective of migration in which
a citizen’s relationship with the state undergoes a constant process of redefinition.
Khan’s chapter thus involves an attempt at a functional definition of the new mode
of ontological citizenship that induces the formation of unconventional “models
of sociocultural engagement, inclusion, and integration” in transnational contexts
that go beyond the national into the post- and even super-national and where the
(poly)citizenship/identity interplay is in full force.

Part Four investigates identity as a false problematic. That is, the real issue to
be determined is being assigned the position of an insider or outsider. This part
engages with how the art of protest, the narration of a new revolutionary era, and the
accumulation of material direct us to ask how a dramatic experience of a nation can start
to be universal. Part Four offers a critique of the museumization of the revolution and
emphasizes how the different spaces of revolutionary action, revolutionary exposure,
and staging of the radical act matter (where it happened and where it is exposed, the
staging of the act matters). A third space opens up between closed spaces where we
can begin to identify and articulate the artistic impulse and to counter its hijacked
and fetishistic representations by theorizing the relation between art, activism, and
localized realities.

Eying this third space, in Chapter 12, “Interstitial Space of the Art of Protest,” Hamid
Dabashi offers a series of sharp reflections on space as a differential of power where
“things can mean even more,” the locus of both the artist and the work of art. “The
space of the art of protest,” Dabashi argues, “perforce yields to the sphere of public art
of protest: and thus we move from ... the space of political protest ... to the narrative
sphere of politics” But there is more than meets the revolutionary eye here. Dabashi,
through multiple theoretical detours, effects a turn to the emergent art of protest as
offering the model of the work of art (also in fiction) as itself an “interstitial space,”
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defying the established boundaries of genres and media. For him, interstitial space, a
term coming from art and architecture, affords the ability “to think of it as a location
for urban guerilla artfare” The work is site-specific and moment-specific, and as such,
its seeming transitoriness is a radically subversive spacio-temporal experience that
turns our own world itself into an interstitial space.

In Chapter 11, “Echoes of a Scream: US Drones and Articulations of the Houthi
Sarkha Slogan in Yemen,” Waleed F. Mahdi maps the evolutionary process of the
Houthi sarkha (“scream”) slogan, which roughly translates as “God is great. Death to
America. Death to Israel. Damn the Jews. Victory to Islam.” The sarkha, he argues,
underlines the Houthis’ investment in aligning their movement with a growing public
search for agency from implications of the US drone program in Yemen. Rather
than simply reading the sarkha as a mere indicator of Iran’s influence on Houthis,
Mahdi argues that the slogan is a reflection of a transcultural search for anti-imperial
resistance rhetoric inspired by the Islamic Revolution in Iran. The Houthi sarkha,
according to Mahdi, is “emurgent” (emergent and urgent) because of its ability
to simultaneously capture the public pulse of anxiety around US interventions in
Yemen and forge a space for a growing consciousness that legitimizes violence as a
necessary revolutionary means toward independence and sovereignty. The chapter
concludes that although the sarkha may have failed in rallying Yemeni social and
cultural politics behind its resistance implications, it nonetheless remains a strong
identity marker of Houthis’ sociopolitical and religious community in northern
Yemen, which continues vying for power at the cost of the country’s own stability,
and ironically, sovereignty.

Throughout the diverse contributions included in this volume, literary, cultural,
media, and postcolonial scholars reflect on the nationwide moment of transformation
and present a critical and timely study in three key ways. To begin with, the volume
seeks to broaden the range and scope of the academic study of the so-called Arab
Spring movements. It also contributes to a growing global interest in discussing
issues pertaining to the Arab uprising through a unique reading of current new
forms of expression in Arab-uprising states. Moreover, the volume forms part of
an international discussion on the Arab Spring, and more specifically, on views of
change and continuity and how these challenge Western perspectives of Arab culture
and politics. In doing so, it adopts a critical standpoint with respect to the concept
of identity, recognizing that the multiple constructions, uses, and interpretations
of the term invoke complex responses that are fraught with contradictions tied to
geographical, historical/political, and cultural realities and perspectives. Together,
the critical contributions in this work fill a niche in examining how the interplay of
politics, culture, and media has shaped emergent Arab realities and how the resultant
collective ethics stands to inform the search for a revolutionary model for generations
to come.

Unleashed revolutionary energies have served to enhance a new dynamism in
artistic expression that has come to dominate the cultural scene. The first years following
the uprisings witnessed a threefold reconstruction of the art scene: reconstructing
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the relationship of the artist to the public space, as in the case of thriving street art;
reconstructing the identity of the artist as an activist and artist; and reconstructing the
subject of artistic creation to place political and social issues at the focal center.
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Transculturation in a Changing Arab World:
Engaging Contexts in Conversation

FEid Mohamed

Through investigating the manifold bearings of the Arab Spring uprisings on the
Arab world, and on Arabs in general, Cultural Production and Social Movements
after the Arab Spring reflects the multifaced Arab revolutionary prism from different
scholarly perspectives and in an interdisciplinary manner that encompasses the
broad spectrum of this revolutionary upheaval. Part One blends spatial and temporal
investigation of the postrevolutionary processes of Arab identity renegotiation and
re-narration in representation of assimilative transcultural practices. The Arab uprisings
of 2011 sparked unprecedented waves of change and upheaval and an overwhelming
uncertainty for the future of this region. In many cases, the masses that took their
grievances to the streets in late 2010 and early 2011 still face the same challenge.
This chapter focuses on exploring the questions of how the political transformations
since 2011 have affected the construction of a collective Arab identity. How have the
recent political, socioeconomic, and cultural upheavals affected the imagining of this
identity? And what are the processes that affect the shaping of such a collective Arab
transcultural identity? By transcultural identity, we refer to the extent to which a
citizen can see himself or herself in the Other beyond the division of national borders.
In the context of Arab transcultural identity, we can ask, for example, What makes a
peasant farmer in the suburbs of Egypt identify with an unemployed Tunisian graduate
protesting in the streets of Tunis? Or asked differently, What was it about the Tunisian
masses who were protesting during the Jasmine revolution that inspired the masses
in Cairo to protest in Tahrir Square? Can one even imagine that a revolution in Egypt
would have been sparked had there not been an uprising in Tunisia that preceded it? In
attempting to answer these questions, we aim to explore the processes that contribute
to the formation of a collective and transcultural Arab identity that stretches across
national borders.

Given the enormous upheavals in the Arab world over the last six years or so,
which almost reflect—at least so far—the Arab people’s desire to dismantle age-
old totalitarianism in the region and probe their way toward a better future, this
book, being the fruit of intensive two-day workshop discussions, traces the diverse
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manifestations of such upheavals from a transcultural perspective. The critical
chapters that the book strings together, diverse in their approaches as they are, mainly
address the question of identity transformations in a changing, globalized, and
conflictual world. In this sense, the focal point is the interplay of different identitarian
and cultural elements in the formation of the ever shape-shifting, border-crossing,
multicultural, and hybridized Arab identity, inside and outside the Arab world.
This trans-ing perspective, besides reconsidering traditional notions of culture and
identity and reconceptualizing transculturality from an interdisciplinary perspective,
aims to guide further theoretical and practical studies of Arab identity and cultures as
crystallized in a still-revolutionary age.

This chapter explores how the emergent transcultural identities in the Arab world
and beyond—as investigated in the rest of the chapters—are multicentered and
sometimes even contradictory; in tapping into their collective dimensions and the
social and aesthetic cohesive aspects of cultural memory, they redefine our narrow
approaches to the question of identity. This perspective, I will argue, is in line with the
approaches entrenched in pursuing single imaginaries, states, groups, and so on. Unlike
notions of interculturality and multiculturality—where cultural determinants such as
homogeneity, uniformity, and fixed cultural boundaries are at work—transculturality
better answers to the new sense of cultural fluidity and dynamism that relishes
permeation, hybridity, and transmutability. Here, the multi-meshing and inclusivity,
embodied in the concept of transculturality and the ensuing lack of internal uniformity
within the “transcultural place,” become the objective (Welsch 1999, 200-1). Welsch
believes that interculturality and multiculturality, though they carry some sense of
tolerance toward other cultures, still involve the problems of homogeneity-premised
traditional concepts of culture, implying delimiting and separatist attitudes toward
cultures and thus entailing a potential clash. Transculturality, however, promises
to overcome cultural essentialism, ghettoization, and fundamentalism, which are
embodied in the traditional conception of single cultures as spheres or islands. The
current fluidity of the movement of persons and ideas, mostly involving pouring
through and crossing over barriers, diminishes cultural homogeneity. Modern cultures
are marked for internal complexity involving different ways oflife and for transnational
“external connectivity and entanglement” with identical lifestyles transcending certain
cultures and in a way that renders the own-ness/foreignness binary no more than an
“aesthetic” myth (Welsch 1999, 197-8). This macro-cultural connectivity is coupled
with a micro-cultural, individual hybridity that lends greater force to transculturality,
with individual identities being formed by more than one reference culture. Hence,
transculturality induces a shift in focus from culturally delimiting and separatist
divergences to the “opportunities to link up” or reach out toward building a collectivist,
transcultural, and inclusivist culture that transcends the parochialist and constraining
monocultural perspective. Transculturality implies a movement between and across
cultural borders that aims not toward a renewed form of homogeneity but rather
toward acknowledgment of diversity, both internal and external, and that captures
opportunities to “link up” in a constant process of transformation. This transcultural
movement is not mono- or bi-directional but rather circular, allowing for a shift in
focus from the divergences as delimiting differences to potentials for internal/external
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transformative transculturality, with the “transcultural webs” being “woven with
different threads, and in a different manner” (Welsch 1999, 203).

It is notable that in the wake of the uprisings referred to as the Arab Spring, the
cultural and artistic scene witnessed a relatively surprising boom of production in
most disciplines and acquired a fresh approach to artistic creation and expression.
Works of art multiplied, and new themes were explored that shed light on the hidden
aspects of Arab societies—thus, Arab history—in the past decades. The revolutions
had finally eradicated taboos that had long agonized artists. Movies that depicted the
violations of human rights under the previous regimes were screened openly and in
movie theaters. Books such as Gilbert Naccache’s prison memoir, Cristal, were sold in
libraries and easily accessed by readers. The newly found freedom functioned as a fuel
for artists who attempted to break free from all the restraints formerly imposed by the
fallen regime.

The uprisings have been of momentous importance in expressing the popular
consciousness of the Middle East and North Africa region with respect to demands
for sociopolitical change and with respect to questions of civil agency in realizing the
aspirations for political and socioeconomic justice. The expression of this movement
has notably taken largely cultural and aesthetic forms across diverse media, and
this book constitutes a crucial endeavor for the recognition and understanding of a
changing Arab world. Given that some Western commentators have spoken of the
Arab Spring as coming out of nowhere, it is epistemologically important to show how
this is not the case. Here, the book attempts to evidence awareness of the change in
social mood and the coming uprisings. This cultural data in the various chapters in this
book provide evidence of a growing revolutionary consciousness.

For example, the Egyptian band Cairokee’s music video Sout Al Horeya is a visual
and musical interpretation of the demand for freedom that could be placed alongside
Tunisian singer Emel Mathlouthi’s song “Kelmti horra (Ma parole est libre),” and these
were placed alongside the anti-dictatorship posters. Thus, the Egyptian literary and
artistic scene requires us to rethink the key idea of shared ethic (that the transcultural
literature situates at the core of transcultural initiatives) by better explaining the
persistence of conflicts (which tend to be erased by “transculturalists™).

Also, we need to reconsider the definition of the self. For instance, in recent Arabic
literature, the self is redefined no more only vis-a-vis the individual but as more
connected with the collective. However, this inclusiveness paradigm often forgets that
this collective may also be a dominant one. Situating oneself within the collective may
not be enough to get rid of boundaries and hierarchies. There is also the idea that
transculturality is a choice. If we have multiple ways of acting, defining our actions
according to who we are globally and locally, we should also understand how crisis
and social changes push us by redefining who we are and what we would like to do
and the kind of influence we want to have in a not always conscious or freely chosen
way. Transcultural cultures help to re-narrate identity after traumas such as forced/
constrained migrations, wars, colonial experiences, and the ideological imposition of
states on minority groups.

But we should rethink the idea of inclusiveness; transculturation can help in
redefining and re-narrating identity, cultural loyalty, and feelings of belonging (e.g.,
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what citizenship, religious affiliation, or ethnicities mean) when those have been
denied or questioned by dominant narratives. It makes it more important to be part of
fluid and maybe temporary forms of invented traditions than to be allowed to belong
to a national conception of citizenship defined by structural institutions. We must also
investigate the unequal access to the transcultural and question why some people can
be citizens of the world while others can only ever be refugees or immigrant workers,
and what are the consequent efforts to attain legitimacy. We must not presuppose
that because those identities are now transcultural, they are automatically inclusive, a
disconnect that is exemplified by the Houthis’ current attempts to resist the narrative of
passive victims of war in Yemen by embedding themselves in the transnational culture
of violence that is redefining that country.

The transcultural allows us to better apprehend cultures and identities that seem
impossible to be banalized the collective (like being Palestinian, revolutionary, or
Islamist, or in the process of Jewish-Muslim interaction) beyond virtual solidarity
and identification. But we need to rethink the idea of shared ethics as the core
basis of identity sharing. Here, our primary interest is how the transcultural can
link specific cultures and identities with the collective by acting as a substitute for
fragmented politics. In order to localize this link, we should question who owns the
narrative that defines the identity and show how transcultural actors are trying to
dissemble it, uncovering in the process the impact that these marginal or specific
identities may have on other specific groups’ identification as well as on the dominant
center. It is important to be aware of using notions of message or hybridity in order
to analyze which (political) cultures emerge from transcultural interactions. The
reflexivity of these specific cultures toward the collective is not a passive one; it also
implies a creativity that gives birth to new cultural repertoires beyond being only
countercultural. As such, we should not only focus on what redefinition of centered
normative identities bring (although this is crucial) but also analyze what happens to
these centered/dominant redefined norms once circulated by specific cultural actors.
Understanding the transnational is also about understanding its inner dialogical
cultural impact, a dynamic that is marginalized when the effort to understand group
interactions is focused on shared ethics only. It is possible that since transcultural
actors share the same platform but use it in different ways and with different levels of
mobility, flexibility, and willingness to go beyond the group’s confinement, a process
of negotiation is implied.

The idea of a free, conscious choice at the start of transcultural moves should be
tempered by a closer look at the multilayered nature of transnational culture through
its multiple spaces and genealogies. With a focus on modern dynamics (colonization,
migrations, etc.), the book chapters often present transcultural identities as a new
phenomenon, but the literature itself reminds us that it is not, that people have always
been mobile and influenced by each other. Methodologically, we should not be lured
by the rhythm of circulation and changes (which are real) but also by understanding
what persists from the past in these transcultural identities and cultures. Hence,
historical contextualization and archaeological work on the sequential/simultaneous
spaces visited by the actors are of the first importance.
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A Reading of the Cultural and Artistic Scene in the
Postrevolutionary Arab World

The so-called Arab Spring has implemented new dynamics of art as a form of
expression. The first years following the revolutionary movements witnessed a
threefold reconstruction of the art scene: reconstructing the relationship of the artist
to the public space, as in the case of thriving street art; reconstructing the identity of
the artist as an activist and artist; and reconstructing the subject of artistic creation to
place political and social issues at the focal center. Such an investigation of the artistic
production utilizes concepts of cultural resistance emphasized by such theorists as
Stephen Duncombe. Evidently, the art scene of the postrevolutionary scene has been
evolving amid political, social, and economic changes. While many collectives have
been born out of the revolution’s newfound freedoms, the instability of the region also
reflects on the ever-shifting nature of art.

Scholarship across the humanities documents and analyzes the interplay of politics,
arts, and culture. A scholarly consensus has emerged indicating that the 2010-11 Arab
uprising and its aftermath provided a moment of heightened political liminality that
fueled and reflected cultural and political expressions in the arts. Art is political and
is used to hasten and reflect ongoing social and political change. Within the context
of the Arab uprisings, however, scholars debate exactly how arts both effected and
were affected by the liminal space of the revolution itself and the transitionary period
afterwards. Politics affect the type of art created; traumatic and violent political events
can induce artists to rearticulate new identity in art, while repressive environments
spark art with double-meanings. Finally, some contend that above all, this political art
from the revolutionary context is itself a form of historical narrative.

Cultural production has great potential as a weapon in revolutionary, or even
counterrevolutionary, struggle. Music, poetry, theater, graffiti, and visual arts during
the Arab Spring were utilized as weapons and heralded the edge of political change.
For instance, Brinda Mehta argues in her review of Staging Tahrir and other theatrical
work by Laila Soliman that theater, too, can be a useful revolutionary tool that both
evokes and sustains revolution. Focusing specifically on the work of Laila Soliman’s
Revolutionary Theatre, Mehta agrees that creative dissidence has always been a part of
revolutionary movements.!

According to Mark Levine, after Egypt’s revolution and counterrevolution, artists
struggled to keep their work revolutionary in order to maintain the movement. Arab
Spring revolutionary artwork was almost religiously committed to the intersection of
creativity and conflict.? Levine argues further that through the Arab revolutions, there
was a return to Walter Benjamin’s concept of artistic “aura.” Although interesting, this
theoretical application does not strengthen his general argument. Levine suggests that
revolutionary art demonstrating this aura is not industrialized, commodified, and
commercialized as other arts generally are.® Art is being democratized in the context
of these revolutionary movements, as it is no longer something for business but rather
something for political activism. This argument is weak, as even if revolutionary art
is not commodified in the traditional sense, these artists are still selling their art.
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From YouTube monetization to selling buttons, revolution, and revolutionary art, is
not automatically more authentic and less of a commodity. Perhaps even revolution
itself can be commodified. Levine also concludes that only recently has art become
politicized in the Middle East in the wake of the Arab Spring. The information on
art and religion seemed contrived and secondary, tacked on at the end. He argues
convincingly that even clearly religious, conservative, and fundamentalist groups in
the Middle East, like the Islamic State, have been making use of art in their political
struggle.

The weaponization of culture is not restricted to fine arts and theater. Other forms
of culture, such as media production, also played a role in the battle for hearts and
minds during the revolution and postrevolution period. In their article “Framing the
Egyptian Uprising in Arabic Language Newspapers and Social Media,” Naila Hamdy
and Ehab Gomaa examine how state-run, independent, and social media in Egypt
all framed the 2011 uprisings differently. The content they studied was all Arabic
language, and they engaged with eight hundred documents to categorize how stories
were framed in these different media formats. They argue that the state portrayed the
uprisings as a conspiracy concocted by outside forces against the Egyptian state, while
social media posts stressed the concept of revolution for freedom. They conclude that
independent newspapers used both lenses in their analyses.* Each political camp used
different narratives to shape public opinion of the revolution through its respective
media outlet. This study’s careful analysis of such a vast array of primary source data
and its utilization of digital humanities tools have been a useful contribution to this
exploration of culture as a political force in the context of revolution. According
to the analysis of Levine and Mehta especially, the days of Tahrir were a “special
period” of political uncertainty that resulted in especially intense production of
politically meaningful and effective art. Their work indicates that revolution and
cultural production are shaped actively by narratives, which can be spun in a variety
of directions. Their work recognizes revolutionary cultural production (specifically
media production) as historical narrative, similar to that of Radwa Othman Sharaf.
Here, art is both effecting change and being shaped by political goals.

But scholarship also notes how political upheaval itself affects artistic production
and even the self-perception of populations. Traumatic and violent political events can
induce artists to rearticulate identity through art. Elizabeth A. Zahnd and Thyazyla
Dnaz suggest that these sorts of political events can prompt artists to reimagine both
identity and community. These scholars examine the connection between politics and
culture through treatment of two Québécois novels centered on the aftermath of the
9/11 attacks. Zahnd and Dnaz argue that the 9/11 attacks changed two Québécois
writers' understandings of their individual and national identities.” This massive
political event made them question their conception of Americanness. The production
of their novels was a way to overcome trauma. Even though what happened was not in
their nation (Canada), the proximity and historical relationship with America resulted
in their need to examine their relationship with the United States, which resulted in
a trend for identifying across borders and boundaries. They argue that this is because
the authors translated the traumatic American experience of 9/11 into their own
contexts through their novels. This tendency for traumatic political action to affect
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a whole region, and to encourage trans-border solidarity, is also perhaps apparent in
the context of the Arab Spring uprisings and the art that has come out of them. It
encourages deep introspection, which is then shared in cultural production.

John Carlos Rowe and Wdsolrk Nowjs’s work indicates that political environments
also have effects on academic production. Their analysis is in the field of American
studies, but their line of reasoning aligns with those of scholars working on cultural
production out of the Arab Spring period and after. They suggest that American
studies has become heavily critical of neo-imperialism and American exceptionalism
because the American political climate is currently favoring these positions.® Also, the
political reality of globalization is sparking a response in the world of academia. These
scholars are also activists in their suggestion that the field of American studies needs
to respond to Americas political action in their writing, mainly to the problem of neo-
imperialism, in order to create and circulate more equitable knowledge effectively.”
Rowe and Nowjs argue for a post-nationalist American studies. This activist approach
to scholarship is also found throughout writings on the Arab Spring.

Mona Abazas work, like that of Rowe and Nowjs, centers on how the political
climate has effects on cultural production. She is convincing in her use of recent graffiti
evidence from Egypt’s 2011 revolution and its aftermath to demonstrate that urban
arts and spaces respond viscerally to political pressures. She suggests in her article
that Egypt’s new political climate after the revolution is repressive, and thus political
dissent is being channeled through street arts like graffiti. Abaza examines how urban
Cairo was transformed after the revolution, when violence was unleashed in the city.
Tahrir was turned into a war zone, and the graffiti and murals following these violent
political events were expressions of political feeling. Furthermore, these art spaces also
transformed cities physically as they became spaces of remembrance.® Her work is
forthrightly activist. She is ardently anti-Egyptian military, arguing that they are “liars”
who claim to have protected the revolution while they actually took steps to repress it.
These sorts of claims, which she weaves into her narrative, lacked substantial citation.
However, she effectively examines various artistic endeavors and links their creation to
specific political circumstances. Her position is filtered through consistent, aggressive
distaste for the Egyptian “deep state”

Journalist Gilbert Achar offers thoughts on a topic few of these works delved
into—the political Islamic relationship to cultural production and arts. He argues
that Arabian Gulf media giants like Qatar’s Al Jazeera played a central role in
shaping Islamic groups in Egypt. He suggests that Khaliji-style Islamism has played
an important role in the development of the postrevolution states.’ Thus, cultural-
political development is transgressing borders, much like Zahnd and Dnaz noted
in their work. Achar contends that petrodollars and American influences have also
supported this Khaliji-Islamic development in Egypt, which has allowed Islamists to,
as Achar puts it, coopt the revolution. He sees the revolutionary struggle as ongoing,
and despite Islamic cooption, Egypt’s populations have been empowered to rise up for
what they want. This, in his estimation, signals hope for the region. His work’s strength
is its focus on economic and transnational elements underpinning political activities
and cultural responses in the Arab Spring. He provides numerous concrete examples
of fettered economic development as playing a role in the issues discussed in this
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literature review—a perspective overlooked in much of the work focusing on culture’s
interplay with politics."! This is a factor that is missing in numerous other political-
cultural narratives, which sidestep the important contextual element of economy.

Political climates affect arts production. In his essay “In Extremis: Literature
and Revolution in Contemporary Cairo,” Youssef Rakha agrees that the political
establishment often coopts artistic production for its own ends.”? This assertion is
echoed by Naila Hamdy and Ehab Gomaa, whose work showed that the political
events of the revolution were spun by different media outlets to support completely
different political narratives. Rakha claims that since the 2011 Egyptian Revolution,
Egyptian novelists have had to navigate a new climate for their writing in which they
are expected by critics to write politically engaged works. But in this essay, Rakha
himself appears disdainful of the political engagement of politically engaged writers,
suggesting either that they pander to Orientalism or are desperate. He argues that
many of Egypt’s revolutionaries and authors are “desperate pedagogues or aspiring
martyrs.”"® While his analysis is useful, the tone of the essay is elitist and derisive of
work he deems popular.

Some scholarship has also focused on the possibility of revolutionary arts being
read as historical narrative or document in itself. Radwa Othman Sharaf, for example,
argues that the graffiti of the Egyptian Revolution is a set of useful primary sources
scholars can read. These art pieces are documents that provide rich detail about
individuals’ perceptions of what occurred during and after Tahrir. Sharaf’s photo
essay examining images of graffiti on Cairo’s streets between January of 2011 and June
of 2013 suggests that Cairo’s graffiti transitioned from largely apolitical to narrating
Mubarak’s process of resignation and the process of political transition thereafter.
While the apoliticality of previous graffiti is debatable, the documentation of the
revolutionary graffiti is convincing. Sharaf shows how artists have offered visual
histories of the revolution.' These are, for instance, the graffiti pieces that were found
along Mohamed Mahmoud Street. Sharaf articulates the political and historical
circumstances that elicited these works. She presents graffiti as an important
documentary tool for the history of the Egyptian Revolution, as it was able to provide
a window into artists’ perceptions. She concludes, echoing those suggesting that
political repression affects art, that repression of artistic freedom and expression
results in even more creative artistic messages in Egypt. Mona Abaza echoes this
sentiment, suggesting that as revolutionary spaces are dynamic, so is the art that
accompanies them."

Artistic and Literary Expression and a New Political Imagination

The concept of political imagination is essential to understanding the evolution of
political identification, which explains how political imagination may change the
environment, the formation of a community, and the relationship between the self and
the Other. Overall, political imagination is conceived as a real, daily, individualized
political practice and aims at replacing a holistic understanding of change through
concepts such as ideology, culture, and revolution.
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Originally rooted in Anderson’s analysis of an idealistic communitarian
reimagination of nationalism, political imagination is, however, uprooted in real-
life events and interactions and brings back individual agency at the center of the
redefinition of the world.'® This political imagination is, of course, fed by inherited
historical definitions of the communities, the space, and the self but also by many fluid
(real and virtual, local and global) interactions and identifications and thus does not
limit people to reconceptualizing the nation."”

The notions of hopes and dreams are at the core of how political imagination takes
shape. It is not actors’ place in the world that delimits their agency but their ability to
think differently about—to reimagine politically—that allows them to take action.'®
Some authors consider that the production of images and texts is central to political
imagination as a political creative process.”” Here it is important to understand how
various groups in the West and in the Arab world have produced political imaginaries
that have had an impact on their people’s place in the world. The main question should
then be how those have affected those lives and how these two segments are interacting,
how they see themselves and the Other.

The question of otherness is central to the field. It is about “building representations
of others, their goals and intentions within collective life ... and uses these
representations to influence (limit or enhance) the possibility of others achieving their
(imagined) aims. These two ‘phases’ are of course cyclical and interdependent.”

Political imagination as a product of the interactions between the individual and
the world influences the meaning that one gives to the community one belongs to, by
which I mean the capabilities of resistance, of reform, or on the contrary, the inability
to be unified, respected, and so on. It is first and foremost “a tool for critique and
change”?! If reimagined communities have been analyzed mainly as a way to correct
universalism in its neoliberal understanding, I think we should also explain how the
sublimation of the Other—and especially of the United States as pervasive—has built
an idea of fragile Arab communities (and, of course, fragile but somehow necessary
states and corrupted regimes).*

Nevertheless, the emerging figure of the “digital citizen” and the consequent
possibility to escape inherited self-identifications, thanks to its lack of geographical,
social, gendered, and historical localization, seems to make possible new political
imaginations that give hope for meaningful agencies, agencies that are capable of
influencing how one thinks about one’s capacity for action and agency.”

Political imagination is often thought of as a tool to distance oneself from
“neoliberalism paternalism”* In the case of post-Arab Spring countries, it has
been quite remarkable how some rejected frameworks that neoliberal states, media,
and funding agencies, for example, were trying to impose their own imaginative
frameworks on what happened (like the Jasmine revolution, the overuse of the
Bouazizi’s figure, or efforts to promote an ad hoc less-radical postrevolutionary “civil
society”). Political imagination, especially in resisting neoliberal globalization, can be
shared and commonly nourished by groups that do not need to be part of the same
movement, country, religion, and so forth. It is specifically the networking connections
and references that give birth to political imagination that allow it to rest on “local
subjectivities” that make sense of broader “global justice networks”? There is also a
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demystification in the Arab world of the United States under Trump that is somehow
sustaining new states of political imagination. As an example, an Arab writer sent an
open letter to the United States sharing his experience of Western clichés after the
election of Trump:

We tried the revolution thing ourselves, and it didn’t work out so well. Maybe you
should just adapt to living in the new regime. We were always told that having a
strongman in charge is the best solution for Arab countries, otherwise there would
be chaos. Perhaps the American people are not ready for democracy after all. Let’s
face it America, you look like an Arab country now.*

This can be traced back to the early role of Al Jazeera, which I believe has been a
medium that has allowed Arabs to rethink the West and themselves and has created a
new way to critique the West beyond populist and culturalist rhetoric.”

Some authors have also underlined the role of diaspora in shaping critical
political imaginaries. They described diasporic groups that can circulate “new forms
of global identity politics—politics that are shaped by but also transcend the limits
and institutions of states”?® There has been a deep critique of post-Arab Spring
documentaries and their circulation primarily targeting Western audiences. As an
example, the problem with these films is that they ignore the interconnectedness of
“developed” and “developing” countries, of authoritarianism in the Middle East and
liberal democracies in the West, of Islamic fundamentalism and the Cold War, and
of metropolitan centers of global capitalism and the dispossession of millions all over
the world. The problem gets even more complicated when entitlement and the ability
to represent becomes unquestioned. The visibility of those films rests on the certainty
of their narratives, a certainty that denies any form of reflexivity. Their visibility rests
on making the Arab world screenable, commodifiable, and marketable to a non-
implicated audience. These films portray living stereotypes of actual people, focusing
on the elements of their lives that are “interesting” only in so much as they tell us
something about clichéd versions of Egypt, Tahrir, Islam, women, art, war, conflict,
poverty, dispossession, and resistance. To those who live with war, conflict, poverty,
and dispossession, those for whom Tahrir was not a spectacle and for whom resistance
is a complicated act, these topics are not interesting. But neither the term “Arab Spring”
nor the term “Arab world” can be explained through the sum of their parts. They are
constructed, time and time again, through the very narratives that eclipse alternative
imaginaries, historical renditions, and analyses by foreclosing the realm of imagination
altogether.”

There is much more on the topic of literature and political imagination.* Authors
analyze how literature translates transformative periods and consciously provides
readers with alternative visions of the self and communities (and also political
movements and revolutions). As an example, this chapter shows how America has
been thinking about itself, and in particular about white people as good citizens willing
to reconciliate by producing an alternative literature on the civil rights movement in
order not to endanger white supremacy in democratic institutions.” Controlling the
narratives (and filtering counternarratives) through literary work can then have a
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concrete impact not only on the historical stratification of political imaginaries but
also on how they will build public arenas (or spheres) accordingly.

Many authors are seeing revolution as an opportunity for new political imaginaries
to emerge (although some disagree on whether these are new ones that have started
with the revolts or ones with much deeper roots in historical imaginaries of protest).
The key work among Arab writers is a new subjectivity, a subjectivity that beyond the
state and other authoritative references (like Asshaab in the Nasserian kind of thought
and national television that describes people as a unified political unit) would orientate
the actors toward other realities like “new ways of consuming and producing culture”*
In turn, this culture is also producing “new kinds of Arab subjectivities” “A revolution
of the imagination has pushed people into the streets .... [That] encourages people
to put themselves at the center of political narratives in ways that ultimately lead to
defiance of official national narratives.”*

Advancing the importance of individual subjectivities allows us to escape labels
like the “Arab Spring” or “the Facebook Revolution” that do not account for the radical
transformation in politics and values that the Arab world is undertaking. Hanafi calls
it “reflexive individualism,” which does not reject “existing social structures” as such
but rather “their disciplinary power. The political subjectivity is expressed not only
by toppling the regime, but also by changing the individual” He concludes by saying
that survival of this individual political subjectivity is contingent on Western efforts to
acknowledge or annihilate it, as well as the ability of Arabs to trust their transformative
capacity.®

Some link postrevolution political imaginaries to the broader historical context and
especially to violence—whether that be the Muslim Brotherhood’s using violence in a
Mubarak style, the “anticipation” of the counterrevolutionary violence as illustrated in
Cairo graffiti until 2014, or the securitization of Egypt’s urbanistic choices (like Dubai-
style compounds) that fit with the return of a neoliberalist imaginary that we have
experienced a “failed revolution.”*

Rededicating some space to violence in the construction of political imaginaries also
allows some authors like Salwa Ismail to deconstruct the idea of an educated, peaceful,
bloggers-led revolution and to show instead the everyday violence (by the police, for
example) experienced by “urban subalterns” in Cairo that nourished their political
imagination and allowed them to handle their participation in the revolution.*

The urgent social, cultural, political, and economic realities that have unsettled
the hegemonic structures of state formations and processes of subjectivation have
also strongly revealed how identity is and always has been unstable and mutable.
Few works have begun to understand how cultural texts function in the process of
social and political change. This book will fill this gap by interrogating the theories
of social and political change in cultural theory, integrating cultural studies, and
contributing to the prevailing theoretical trends in Arab studies. This methodological
approach underlines the commitment to theorizing the “transcultural” as a new phase
of citizen engagement that stresses the need for sharing information, ignoring borders,
opposing censorship, and adopting common strategies in the fight for social justice.
The concept of “transcultural identity” stands at the interface of these large-scale
political transformations and their sociocultural articulation. It indexes the multiple
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channels through which an Egyptian public now understands and imagines autonomy,
agency, and self-representation. The point, it should be stressed, is not to suggest that a
transcultural identity now transcends all others. To the contrary, the concept is meant
to highlight how cultural identity and political consciousness can no longer be assumed
and can be negotiated along various intersecting axes—postcolonial (Arab nationalist,
Islamist, state-nationalist), ethno-religious (sectarian and tribal), and class-based, to
name just a few.

Conclusion

Here I have tried to think about a preliminary framework of analysis on our
understanding of and approach to social, cultural, and political change, transformations,
continuities, hopes, and frustrations in the Arab world over the past thirty years. What
has become clear is that scholars should focus on change in a multilayered way to avoid
the clichés carried by the analysis of “brutal” change after the revolutionary “awakening”
or its consequent authoritarian “stagnation,” an approach that considers change only in
terms of rupture, transition, and such simplistic binary tensions as modernity versus
tradition. Considering change as a multi-influential, multi-scaled, long-term process
may help us analyze in a finer way the transformations—both visible and invisible—of
Arab identities and social realities.

A variety of art and cultural production has recently become very politicized in the
Middle East in the wake of the Arab Spring. Egypt’s revolution resulted in arts both
reflecting and encouraging political engagement. Some scholarship, like that of Hamdy
and Gomaa, has noted that cultural production itself (for instance, media publications)
are political narratives in and of themselves. Abaza and Othman, in their respective
articles, note that graffiti art is a political narrative and can be read as a primary source
to shed light on the history of the revolution. Other scholarship, such as the work of
Mark Levine, has stressed art’s use as a political tool during revolutionary periods and
the dangers posed by pressuring and encouraging rapid political change. Scholarship
also notes that revolutionary art has had transnational influences. This is echoed in
work coming out of the field of American studies, which notes that political upheaval
in one nation affects those all around it. Globalization, and intercultural influence,
is another strand in the story of this revolution—although perhaps not in the style
of conspiracy theories about external orchestration. Political climates affect artistic
production, just as artistic production has the ability to influence political climates.
However, it seems that scholarship indicates that the political climate has a greater
impact on art than art does on political climate. This is especially apparent in view of
the counterrevolutionary conclusion to the Tahrir movement.

This introductory chapter tries to draw attention to the corpus and material
gathered by individuals themselves to express willingness (or fear) of change. “It is
through their humor, satire, images and novels that we can get a sense of the discontent
of youth that will inevitably lead the next revolution. The crowd rearticulates history as
local, connected, and malleable to the will and desire of political subjects, as opposed
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to the will of a corrupt dictator”? People are rewriting changes they have experienced
through autofictions, biographies, istishhad narratives, and the like. It is important to
localize change to see how people retranslate and understand the revolutionary “grand
schemes™® in their daily lives and what kind of anxieties and fears may arise from the

discrepancy between the revolutions’ promises and local experiences.® It is important
to investigate the Autofictional blog’s style of writing*’ and social networks on building
new artistic and literary communities, as well as the great extent of religious and moral

motives in recent writings.*!
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Hédi Bouraoui: On Transcultural Belonging

Abderrahman Beggar

More of a perspective than a fixed concept or even discipline, transculturation
permits us to re-read homogenized histories that construct belongings as fixed that
essentialize cultural, ethnic, national, gendered, religious, racial, and/or generational
dimensions. Transculturation equally permits us to re-conceptualize difference

and diversity as negotiable. As intersectorial. As strategic. And as capital. (Horder,
Hébert, Shmitt 14)

Transculture cannot be described in positive terms, as a set of specific cultural
symbols, norms, and values; it always escapes definition. It is an apophatic realm
of the “cultural” identity. It is the most radical of all possible cultural “beyonds.”
(Epstein 333)

Transcultural Stance

While keeping in mind the defining idea of this volume as a study of the way Arab
societies in transition are imagined, adopting transculture as the conceptual frame
for this research corresponds to its capacity to insure a multifocal, intersectional, and
decentering approach to sociocultural phenomena. Transculture is not a discipline
with its body of rules, protocols, systems, and rigorous codes. Neither is it a model of
society (as, for example, opposed to multiculturalism). Rather, it is a set of principles
related to intellectual attitudes toward the increasing challenges faced by the nation-
state model. More than anything, transculture is a stance that translates the urgent
need to deal with the deep structural evolutions that shape societies in a global world,
thanks to new transnational, crosscultural, and technological realities. Keeping this
point in mind, the purpose of this chapter is not to define the concept but to explore
the way it manifests itself across Hédi Bouraoui’s life and work. In other words, the
declarative aspect (I know that transculture is) is of less importance than the procedural
one (how transculture works and manifests itself). The essential question is around
how knowledge about the relation between the self and the environment is shaped.
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Such an approach is mainly about the creativity, the dynamics, and the configurations
considered as means to reinvent the sense of belonging according to an individual
development path.

When Hédi Bouraoui was once asked about the concept of transculture and
if he knew about its first-time use by Cuban anthropologist Fernando Ortiz in the
1940s, Bouraoui’s response was that he heard about Ortiz for the first time in 2005,
anthropology not being his domain of expertise (Bouraoui 2005, 10). At the same
time, Bouraoui claims that the concept is his own invention and that he coined it
while lecturing at the University of York in the 1970s in the context of the debate
on Canadian multiculturalism. Such a statement can be easily explained if we take
into consideration three factors. First, a concept can migrate from one discipline to
another (e.g., Deleuze and Guattari moved “rizhome” from a botanical context to the
philosophical one). Second are the intellectual preoccupations of which transculture is
a part. Bouraoui applied “trans” to his philosophy of creation that he calls “transpoetics”
(Bouraoui 2005) and even to reality itself when he talks about “TransReal” (Bouraoui
2010, 3-4). Some qualify his art as “trans writing” (Brahimi), while others talk about
him as a “transcrivain” or “transwriter” (Darragi 2016). Of course, in the “trans”
context, culture can never be kept away when taking into consideration the organic
nature of the relationship between it and all intellectual activities, including, obviously,
writing. And third, ideas sometimes act in a strange way, especially when dealing with
common preoccupations. As Giambattista Vico says, “The natural law of nations arose
separately among various peoples who knew nothing of each other” (80).

The root “trans” is itself the expression of the need to challenge common views
and find other ways to deal with the nature of human interactions. Literature cannot
evolve separately from society’s tendency to manage what determines behavior:
beliefs, choices, and actions. Transculture is about a certain configuration in which
these elements are challenged. This effort aims especially at opening new ways of
conceptualizing the world. The idea behind this project is to show how transcultural
belonging is mainly a critical stance, a product of an active mutual action between the
individual and her or his milieu. At the same time, in the context of Bouraoui’s writings,
transculture is to be considered as a perspective aimed at a better understanding and
practice of diversity. This attitude is motivated by a methodological preoccupation: in
the absence of the Bakhtinian principle of exotopy, according to which the foreigner
is always a better judge of a culture, for the transcultural intellectual to be a critic of
her or his time, he or she is expected to transcend political and social order to ensure
a certain distance with the proper environment and also to open the door toward a
better understanding of the world.

Even if Bouraoui’s transculture looks like a sui generis concept, a kind of micro
ecosystem that has evolved away from the academic debate of its time, it is interesting
to see how behind this apparent insularity, one can detect common grounds with other
thinkers of the transcultural. Fernando Ortiz used transcultural in a colonial context,
especially in the domain of the production and trade of tobacco and sugar. A decade
later, this same concept resurfaced far north, in Canada. In 1956, Eric Wittkower,
from the Department of Psychiatry at McGill University, launched a joint publication
with McGill's Department of Anthropology: Transcultural Research in Mental
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Health Problems (Bains). Two years later, the same academic institution inaugurated
transcultural psychiatric studies to become one of the pioneering universities in Canada
in conceptualizing the changing face of a society constantly defined by immigrant flux.
Under the influence of Franz Boas, Margaret Mead, and Ruth Benedict, relativism
and diversity began questioning cultural homogeneity and shifted the debate toward
what can be qualified as social heuristic, the will to discover new conceptual tools to
explore the dynamics behind the changing nature of human interactions. As Bains
suggests, time came to challenge “cultural Darwinism,” its “absolutist” definition of
culture (142). These new orientations in research are rooted in post-Second World
War Canada, where the study of culture starts to leave the usual paradigms. Once
again, it is at McGill University that scholars from both Francophone and Anglophone
sides began to reach out to each other. Everett C. Hughes was one of the central figures
of that time, an illustration of the exotopic mind. He used to consider himself to be
the outsider (he left the University of Chicago for McGill), interested in studying the
nature of contacts (or lack of contact) between Francophone Canada and Anglophone
Canada. He is one of the first to research ways to break the ice between scholars from
Québec and the rest of Canada. Since the 1950s, transculture has become part of a
myriad of disciplines, from museum studies to literature, neurology, history, business,
and social work.

Still, the bulk of research takes place in the domain of health, especially in psychiatry,
where transculture plays a key role in understanding the nature of the relationship
between the practitioner and the patient. This option is clearly dictated by ethical
concerns. When the Other, even in her or his radical difference, is respected in her or
his integrity, then the relationship is a constructive and collaborative one. As Wright
formulates it, “The emphasis of the transcultural paradigm is on an equal partnership”
(3) between members of the same society.

Dirk Hoerder applies transculturalism to the history of cultural diversity,
especially in the Mediterranean, and to the institutional frames allowing its
management. On the other extreme is the work by Michael Epstein, a Russian
scholar who emigrated to the United States in the 1990s. For him, transculture is to
be regarded as the appropriate stance in times of profound rupture, a response to the
deep changes brought about by the fall of the Berlin Wall. It is treated as the response
to limitations proper to multiculturalism and globalization, both considered as forms
of social determinism. For Epstein the purpose is to fight against the subjugations
proper to culture, to explore strategies to challenge one’s culture to the point that
even language is taken as a source of alienation: “Transculture represents the next
level of liberation, this time from the ‘prison house of language) from unconscious
predispositions and prejudices of the ‘native) naturalized cultures” (327). Following
his views, it is time for what he calls a “supra-cultural creativity” (330). For him,
culture is trapped in all kinds of determinisms, and it is time for a tabula rasa, a
radical divorce from all symbolic structures. Such a view is not concerned when
looking for ways to legitimate transculturalism through the study of diversity as
the way to approach the nature of interactions between peoples. It is more about
deconstruction with the objective of neutralizing all kinds of categories including
gender, color, and religion.
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Belonging as a Critical Stance

The more one gets acquainted with Bouraoui’s work, the more the organic nature
between the concept of “locality” as it is defined by Appadurai and the conception of the
world becomes clear. This allows us to explore how the imagined environment shapes
how we consider truth. Alain Badiou talks about “procédure de vérité, which means
an experience where a certain type of truth is constructed” (Badiou 2009, 39). What
matters is that truth is the offspring of experience, a construction, a course. Truth’s
value depends on the horizon of possibilities it opens, and its status rests on the degree
of respect for the principle of openness. It is more of a process than an achievement.
Badiou’s idea of truth is related to that of infinity, as what is “in-finite” and incomplete.
To illustrate his purpose, he uses the zero in relation to any number. Every number
(let’s suppose four) is waiting for one or more zeros to become something else (a 40
or 400 for example). The same applies to truth. Contingency plays the role of the zero.
A truth’s existence depends on the sum of challenges that ensure its openness toward
infinity (Badiou 2010, 17).

Bouraoui was born in 1930 in Sfax, a city in southern Tunisia, at a time when this
country was still a French protectorate. From his biography, a set of interviews with
Rafiq Darragi, we learn that as a child, he was impacted by life not in the Medina
(the part of the city usually reserved for the natives) but by the environment proper
to Moulinville, the colonial quarter, where his father used to own a mini-market.
Customers were mainly French and European settlers, all people (among them
Tunisians) from the three confessions. The family business was a kind of neutral
zone where diversity was welcome and where all that mattered was interacting,
socializing, and negotiating one’s belonging. At this stage, the trauma of occupation
and its “infernal binarities” (Bouraoui) didn’t yet affect the author’s life. To Darragi he
confessed, “T cultivate tolerance through dialogue and dignity. This is a stance I have
adopted since childhood. I owe it to my father who lived in a multiracial, multiethnic,
multireligious community” (Darragi 2015, 19). What we learn here is that the truth
about the self is a multimodal and ethical one. Far from rejection and essentialist
simplifications, the relation to the Other is made possible in a “locality” with all the
characteristics of a micro-society in which plurality is a fundamental value. To shape
this environment, the author portrays a cultural body in which the sense of belonging
operates through spiritual, ethnic, racial, and religious channels. The multi (as in
“multiracial, multiethnic, multireligious”) is opposed to the essence of the colonial
global society as the guardian of an imposed monoculturalism, based on indisputable
hierarchies sustained by an oppressive state apparatus.

If we consider this episode in relation to Bouraoui’s works, it is obvious that the
objective is to show that in its innocence, a child’s eye can elaborate a critique of
power by focusing on the ethical “ought to be” As a “locality;” Moulinville is stripped
of the common coordinates that usually determine the reading of colonial space to
become a place for the “possible” and for emancipation where cultures can intersect,
interconnect, and be open to each other. It all happens according to the idea of
recuperating a memory proper to aseptic conditions far from violence. It is as if all
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that matters was not the intension behind the Europeans but their humanity in its
complexity, the contact, the gaze, the You (Thou) as synonymous with infinity, just as
Buber refers to it. Bouraoui’s account of this period is determined by the will to find
a common ground, a sense of togetherness as open and incomplete as the truth that
Badiou talks about.

Before going further, I would like to emphasize the fact that this attitude doesn’t
mean sweeping colonial violence under the carpet. As we will see, Bouraoui is not the
kind of author to stay in an ivory tower. He has always shown an indisputable interest in
the human condition, to the point that in a laudatory poem, Albert Memmi portrayed
him as follows: “Inspired, cautious moralist, he [Hédi Bouraoui] is also my/brother
in the spiritual combat./I am not sure if we can someday/fulfill our dreams,/but we
will at least, together/testify, in favor of fraternity, against/prejudice, misconceptions
and injustice” (Villani 71). The author’s life is marked by a visceral optimism, which
also aims at opening unlimited horizons for truth. The first object to transcend is the
self. This is why in his works (where autobiography and autofiction are absent), “ego-
centered sentimental narratives” (Pratt 122) are avoided.

In early adolescence, the author moved to France to complete high school.
Devastation, as well as the enthusiasm inspired by the project of rebuilding a
whole country, characterizes this period. This is a time marked by his love of
philosophy, his contacts, and his discoveries. Once again, the will to reach the
Other, to know her or him, to understand her or him, is constant. These years are
described with rare affection. All happens in a quest for human contact, conviviality,
and knowledge. France, the country that occupied the motherland since 1881, is
contextualized far from even the slight feeling of victimization. Once again, one
has the impression of dealing with someone who appropriates the location, submits
it to his own expectations, and makes it his own, to the point that nostalgia and
all kinds of feelings that one would expect from a young boy landing in a foreign
country are absent. The Latin identitas as sameness is here redefined according to
ideas and values in an accumulative logic. This sounds as if Hédi Bouraoui were
telling himself, “To live in a place, I have to look for common grounds to ensure my
own growth” Philosophy as systematic doubt applied to literature is the privileged
territory for such a pursuit.

From France, Bouraoui moved to the United States, where he completed his PhD
and published his first book Musoktail (1966), a set of poems that bear the impact of
a life under the sign of movement and quest. His life in the United States is marked by
his status as a witness to the way discrimination works. In his biography, he depicts the
absurdities of the racialization processes. As an African who doesn’t fit the stereotypes
around skin color, he describes with humor his navigation between the race line. After
defending his PhD, Bouraoui decided to move to Canada in the late 1960s. He joined
the faculty of York University, where he still keeps his office in his capacity of writer-
in-residence for life.

This is not a common itinerary for a Francophone North African-born writer. First
of all, writing in French in the United States and in Canada gives his work a unique
character. In fact, he is the first author from this part of the world to do so.
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Bouraoui’s Work and the Birth of North African
Literature in French

Maghrebi literature in French was born in Algeria. At its beginning, it was the product
of the same “infernal binarities” proper to the colonial project. All goes back to the
first attempt to conceptualize identity when in the beginning of the twentieth century,
French and European settlers laid the foundations for an apartheid system expressed
by what was called “Algerianism.” For Martin Thomas, “Algerianism’s central claim was
that colonial society had evolved a unique identity, distinctly French and yet different
from, and in no way subordinate to, the dictates of Paris. The only true ‘Algerians’
were European settlers” (164). Natives were considered as a mere “mass of others”
(Thomas). In the 1930s, while Algeria was the center of a flourishing intellectual
activity, with the purpose of redefining French Algerian identity far from the
Algerianist nativist ideology, a new movement was born: the School of Algiers (1936—
56). French Africans (not to be confused with French Muslims), also called pieds noirs
with reference to them as rednecks, as poor “bare-footed” land workers, found in
the future Nobel Prize winner Albert Camus and his two friends Gabriel Audisio
and Emmanuel Robles the adequate representatives of their cause. Their school was
against colonialism, regionalism, and conformism. Starting out with ethnocultural
and racial concerns, the debate shifted toward deep philosophical questions, such as
Camus’s existentialism.

Under Sartre’s influence, members of this school, especially Jean Senac, began to
talk about the need to open to native Algerians; it was then, in the 1940s, that those
non-Europeans began to write in French. However, the first production that fulfills
the standard of a literary work was published in 1950 (while Hédi Bouraoui was still
living in France), Le fils du pauvre (The Poor Man’s Son), a novel by Mouloud Feroun
(assassinated in 1962, the year Algeria gained its independence). In the 1950s and
the 1960s, a whole generation of Maghrebi writers (Albert Memmi, Mohammed Dib,
Ahmed Sefrioui, Kateb Yassine, and others) produced a body of literature marked by
colonialism, immigration, social justice, modernity and tradition, ethno-religious
conflicts, and political violence.

Bouraoui did not share the same views about locality as the Francophone
Maghrebi writers of that time. Appadurai considers locality as “primarily relational
and contextual rather than as scalar of spatial” (178). It is the “relational and
contextual” aspect that makes the difference. Charles Bonn and Naget Khadda put
the first Francophone Maghrebi works (in the 1950s and 1960s) under the following
categories: “literature of alienation,” “exotism,” and “acculturation” (7-10). Bouraoui’s
early work—poetry books written while in North America (Musocktail, Tremblé,
Eclate-Module, and Vésuviade)—are all about topics related to existential problems
rather than postcolonial ones. The main topics are language and love, not to mention
violence, existence, creativity, and the universe. This has nothing to do with the kind
of “binarities” proper to a colonial legacy, the United States and Canada being so far
from the conflictive realities proper to postcolonial Maghrebi societies. If among the
first generation of North African Francophone writers, creation goes through the filter
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of the “colonial’s gaze” (Bonn, Khadda, and Mdarhri-Alaoui 8), in Bouraoui’s case,
writing is inscribed in the will to connect with humanity in what can be qualified
as cosmopolitan construction, poems where the local is questioned or implicit to the
point that it vanishes or becomes impersonal. In Echosmos (1981), poetry enters what
can be called a post-humanistic stage, where man is no longer at the center of the
world; he is just an echo of the cosmos (echosmos).

What all of these books have in common is a constant interest in creative subjectivity.
The poet delivers a radioscopy of the act of creation. The sense of belonging is
scrutinized with the intention to show how locality in its “contextuality” (Appadurai)
is all about human action and freedom. The world is considered as a place where free
subjects are expected to create a place of their own. Nothing is assumed—all is open
to interpretation—and the artist is the one who impacts the world around him or her.

Transculture and Creaculture

In 1971, Bouraoui published the first volume of Creaculture, a two-volume textbook
on French culture. The invention of this concept is to be considered in the context of
cultural belonging, especially when it comes to the question of which attitude to adopt
when studying culture. The main idea is to show how culture is all about interpretation
and subjectivity. After going through different perspectives (historical, literary, artistic,
Marxist, structuralist, etc.), the author came to the conclusion that until now, scholars
have not come up with a way that would allow the study of culture in its totality; what
we have instead are only “perspectives” He then invites the reader to focus more on
how cultural values are created and to explore the nature of this process, knowing
that “creaculture is a neologism that refers to the continuous of cultural values ....
It is thanks to a constant dynamism that the major fundamental ideas in a cultural
context evolve and change constantly” (Bouraoui 2005, 32). It is a response to all kinds
of essentialism, an effort to challenge the nation-state as an immutable territorial,
political, and cultural body.

Belonging is about the sum of the individuals actions to the point that even
space has to be considered, not as what the group manages according to a certain
symbolic organization but as “the diverse environments of our personal evolution”
(Bouraoui 2005, 33). In its local, national, or regional dimensions, locality can’t have
a meaning outside of individual experience. Everyone has a certain imagination of
environment shaped through interaction according to networks, historical legacies,
and social class realities—all of which are included in what Bourdieu considers as
“social capital” In the “construction of locality,” interpretation as a performative and
subjective appropriation of environment is determined by sociocultural and economic
realities. That is why Bouraoui warns against what he calls the “cyclist perspective;” a
study of French cultures like someone who participates in the famous Tour de France,
the annual bicycle race that goes through rural France to reveal the secrets of the
terroire, reducing cultural realities to products, such as cheese and wine or historical
monuments such as the Castles of the Loire.
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While talking about Bouraoui’s childhood in colonial France, we were dealing
with a world in which the sense of locality was determined by an idea of togetherness
that privileges contact and dialogue between the components of a multiethnic
neighborhood. As a “materialization of locality;” the neighborhood offers certain
modes of interpretation from where one of the main ingredients is missing: colonial
violence. When reading Bouraoui’s biography, the representation suddenly changes
because of the eruption of violence. The first event is the Second World War, especially
when the bombardment started and also when his parents sheltered a Jewish family,
a mother and her disabled child. The multi (as in multiethnic, multireligious, and
multinational) as a truth is now challenged. The historical event, as a rupture in the
normal flow of time, imposes a new definition of belonging. This is the first time that
Bouraoui questions the ethno-religious element.

What makes a Tunisian a Tunisian or a French person a French person under
the pro-Nazi Vichy government? Second World War is considered to be one of the
main challenges to France and the colonies. The deportation of Jews helps to put
the finger on a structural contradiction proper to the French nation-state model.
Based on Hoerder’s analysis, one can conclude that the nation and the state have
not always been in full harmony. On the one hand, as a concept inherited from
the Enlightenment, the state can be considered a legal body with one mission: to
ensure that all citizens are equal before the law. On the other hand, the nation is,
based on a Romantic idea, a group of people sharing the same culture (Hoerder
2012). However, instead of equality, in colonies and protectorates, it is a question
of forced homogenization, abstraction, and reduction according to a center formed
by the Parisian elite. For Hoerder, the Republican-nationalism model is about
hierarchy, not equality. In a situation of crisis such as the war, the system can’t
hide its own contradictions. The state, as the guarantor of the rule of the law, finds
itself impotent in front of the idea of a nation where the ethno-religious element
transcends fundamental values of the republic—liberty, equality, fraternity. In such
a scenario, the question of belonging goes together with responsibility. How, under
Nazi occupation, could the French people oppose the deportation of the Jews? To
answer this question, implicitly, Bouraoui opens the door to another one: How could
the Tunisian people protect a segment of their own population while being under
a double occupation, by France and Germany? Under Moncef Bey, Tunisia was a
disappointment for the Vichy government when it came to the question of racial laws
(Watson, Bahri, Bajohr, and Low).

Can transethnicity and cosmopolitanism go together with colonial power? How is
it possible that even though the majority of the Jewish community chose to become
French (Manzano), they found themselves in a scapegoat position? What determines
the feeling of belonging? From a creacultural perspective, one has to take into account
“the diverse environments of a person’s evolution” (Bouraoui). What is said about
an individual can also be applied to a group. Being French or Tunisian is not an a
priori state, a given quality, constant and immutable, but rather fluctuates in response
to political and geopolitical factors. The sense of belonging commonly depends also
on implicit rules of conduct, networks, and connectivity, untold codes of conduct,
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all resting on symbolic frames. However, even if this modus vivendi looks like the
natural way of sociability, it is also shown to be something unpredictable. In Bouraoui’s
biography, one of the darkest moments in the history of his family is when the country
got its independence in 1956 and Moulinville found itself deserted by the majority
of its inhabitants (the ones who chose to flee to France). Many left without paying
their debts (Darragi 2015, 20). As a result, Bouraoui’s father faced bankruptcy, and his
family entered into a dark period in their lives.

The eruption of these two events (Second World War and the War of
Independence) and their effect on what looks like organic social ties is the pretext
for a transcultural definition of the sense of belonging. According to Jeff Lewis, “It
[transculture] is interested in the destabilizing effects of non-meaning or meaning
atrophy. It is interested in the disintegration of groups, cultures, and power. In other
words, transculture emphasizes the transitory nature of culture as well as its power to
transform” (24). There is no better test for the “non-meaning or meaning atrophy” than
agency. Conflict shows the contradictions of social order, especially its moral code.
On the one hand, this code is to be considered as atemporal and beyond the filter of
reason. It is embedded in what Bourdieu calls “habitus,” a set of instinctive dispositions
that determine feelings and actions to allow social reproduction. On the other hand,
agency is more about accidents and reactions. It is the product of expectations and
contingencies.

“Atrophy of meaning” happens in the absence of a critical stance toward the way
the sense of belonging is shaped. In this context Bouraouis critique of Canadian
multiculturalism is an interesting one. It is not a rejection of the model (as in the
case of right-wing critics who act in the name of a certain exclusive idea of the
nation) but rather a call to avoid historical anemia. Revolutions are processes and
transitions; if there is a truth in a revolution, it is in its incompleteness. In the 1970s,
when the Trudeau government adopted multiculturalism, Bouraoui warned against
what Stanley Fish qualifies as “boutique multiculturalism,” the one around “ethnic
restaurants, weekend festivals, and high profile flirtations with the other” Bouraoui
also guards against the risk of “ghettoes,” the conversion of society into a plethora
of disconnected communities. His critique is based on what he calls Canada’s two
ontological “solitudes” (based on Hugh McLellans idea) when referring to the
antagonisms between Québec and the rest of the country. Bouraoui added two
other solitudes, one proper to the Natives and the other to the category labeled
as “newcomers” or “new Canadians” (Bouraoui 2005, 62-3) If cross-culture and
multiculturalism are, at least according to Wright, interested in comparing cultural
groups (216), for Bouraoui, transculture is about “passages ou résonances” (crossing or
resonance) (Bouraoui 2005, 34). The transcultural mind is about a nomadic attitude
that goes beyond what is already fixed and assumed. The purpose is not to focus so
much on disconnect, barriers, closing off, and compartmentalization. Nomadism is
about movement, transit, flow. It is a “nomaditude,” which Bouraoui defined in the
following terms: “Nomaditude deconstructs infernal binarities proper to the relation
center vs. periphery, majority vs. minority, omnipotent vs. marginal, external vs.
internal” (Bouraoui 2005, 10).
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Transcultural Territoriality

Retour a Thyna (1996), a novel about the city of Sfax, the author’s birthplace, is about
the life of a group of young people in a country trying to invent itself after seventy-
five years of French occupation. This social novel depicts mechanisms of domination,
existential contradictions, and a deep malaise proper to the need of coming up with
new meaning for a new life. The critique of these transitional times is part of the global
configuration of postcolonial Tunisia. The goal is to define the country and its people
not exclusively according to occupation. The historical perspective encompasses
thousands of years. French occupation and the subsequent violence are just an
episode in a long saga of contacts and conflicts. It is as if the author does resist the
postcolonial paradigm by not accepting a reading of the national history according
to just one of the many cycles of encounters, clashes, and metamorphoses. Correcting
history goes through the construction of meaning in a manner that relies on rewriting
narratives and configuring them idiosyncratically. In 2012, Bouraoui published Paris
berbeére, a novel dedicated to the War of Algeria. The protagonists, Théo and Tassadit,
are a Franco-Algerian couple living in France who met in 1968, just six years after
the independence of the North African country. Both are dealing with their pasts,
especially as each comes from a family involved in the conflict. Théo invents his
own way of thinking, an approach that allows a critical distance toward the traps of
common sense. He calls this attitude a faisance. It can be embraced when action is
free from finality and meaning and is the offspring of a pure act of creation. Théo’s is a
skeptical and indifferent mind when it comes to the question of morality, considered
as a set of commands. He is a transcultural being who believes more in ethics than in
fulfilling a historical promise, like his father, who fought in Algeria in the name of the
“greatness of French civilization” The dialogues between father and son show how
Théo tries to decolonize the colonizer, colonialism being an almost metaphysical entity
that transcends judgment and produces finite and closed truths.

The faisance approach frees human contacts from the weight of collective
mythologies, even in the context of conflictive situations or in a worse scenario, such
as the collapse of a system with its institutions, economy, security, and politics. This
way of thinking places Bouraoui’s definition of transculture in opposition to Epstein’s
rupture. The Russian scholar conceptualizes culture from a distinct place. His work
is limited to the Soviet Union, where, at least according to Georgi M. Derluguian,
especially since the 1960s, the relation between politics and culture was one of
subordination. Instead of a world where culture defines politics, it is politics, under the
control of a bureaucratic nomenclature, that decides the faith and nature of cultural
practices (104-28). While in Bouraoui’s works (especially in his novels La Pharaone,
Ainsi parle la Tour CN, Cap Nord, Les Aléas dune odyssée, Méditerranée a voile toute,
Le Conteur, and Puglia a bras ouverts), stories are about more than one country, and
rupture has an ethical and aesthetic value (Beggar 2012) motivated by the need to
reach the Other, to develop intellectual tools that allow a better understanding of
diversity, to put communication into the service of culture, and to encourage life in a
“world for everybody” (Bouraoui 2005, 60). On the aesthetic side, as a poet, Bouraoui
has developed a particular interest in the power of words, in ways to express the world
in its complexity, and in a constant thirst for experimental writing.



Transcultural Belonging 39

My intention until now has been to show how culture is a subjective matter and
open to interpretation. In this sense, we are in the logic initiated by Nietzsche when
he talks about interpretation instead of truth, the objective world being a fallacy, a
“fiction,” and all that we have are mere constructions that all go through the filter of
“model realities” proper to our beliefs and the way we interpret them (Nilsson 65-6).
In a world where all is metaphorical, what matters is interpretation. Umberto Eco
came with another question: What about the interpretation of the interpretation?
What about the interpreter herself or himself? (78-9). In his response to this question,
Bouraoui doesn’t agree with a total rupture with culture, being the work of centuries.
He defines the transcultural subjects as “wanderers” who “believe the world belongs
to everybody” and “one’s culture is a preamble of other cultures” (2005, 60). Culture
is about “fluidity” (Bouraoui). It is “processual” (Hoerder). Such definitions explain
why transculture is hard to define: the object (culture) is an inconstant one, something
whose essence is movement.

How does one conciliate infinite possibilities of interpretation and unity of the
thinking subject? Bouraoui believes that the world is singular and plural at the
same time. It is as William James calls it a “plural monism” (79); plural if we look
at it according to a network of conjunctions, intersections, and concomitance; and
plural if we are concerned only with disjunctions, oppositions, idiosyncrasies,
and disconnectedness. For this purpose, being transcultural is about conjunctions
and disjunctions. It is about “being with the other, envisioning an inclusive
togetherness where difference is respected and creating a place beyond what the
nation-state model is offering. Keeping in mind the need for this unlimited horizon,
Bouraoui deterritorializes even the Mediterranean. By deterritorialization, what
is meant is the subversion of the common ways that this sea is represented. Being
Mediterranean is not only about living on a shoreline. It is more about a certain
vision of the world that is marked by a “fluid” essence, the one that inhabits waves,
accidents of time, and a cosmic body that transcends even time. This sea, as
portrayed by the author, is an “alive metaphor” (Bouraoui 2005, 77-84). The use
of metaphor invites to the Nietzschean interpretative freedom mentioned earlier.
In the trilogy Cap Nord (2008), Les Aléas dune odyssée (2009), and Méditerranée
a voile toute (2010), the locus is organized according to the idea that the world is
one and multiple. Hannibal, the protagonist, is a young Tunisian immigrant who
leaves his hometown to travel across the Mediterranean in search of a father who left
him while he was a child. His deconstruction of prevailing conceptions works both
vertically and horizontally. It has a vertical dimension because of the way Hannibal
challenges the compartmentalizing of history into periods. Hannibal is in reality a
kind of trinity: he is himself, his own father, and the famous Carthaginian ancestor
who crossed the Pyrenees on the back of an elephant. As for the horizontal side
of this journey, the hero challenges borders by stripping them of their martial and
estate value as what delimitates and protects a territory. They are all meaningless, a
signified waiting for a signifier, and this signifier is an encyclopedic knowledge of
the history of Tunisia and the Mediterranean world. Hannibal deconstructs borders
while challenging maps as an imposed reading. He goes through thousands of years
of history to show his interlocutors that the essence of borders is inconstancy and
how they are shifting all the time.
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Conclusion

In French, the verb comprendre (“to understand”) is composed of the prefix com that
expresses the idea of togetherness and the verb prendre (“to take”); understanding is
therefore about a shared “apprehension” of reality. Thinking is thus motivated by the
will to enjoy the world, to make it one’s domain of action, and to alter it. In the case
of Hédi Bouraoui, transculture is a critical stance toward the environment that the
writer is supposed to belong to in order to make it his. If for his generation, writing
in French presupposes a myriad of conflicts rooted in realities as old as Algerianism,
colonial wars, acculturation, assimilation, and racism, for Bouraoui himself, it is first
of all an effort to find a place for oneself, name the world differently, and remodel it
according to the proper existential itinerary while taking into consideration all the
aforementioned problems.

Among Bouraoui’s works, not a single book is dedicated to transculture. The concept
is present in some of his essays and is, in reality, a stance that impacts his creative
work. More than anything, it is an ethical necessity that inhabits the Canada that the
writer chose as his home in the 1960s, an unnamed collective preoccupation, a kind
of unborn idea of the nation (or nations, in reference to Québec and First Nations),
and an unrestrained need for the configuration of a mutating society according to the
constant flux of immigrants. It is in the name of the changing face of the neighbor and
the necessity to welcome her or him that transculture has arisen. As translated in this
writer’s work, it is also about a thirst for experiments, a transcendence of common
aesthetic and generic norms, and a constant fight against all forms of centralism. As
a Francophone writer in Ontario, Bouraoui finds himself in the same situation as
his colleagues from McGill University, an Anglophone university in Francophone
surroundings (Québec). In the middle of collective “solitudes,” there is no better option
than transcending the makeup of cultural belonging.

For this reason, both Epstein and Bouraoui see in transculture the adequate
response to all kinds of determinism. However, when it comes to multiculturalism,
they do not share the same views. Transculture, according to Bouraoui, is not a
rejection of multiculturalism; rather, it is the way to make it more inclusive and keep
it away from the risk of communitarianism. It doesn’t limit itself to the destiny of one
country but extends to the whole of humanity. There is no need to say that compared
with Hoerder, Bouraoui is for cultural diversity or that his approach focuses on its
historical legitimacy. What distinguishes Bouraoui in this sense is the intention to go
beyond the need to legitimate and explore what makes diversity happen. For him, the
world is a place open for the nomadic mind (“nomaditude” as Bouraoui prefers to call
it). Human beings are nomadic by essence, and the world belongs to the “errand,” as he
likes to call the transcultural subject. A look at his concept of transculture shows that
education is the key. To be transcultural, one needs to know very well her or his own
culture. The contact with others allows a critical distance, as well as accumulation and
fluidity. Such a deep knowledge and openness protect against the risk of acculturation,
assimilation, and clash.

In Contemporary Arab Thought: Cultural Critique in Comparative Perspective,
Elizabeth Suzanne Kassab explores the question of what makes an Arab while



Transcultural Belonging 41

adopting an etymological stance based on an effort of critique shaped by historical
and societal factors from the Al Nahda (the nineteenth-century cultural renaissance)
to the postcolonial debate around the relationship to the West. It is an exploration
of an evolving ethos, shaped by defeats (notably 1948 and 1967), transitions, and
metamorphosis. All of it translated into a constant debate around cultural identity as
a dynamic historical construct. From Hédi Bouraoui’s transculture, one can conclude
that belonging is in itself an object of critique. The author constantly tries to go beyond
the primary meaning of this term and the ideas of dependency and possession it
implies.

The first and most important element in this critique is the place. Contesting
geography as a certain idea of space shaped by borders is behind the discussions
triggered by his wanderer heroes across the Mediterranean. In this sense, Bouraoui acts
like Miguel de Unamuno at a time when Spain was living almost the same situation as
in today’s Arab World. The Spanish philosopher was one of the most notorious figures
in the so-called Generation of 1898, intellectuals gathered to do the same critique work
as Kassab refers to in the aftermath of the War of Cuba, Spain’s own nakba (Arabic for
“catastrophe;” in reference to the loss of Palestine in 1948). It all started in 1898, when the
Iberian country lost the island and was kicked out of Latin America after a humiliating
defeat by the United States. An intellectual debate ensued about the reasons behind the
fall of what had been one of the most powerful empires. The common explanation was a
geographical one, related to the position of Spain. Was Spain a European country, or, as
many at the time preferred to say, does Europe start in the Pyrenees? Were the Moorish
roots to blame in a place called by some “Afroeurope” To this need of belonging to
a place and to the idea of modernity it implies, Unamuno, in the end, came with the
following solution: instead of becoming Europeans, we have to make Europe Spanish.
For Unamuno, one can't “digest” European values without seeing oneself in them. The
same is true for Bouraoui, who invents characters capable of discerning communalities
and dressing bridges while contesting identity as a systematic totality.

The Manichean Us versus Them is not always easy to contest. How can resistance
be possible in the context of cultural hegemony? Who can wander around the
Mediterranean and elsewhere to realize the transcultural dream in a world of increasing
gated and walled communities and countries? Bouraoui’s reaction is far from the spirit
of “contradiction” in the Maoist term. It is more about negotiation and compromise.
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Changing Geography: Transcultural Arab
Identity in the Age of the EU

Katie Logan

You know, some infallible entity is being born under our eyes. Not a revolution.

A creation. The greatest creation since the Babylonian Deluge. Switzerland will
move closer to Paris and Berlin, to Prague. We're changing geography, around here.
(Adnan 1993b, 28)

The narrator of Etel Adnan’s 1993 Paris, When It’s Naked witnesses the establishment of
the European Union (EU), understanding it to be a material expansion of frameworks
of belonging. This development reifies certain connections between people and
places while obscuring other equally significant affinities. Musing on French identity,
literature, and colonial history through a series of dream-like vignettes, the narrator
considers what the arrival of the EU means for her as a Lebanese woman with ties to
France, the Middle East and North Africa, and the United States. She imagines the EU
knitting Europe together at the expense of other international histories and her own
experience in Paris. France’s new identification as “European,” she argues, marginalizes
its past colonial interventions in Algeria and its response to Algeria’s ongoing political
instability, as well as France’s continued interactions with Arab migrants. Adnan’s
descriptions of enthusiasm for a European identity—framed through obsessive
international commentary on the weather, television, and sports—highlight the limits
of the EU’s connective frameworks. Her writing argues that the Union merely shifts
the categories of who belongs where rather than radically redefining the notion of
belonging itself, an act that would require attention to less material and more temporary
affinities. As her text unpacks and critiques the frameworks of belonging that emerge
with the rise of the EU, Adnan gestures to other modes of relation with place, past, and
other people. These modes of relation, which are nonhierarchical and impermanent,
illustrate what I term affinity.

As T'll demonstrate in close readings throughout the chapter, Adnan envisions
citizenship and belonging as circles with clear demarcations of inclusion and exclusion.
The EU expands those circles, but an expanded circle still has limits; it still has a
center. By contrast, Adnan articulates affinitive, transcultural relations. Because of its
branching, multidirectional, and nonhierarchical nature, affinity has no stable center. To
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be in relation, each entity must move and shift. Affinity is imperfect in its tenuousness.
It leaves space for discordant connections and failures to relate. And yet, as Adnan
anticipates the challenges that entities like the EU will face in addressing those who
fall outside its frameworks of belonging, anticipation that has proven prescient with
ongoing debates in the EU about how to accommodate migrant populations, affinity
provides possibilities at the individual level for reorienting oneself toward others.

Affinitive relations, in their lateral and nonhierarchical nature, always push for
destabilizing the frameworks of belonging and membership that organize political
sensibilities. They also encourage an accounting for contradictions and dissonances.
Affinity is not a mere alternative to belonging or citizenship. Instead, it challenges
nationalist and global rhetorics of exclusionary belonging through recourse to complex
and branching networks of relation. Literary articulations of affinity, in particular,
depend on aesthetic and formal innovations that reconfigure texts’ dependence on plot,
characters, genre, and other literary categories. Paris, When It’s Naked demonstrates a
resistance to categorization that corresponds with its commitment to affinitive relations.
The English of the text’s publication exists in relationship to the French in which the
narrator investigates the city and to an amorphous but significant relationship to
Arabic. The narrator shares Adnan’s trajectories and linguistic preferences, although
the text never explicitly labels itself a memoir or autobiography. Instead, the text blurs
the boundaries between memoir, travel narrative, prose poetry, and assemblage.! Its
affinitive networks are also rooted in careful literary attention to physical experiences
of place, which are always informed by each individual’s experience of gender, race,
ethnicity, sexuality, age, and ability; recourse to memory; and affective responses to
texts, places, people, and objects.

Adnan asserts herself as a transcultural observer of France’s Europeanization.
She participates actively in the space she inhabits while still critiquing the identity
politics she sees emerging. I argue that Paris, When It's Naked models a methodology
of transcultural affinity in the wake of transformational global politics. Adnan’s
methodology challenges readers to hold multiple identities and geographies in place
simultaneously. Reading the text in the twenty-first century presents a stark contrast to
the EU’s response to increased migration beginning in 2011 with Syrians fleeing civil
war and skyrocketing arrivals in 2013-15. In its interactions with Syrian refugees and
with Arab host countries, the EU has relied primarily on fixed and rigid definitions of
belonging, while displaced populations are forced to hold together multiple histories
and geographies. Adnan demonstrates, however, that including multiple affinities
could become the default communal response to migrating and displaced peoples.
Though she writes in the early 1990s, her assertions of transcultural affinities have
direct implications for the way those in the late 2010s might read and understand the
EU’s current approach to accommodating refugees and migrants.

Transcultural Affinities
Adnan’s tendency toward destabilizing frameworks of relation through transculturalism

is apparent throughout her work. In an article on Adnan’s most famous novel Sitt Marie
Rose, Olivia C. Harrison (2009) outlines how the book, a Lebanese Civil War narrative,
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critiques the ossification of military, religious, and tribal factions while also refusing to
form an easy alternative collective:

The novel problematizes the very notion of resistance, and with it, the risk of
creating filiative ties through acts of affiliation. How can one resist without
deploying the language of opposition, struggle, and enmity that forms the
conceptual arsenal of war? How can one form a collective “we” of resistance
without creating an opposite “them”?

)

In her reading, Harrison criticizes simplistic analyses of Sitt Marie Rose that see the
text’s protagonist rejecting her Christian Syrian-Lebanese family’s collective in favor of
a community built on her commitment to Palestinian refugees. Harrison counterargues
that Adnan does not substitute communities. Instead, Adnan continues to question
what the roles of “we” and “them” are, undermining the sense that Marie has simply
replaced a “filiation” with “affiliation” Harrison uses Edward Said’s (1983) distinction
between “filiation” and “affiliation”; he defines filiation as “the closed and tightly knit
family structure that secures generational hierarchical relationships to one another,”
while ties of affiliation allow “men and women [to] create social bonds between each
other that would substitute for those ties that connect members of the same family
across generations” (qtd. in Harrison, 1).

Certainly, Adnan’s biography and publication history suggest multiple possible
points of geographic, linguistic, and social affiliation. Born in Lebanon in 1925 to a
Greek mother and Syrian Ottoman father, she studied in both France and the United
States (http://www.eteladnan.com/). She returned to Lebanon in the 1970s and
departed again for California at the beginning of the Lebanese Civil War. She divides
her time between Paris and Sausalito, California, with her partner Simone Fattal, an
artist and publisher whom Adnan met in Beirut in the early 1970s (Roffino and Tome
2014).2 These elements of her biography identify Adnan as a transcultural writer, one
who forms “multifaceted fluid identities resulting from diverse cultural encounters”
(Nordin, Hansen and Llena 2013, ix).

Like its author, Paris, When It’s Naked also identifies a range of potential affiliations.
The text, a series of vignettes about a Lebanese émigrés daily life in Paris, was
published in 1993 by Post-Apollo, a small press run by Fattal.® Paris, When It's Naked
reflects the challenges of writing in English about a French setting while recollecting a
past in Lebanon and following new global developments in the EU. While she speaks
French and Arabic, Adnan describes herself as most comfortable writing in English,
the first language in which she published poetry: “I don't have this sense of belonging
[in French] that I have in English. By now there’s a lifetime of history behind my
writing in English” (Robertson 2014). A “sense of belonging” does not necessarily
correspond to fixed belonging in a specific place, however. In Of Cities and Women:
Letters to Fawwaz, also published in 1993, Adnan writes that “I feel that I haven’t
settled anywhere, really, that I'm rather living in the world, all over, in newspapers,
in railway stations, cafes, airports .... The books that I'm writing are houses that I
build for myself” (111). Although Adnan frames her decision to write in English as a
personal one that does not minimize her relationships with other places, the decision
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and the text’s publication in California define the texts audience as predominantly
English speaking and American.

While Adnan’s professional and personal trajectories chart a history of rejecting
singular modes of filiation and could be read as an ongoing endeavor to produce
multiple affiliations that, in Said’s words, “substitute” for family ties, Harrison’s reading
of Sitt Marie Rose demonstrates that Adnan engages in significant poststructural work
that undermines both filiation and affiliation as organizing principles. Adnan does
not merely substitute one form of community for another; instead, she consistently
questions and pressurizes the methods through which one might come to identify with
a particular community. In Paris, When It’s Naked particularly, Adnan intensifies this
work by practicing affinity: an articulation of connection that is even more tenuous
and affectively saturated than those explored in Sitt Marie Rose. Affiliation in Said’s
framing leads to “social bonds,” albeit bonds outside traditional frameworks of family
or clan. Affinity, on the other hand, results in no bonds but rather in temporary
moments of adjacent activity and feeling. Affinity also reframes Harrison’s discussion
of social organizing to encompass relations among people, places, and even objects.
Rather than suggesting the alternative community that should form in the wake of
the EU’s formation—a global community, for example, or a French-North African
collective that assesses the aftereffects of colonialism—Adnan orients herself toward a
methodology of affinity, seeking ways to describe how individuals come into relation
with the places where they live, the texts they read, and the people they encounter.

Affinity reconfigures the means through which individuals relate, most notably
the media and technology that circulate the weather and sports reports that Adnan’s
narrator watches:

Information and propaganda have become so entangled that those who specialize
in them acquire severe reality problems. The wheel keeps turning. People from the
Third World are better at seeing through this fog; for them it’s a matter of survival.
Citizens from dominant countries fool themselves by thinking that they don’t need
to know: that’s the beginning of their downfall. As for me, most of what I want to
know is not “news,” not really. I want to see a whale in the ocean and be told how
one can travel to the middle of the Indian Ocean, exactly when, for how much, and
how to be sure to be able to come near the animal, or swim alongside his body ....
I would also want to find out the whereabouts of the young English solider I loved,
in Beirut, during the Second World War. Newspapers are of no help in such cases.
(Adnan 1993, 60)*

Identifying her methodology as a “Third World” approach to news that sees through
propaganda, the narrator categorizes the information she’slooking for as simultaneously
personal, political, and rooted in the real. She focuses not on big speeches or landmark
decisions—the “news”—but instead on the events and experiences that make one an
historical subject. She experiences the Second World War, for example, by falling in love
with a British soldier. That love is rooted in the history of global politics and conflict
that brought the soldier to the narrator’s home. The narrator’s desire for information
attests to history’s unknowable and uncontrollable nature. Readers do not know why



Transcultural Arab Identity in the Age of EU 49

the soldier left Beirut any more than she now knows whether he is alive or dead, living
in rural England or propagating neocolonial business practices globally. The narrator
does not presume to control or defeat history, only to exist alongside it, a methodology
that distances her from the nations hoping to preempt a third world war with the EU.
Finally, the narrator looks for information that, however surreal sounding, is real
with details that can be experienced and confirmed. Her envisioning of the specific
geography and physicality that would allow one to see a whale seems far removed
from the illusions of safety and fear produced by larger political bodies. Affinity in
this context is not ephemeral because of its abstract qualities but rather because of the
temporary and highly specific nature of each relation. Swimming alongside a whale is
not a permanent activity, nor is it one that will reveal every aspect of the whale. Instead,
the state of being alongside is one of practicing an affinity that will not last but that will
transform both parties.

Adnan’s narrator reacts against the “severe reality problems” that Western news
generates by focusing on reality’s tangible, personal, and yet temporary elements.
Her approach becomes an alternative epistemology, one that “see[s] through the fog”
In Paris, this epistemology requires her to recognize that she can never completely
control her thinking or walking in such a dynamic space:

Paris is so huge, so full of people, that my thoughts get entangled in its electric
wires and never reach their destination. Its tall buildings, aligned with no space
between them save the streets, create an invincible screen to our feelings and
dreams. You cannot fly in this city, you have to negotiate every move with it. That’s
not always as despairing as it sounds.

(60)

Adnan’s descriptions of moving through and thinking in Paris deprioritize destination
and focus on the processes of moving and thinking themselves. Her language suggests
constant obstacles, claustrophobic encounters, and the weighty exhaustion of
navigating crowded space and thinking thoughts filtered by the city. By concluding the
section with “that’s not always as despairing as it sounds,” though, Adnan encourages
readers to think of the exhaustive work outlined above as the essential action of
affinity—a constant entanglement and subsequent reassessment of one’s relationship
to space and other people. Her proposal stands in stark contrast to the EU, which
would prefer to “fly” unburdened by offering citizens unfettered movement among
member nations. There is no Schengen Zone within the streets of Paris for Adnan’s
narrator. Instead, she has to reform her thoughts based on the wires they encounter.
The continual reassessment of one’s place exponentially proliferates the ways
in which one might experience momentary relation. One complex example of
affinity ties together geographic, literary, linguistic, and affective components.
On the Metro, the narrator ponders other riders: “There are many young women
among the passengers, some of them having never read Le Spleen de Paris. Of
course, Baudelaire loved London” (1). In one brief observation, the narrator offers
multiple types of affinity. Location and participation form one category; the women
reside in Paris and are at ease with the Metro. At the same time, they do not have
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access to one of the narrator’s most significant Parisian affinities. Le Spleen de Paris
is our Lebanese-born narrator’s quintessential Parisian text, so much so that she
enacts it herself during long observational walks through city; the text is one of the
ways that she and Paris come into relation with each other. The younger women,
however, have found a way to connect to Paris that does not involve that affinity.
The narrator complicates things still further by acknowledging that Baudelaire,
her model Parisian poet, “loved London.” Even the texts and authors considered
rooted in and necessary to a particular place form attachments elsewhere. The
narrator infers that Baudelaire’s love of London gives the young women on the train
permission to engage Paris through different affinities. Rather than using Baudelaire
to distinguish “true” Parisians from others, she recognizes the dangerous gesture
toward a “national” poet. Her choice to observe the young women on the train is also
significant; as a female navigator of urban space herself, she notes the ways in which
women are often subject to different rules about belonging. In her early references
to Baudelaire and her protagonist’s walking of Paris, Adnan evokes the flaneuse,
a female observational walker whose historical and cultural significance is hotly
contested (Wolff 1985; Parsons 2000). In Of Cities and Women: Letters to Fawwaz,
Adnan herself notes that city space is often positioned as masculine: “The idea of
Nature in Western or Arabic thought has been tied to that of the feminine .... The
opposition city/nature was similar to the opposition man/woman” (16-17). To walk
as a woman means constantly negotiating one’s relationship to space, a negotiation
that results in continued opportunities for affinity.

The narrator’s affinitive relations inform her experience of both Paris and the
Middle East. She imagines herself pulled back toward the region where she was born
through an uncanny sense of pain that extends beyond empathy. At first, her worries
seem connected to her former home in Lebanon. She recalls from previous years that
when “Tell Zataar was under siege .... I was unable to sleep,” a concern that could
easily develop from worries about the safety of family and friends or about home (63).°
However, her feeling of being involved in troubling, faraway situations goes beyond
news items and her family history to immediate and visceral experiences of events
elsewhere: “A sandstorm in the Sahara throws its grains into my eyes. A political
prisoner in Syria begs for my attention” (43). These descriptions emphasize the slippage
between the narrator and Adnan herself, and between news and literature. Though the
narrator, who shares many of Adnan’s affinities but remains stubbornly unidentified,
could hear about these issues through traditional news media, her description enforces
their immediacy, their intimacy, and their very physical impact. While news sources
might report on Tell Zataar or the situation of political prisoners in Syria, this narrator
emphasizes micro-connections that make the events temporarily audible and palpable,
even to someone living in Paris.

While the creative and imaginative affinities between the narrator and faraway
people and places could be the effect of her own background in the Middle East,
Adnan demonstrates that anyone can train herself to become aware of multiple
affinities. In particular, the narrator encourages Parisians to recognize that their view
of the city is mediated: “You can see Paris with French eyes, fear the influx of the
poor from all the continents, see a whole social equilibrium be disrupted. You can
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also see the immigrant as a human being who happens to be here, now” (42). She
suggests that viewers have a choice in the way they perceive space and the people
who surround them. Adnan establishes that affinity is not produced by residency in
a particular space or by moving from one location to another. Instead, it is about the
approach to those spaces, the way someone might allow oneself to fall in love, to be
enchanted, while also remaining critical. Her claims speak to the present moment,
reminding an EU now contending with migration concerns that each nation and
citizen in the Union can be understood and accepted as an entity with multiple, often
contradictory, affinities.

For Adnan, embracing affinity requires holding oneself open to multiple locations
and multiple feelings, a balance the narrator practices while navigating Paris on foot.
She sees herself as “walking simultaneously on many tracks: standing on Aleppo’s
Citadel, I'm also standing by this red light, getting wet, and I'm walking the streets of
Beirut where a snow storm is raging” (98).° The narrator envisions herself in multiple
spaces so powerfully that she can be attentive to the panoramic view in one space and
the weather in another. Because of the wetness she feels from the Parisian rain, her
body roots her in space even as she extends her sensibilities elsewhere. Affectively, the
speaker also recalibrates her feelings about Paris, a constant process that forces her to
exist in the discomfort of knowing that some affinities contradict each other:

Paris is beautiful. But in that word beautiful there are centuries of lives, of wars, of
work, of faith, of deaths ... it’s harder for me to say so, it's also more poignant. It
tears me apart. Paris is the heart of lingering colonial power, and that knowledge
goes to bed with me every night. When I walk in this city I plunge into an abyss,
I lose myself in contemplation, I experience ecstasy, and an ecstasy which I know
to be also a defeat.

@)

The speaker points to a destruction of the self, a sense of the overwhelming pain, loss,
exhaustion, and exertion that her movement through Paris demands. She does not
propose the contradiction between her love for Paris’ beauty and her knowledge of
its violence as a solvable problem. Every day, every night, and every walk requires a
new commitment and willingness to open oneself up to painful histories. Affinitive
relations are only possible in this attention to often painful dissonance.

Affinity and Geopolitical Order

Adnan’s most significant contribution to transculturalism comes through her careful
descriptions of the complex and often ambivalent feelings that arise for someone
affiliated with multiple cultural backgrounds. Nordin, Hansen, and Llena (2013,
xiii) describe how “in the current transnational, globalized context, migrants do not
necessarily sever their ties to their home country, but rather maintain them along with
a sense of allegiance to their place and community of origins, while incorporating
new allegiances to the receiving society and culture into their sense of identity” While
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the description emphasizes the challenges of multiple allegiances, it sanitizes the guilt
and pain—and also the intense love—that accompany the allegiances’ development.
Paris, When It’s Naked is unabashed in its love for French culture and the Parisian
streets. It is also unrelenting in its criticism that that culture emerges through and
because of colonial histories that oppressed Adnan’s fellow Arabs; she calls Paris “an
imperial capital” and describes the French as people “who can break houses with
impunity” (9, 10). Transculturalism highlights Adnan’s commitment to multiple
cultural interstices without erasing their challenges. Paris, When It’s Naked’s narrator
is transcultural both through her multiple geographic affiliations and through her
ambivalent relationship to Paris—she loves the city while remaining critical of its
history and politics.

By modeling amorphous, temporary, and constantly shifting affinities, Adnan
pushes against the fixed forms of knowledge, citizenship, and cultural affiliation
governing the borders of the EU. Adnan’s understanding of affinity is related to the
ability to see suffering and the painful aftereffects of history. Affective experience is
important to affinity because, the narrator explains, “feelings are antennae, and they
open up spaces there in front, not unlike snowmobiles in snowed-in territories” (11).
If the EU establishes affiliations that are fixed and immobile, Adnan’s speaker depicts
herself as a trailblazer. She promotes an affinitive methodology that would allow the
contemporary EU to recognize the suffering and physical presence of refugees seeking
asylum today. Without recourse to the affective and fluid affinities Adnan illustrates, for
example, the EU of the 2010s is unable to ward off the threats presented by reactionary
nationalisms responding to increased migration.

While the narrator of Paris, When Its Naked obliquely references multiple
geopolitical developments, including contemporaneous violence in Algeria, the
aftereffects of civil war in Lebanon, and the recent collapse of the Soviet Union, the
formation of the EU primarily draws her attention. The text responds specifically to
the Treaty on European Union, which was signed in the Netherlands on February
7, 19927 The treaty established the EU’s modern incarnation, following previous
forms beginning with the European Coal and Steel Community in 1951.% The treaty’s
language is notable not only in its call for economic unity—its primary goal—but
also in its aims to foster European identity. Although the treaty leads to the Euros
development, as it proposes a common form of currency, it drops “economic” from
the European Economic Community, focusing instead on a “European Community”
at large, a union bound by more than just a shared financial future. The introductory
resolutions (EU 1992, 3) frame participating countries as “desiring to deepen the
solidarity between their peoples while respecting their history, their culture and their
traditions.” The resolution leads to the establishment of Union citizenship in Article 8,
which states that “every person holding the nationality of a Member State shall be
a citizen of the Union” (15). The treaty indicates European identity’s importance to
the Union, although it also claims that European identity supplements rather than
replaces national identity. It scaffolds what is already in existence and grants additional
rights and privileges of citizenship—including, most notably, the ability to move freely
through the Union’s now extended borders—to those who already have those rights in
their home countries.
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Adnan observes the way that the EU’s formation extends citizenship without
redefining it. As a predominantly economic body that gestures toward cultural
affiliation, it retains citizenship as the community’s foundation at the expense of other
forms of relation. Extending citizenship makes claims about who belongs in the EU’s
borders and formalizes the communal relations between various places and groups. As
the EU develops, for example, the narrator muses on the way that individual nations’
currency, politics, sporting events, and even weather reports will merge. Through an
obsessive focus on the television, Adnan describes weather reports and Olympics
coverage, noting that “European unity is a panacea, and the average Frenchman wants
to know how high the snow is in Russia” (1). Both increased media capabilities and
European unity make even the smallest detail about life in another country significant.
Identifying the EU as a “panacea,” a curer of all ills, the narrator has no need to identify
which specific ills the EU might cure. She suggests, however, that attention on weather
elsewhere leads France to forget its own. While the French watch reports on Russian
and German weather, Paris experiences rain, and the narrator imagines that “Europe
brings out its umbrellas” (1). In the attention to weather events, the narrator suggests
that the Union binds participants into caring about Europe’s weather patterns, a focus
that even extends to nonmember countries like Russia. Of course, weather is about
as local a phenomenon as possible—the snow in Russia cannot directly impact the
French, nor do Russians require umbrellas to fend off French rain.

By imagining the umbrellas of Europe emerging, then, Adnan’s narrator performs
two seemingly contradictory acts. In the first, Adnan’s overemphasis on weather
illustrates the limits of unity by stretching solidarity to its logical conclusion; there’s
ridiculousness embedded in the notion that a Russian would open an umbrella simply
because of rain more than 1700 miles away. And yet, at the same time, weather for
Adnan suggests a micro-political approach to the EU that contests the economic
and social categories the Union incentivizes. Unlike the development of the Euro,
the experience of weather here is intimate and physical. The emergence of umbrellas
across the continent suggests a possible embodied affinity engendered by the EU and
yet resisting the Union’s dominant organizing categories.

As Adnan attempts to destabilize the organizing principles of the EU, she retains
an awareness of how the body threatens the way noncitizens can develop and assert
affinity with a range of places and people. Just as the EU layers European citizenship
and identity over that of citizens already affiliated with EU nations, migration can
also demand a layering and subsequent erasure of national identity. For example, in
Germany, the European nation that received the most asylum applications in 2015,
government agencies in conjunction with cultural and communication companies
developed a mobile app called Ankommen for migrants needing access to information
about German language, employment, and culture. Quartz Daily notes that “developers
added information on, for example, freedom of religion in Germany, while an article
on gender equality was added after a mass assault against women in Cologne” (Wong
2016). Not simply a virtual welcome wagon, the app reflects German anxieties about
incoming populations as threats who will not understand concepts like religious
freedom or equal rights. Ankommen equates assimilation and erasure of cultural
difference with increased safety.
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Though such technology was not available in the early 1990s, the emergence of the
EU instigated increased limits on displaced populations’ access to both their cultures
of origin and the cultures they encounter in diaspora. In research on contemporary
Arabic literature about Europe, Johanna Sellman (2013) argues that the EU’s rise and
extension of citizenship constrained migrants’ and refugees’ abilities to be in relation
with multiple places and histories:

European migration policies have gradually displaced the rights framework that
is central to the Geneva Refugee Convention .... The post-Cold War migrant
becomes a category to be managed, restricted, re-directed, and contained,
according to an economic logic.

(48)

Unlike the Geneva Conventions parameters, which asserted the rights of migrant
and refugee populations, Europe in the EU era reified citizenship in such a way as to
close off additional avenues of relation. Rather than allowing migrants to enter and
transform the community, the policies of the EU prioritize containment.

Writing in 1993, Adnan is attuned to these shifts and uses the changes in
citizenship and national identity to anticipate changes for noncitizen populations in
EU communities expressing affinity with other places and pasts. For her, the EU’s
formation takes on apocalyptic undertones, arriving as it does just before the new
millennia. Asking “How can we get ready for a century? It’s not a party after all,” the
narrator suggests that the EU emerges in part to counteract the anxieties generated
by Y2K and to account for shifting continental politics during the Soviet Union’s
dissolution (11). She begins to think of the EU as an anticipatory body and points to
the contradictions in its goals: “European unity is being made to avoid that third World
War. Of course, one never knows, it may very well bring about what it was meant
to avoid” (12). Eerily adopting the language of prophetic and self-fulfilling destiny,
Adnan describes the EU as an initiative intended to ensure safety and stability but that
may enact its own destruction and threats. Both the EU’s goals and its challenges are
rooted in questions about belonging, namely, What threats can be defused through
inclusion? In her anticipatory language, Adnan indicates that extending belonging to
defuse some threats necessarily excludes affinitive relations with others—other people,
other cultures, and other historical interactions.

Paris, When It’s Naked demonstrates how the Union not only excludes but makes
invisible people both within the borders of particular countries and in specific countries
themselves. It also describes how Union membership minimizes the significance of
other historical narratives and affinities. In a passing line, the narrator mentions the
diversity of theater appearing in Paris: “Most of the plays are in foreign languages,
European of course” (22). The presence of French, Italian, German, and Spanish
gives the theater scene an aura of multiculturalism. Its a given, however, that these
languages will be part of a European exchange; linguistic and cultural traditions of
the Arab world, Asia, Africa, and the Americas go unrecognized and unrepresented.
It’s through these cultural, political, and even gastronomical developments that some
countries—and the people who hail from them—begin “dropping out of History” (34).
With the EU’s arrival, France has an opportunity to reconfigure its globality, nominally
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distancing itself from its ongoing relationship with former colonies in favor of an
internationalism that prioritizes the cosmopolitan and the illusion of mutual exchange
and diversity.

Adnan’s assessment of exclusion reads as a warning for the twenty-first century
when the EU’s structure makes it difficult for Syrians and other displaced populations
to seek refuge in the region. She is also prescient in her awareness that official responses
to expanding belonging will eventually become reactionary and nationalistic in tone.
Adnan predicts that both expanding and contracting definitions of identity and
citizenship will only provide an illusory sense of stability and security. If citizenship
is extended rather than rearticulated as affinity, she suggests, nationalist groups will
choose to reestablish firm boundaries and to withdraw from the Union’s open borders,
as has proven true with the 2016 Brexit vote in the United Kingdom, the reconfiguring
of Schengen Zone border policies in the summer of 2015, and the ongoing rise of
populist parties in France, Austria, and the Netherlands, among others.

Anticipating Union and Exclusion

Adnan’s efforts to predict the EU’s future stem from a desire to explore which cultural,
geographical, and economic elements now link its citizens and how those elements
reinforce the noncitizens’ exclusion. Because of her own multifaceted position, Adnan
is less interested in critiquing the EU than in assessing what types of relations it
offers and precludes. Her analysis of the EU gives rise to an anticipatory, borderline
prophetic project that connects in style if not content to conversations about migration
and resettlement in the 2010s.°

The narrator of Paris, When It’s Naked refuses to participate in the expanding
and contracting narratives of citizenship espoused by EU policies, preferring instead
to explore ever-branching communal and personal affinities. She traces her own
ambivalent connections to her current hometown of Paris by envisioning herself as
connected to a global history of suffering and holding France accountable for lingering
colonial liabilities, while also describing in loving detail her ability to walk through
Parisian streets. Adnan examines the past in order to articulate the affinitive relations
that might be possible in the future. By doing so, she participates in a literature of
futurity. The term

marks the potential of literature to widen the language and to expand the pool of
idioms we employ in making sense of what has occurred while imagining whom
we may become ... futurity is tied to questions of liability and responsibility, to
attentiveness to one’s own lingering pains and to the sorrows and agonies of others.
Futurity marks literature’s ability to raise, via engagement with the past, political,
and ethical dilemmas crucial for the human future.

(Eshel 2013, 5)

Amir Eshel, who coined the term, describes “futurity” as introspective historical
narration rather than futurism or science fiction. He describes contemporary German
and Israeli writers developing new vocabularies and narrative structures not to better
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understand their histories but rather to expand the ways communities can and should
discuss those histories in the future. Even a backward-looking text can be oriented
toward the future.

Unlike the German writers in Amir Eshel’s study, who write about the Second
World War and the Third Reich at a remove of several decades, Adnan writes through
her contemporary moment—the book was published just a few months after the EU’s
official formation—so her futurity reads like prophecy. She demonstrates, along with
her fellow “Europeans,” an anxiety about the future of the region and international
politics. At the same time, Adnan’s work falls under Eshel’s definition because it aims
to re-write the vocabularies already in place for discussing belonging. While the EU
appears to promise the potential for new forms of belonging, the narrator suggests that
a vocabulary other than that of belonging is needed. She explains that “I'm witnessing,
and so are the cleaning lady and the Prime Minister of France, a nation-state’s agony,
and the merging of all national rivers into the European Ocean” (92-3). Initially,
“witnessing” history might appear to erase the divides between the three individuals,
people in France with different financial, political, and social statuses. They share not
just the geography of France but the experience of being historical participants, people
currently watching history unfold together. The shared experience, though, is illusory;
because of political power, the prime minister will always experience unification
differently than Adnan or a cleaning woman. Even the title “prime minister” suggests
an importance to the project that the cleaning lady cannot access. It would be a mistake,
though, to suggest that Adnan uses this example merely to critique the EU. Instead,
recourse to affinity allows her to emphasize the tenuous relationship that does exist
among the three witnesses. They are not together, but they are beside each other—not
a collective but individuals in relation.

Affinity’s willingness to see social divides and attempts at relation as co-extant
problematizes the dichotomy of inclusion and exclusion on which notions of belonging
rely, a dichotomy Adnan’s narrator identifies particularly in the dilemma facing
national or international projects incorporating migrant workers: “A lot of immigrants
work in factories and create a major problem: how to make them work without having
them breathe our air, live in our cities, or look at our wives and husbands?” (59). The
national or international body looks for outsiders who will contribute labor without
taking up space, who will inhabit the collective invisibly. While the cleaning woman
in the previous example does not become equal with the prime minister through
affinitive relation, affinity emphasizes her presence. Unlike those who seek to make
migrants work without “breath[ing] our air;” the narrator uses articulations of affinity
to make those who perform labor visible, even in a framework that would erase them.

Adnan also highlights the history of French colonialism, occupation, and brutality
in North Africa, the location from which many of the laborers she observes migrate.
Adnan notes France’s uncomfortable relationship to its Algerian involvement in
particular even before the Union. “This Algerian turmoil,” she writes, “made of France
a nation with two faces” (10). She describes the history “haunt[ing] France ... like
veiled women,” forcing it to confront the violence and control inflicted on the country’s
inhabitants. France had global economic and political ties prior to the EU. By becoming
European, though, France can minimize its colonial identity. Rather than branching
out to colonial outposts, it now branches to other European nations.
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While France continues to align itself with Europe, Adnan bears witness to the
ongoing resonances of the colonial period in Algeria and the brewing civil war in
the country.’® Watching what she calls “news from the Empire,” the narrator receives
updates about President Chadli Bendjedid’s decision to resign:

[He made] room for a military takeover against the Islamic parties which won
handily their recent elections, because thats also Paris’ wish. How can such a
huge difference between cultures be tolerated by a dominant power? ... French
women can bear to know that women in Algeria are starving, but they can’t stand
the knowledge that these Algerian women say their prayers at home while their
French counterparts go to mass .... So in the night, sitting close to my T.V. set,
I see tragedy getting ready to unfold. It’s too late for phoning anybody, and what
can anybody tell me which is not already told?

(8-9)

The speaker draws a direct connection between France’s colonial presence in Algeria
and its current pressuring of the military to push back against popularly elected
Islamic parties. She emphasizes the anticipatory nature of her text with the language
of unfolding “tragedy” and things “already told,” and the hypocrisy of French women
whose feminist sensibilities collaborate with neoliberal rationales to perpetuate war
and conflict abroad. The moment echoes Charles Hirschkind and Saba Mahmood’s
(2002, 341, 345) analysis of American women participating in the Feminist Majority
Movement to “rescue” Afghan women from the Taliban in the early 2000s:

In the crusade to liberate Afghan women from the tyranny of Taliban rule, there
seemed to be no limit of the violence to which Americans were willing to subject
the Afghans, women and men alike .... Why were conditions of war, militarization,
and starvation considered to be less injurious to women than the lack of education,
employment, and, most notably, in the media campaign, Western dress styles?

In both Adnan’s description of French women responding to Algerian women’s
“oppression” and Hirschkind and Mahmood’s assessment of the Feminist Majority,
campaigns that masquerade as concerns about women’s rights in fact reinforce the
boundaries between a here and a there, an us and a them, often dictated by religious
differences. These then justify continued violence and marginalization.

By contrast, Adnan’s development of affinitive relations closes some of the
distance between people. Because affinity is nonhierarchical and mutual (objects
or people experience affinity for one another), affinity cannot be enacted by one
party onto another party (as opposed to the “liberating” that Americans provided
Afghan women). While the narrator experiences contradiction related to both
her geographical location in Paris and her sense of solidarity with Algerians, she
advocates for an ongoing practice of affinity. She proclaims herself connected to
Algeria because “I got up one morning out of a long sleep, and found myself lying
next to them, engulfed by their proximity” (10). The experience of being “engulfed
by proximity,” Adnan argues, is foundational for practicing transcultural affinity. By
getting close to the television, by sitting in the moment of hypocrisy and tragedy,
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Adnan’s narrator practices the work of sitting alongside that identifies the other as
inhabiting the same space and having the same agency as oneself. Her concerns and
efforts here anticipate continued challenges of relating across the boundaries of the
EU, challenges that were thrown into relief in the early 2010s with increasing arrivals
from the Middle East and North Africa.

Implications for Current Approaches to Migration

The EU can only remain unburdened insofar as its definitions of belonging, hospitality,
inclusion, and affiliation are not challenged—challenges contemporary readers have
witnessed in spades in recent years as refugees seeking asylum in the EU have prompted
member nations to reevaluate the Schengen Zone borders (Rankin 2016). The Union’s
attempts to appease its members by solidifying the zone’s external border demonstrate
how Middle Eastern countries continue to “drop out of the history” that the EU writes.
Adnan demonstrates that expanding belonging in the EU context—even from the
moment of its conception—would not be capable of encompassing a massive influx
of refugees. From her perspective as an outsider—albeit a privileged one—the EU is
still set up to deal with refugee crises as a nation would. Its borders extend without
becoming more malleable and creative. Adnan’s early observations note the hairline
fractures in the system that crack once a group of newcomers challenges its inclusivity
and unification.

Reading Paris, When Its Naked from a twenty-five-year remove—in a moment
marked by unprecedented numbers of migrants and displaced persons seeking refuge
globally—is in itself an exercise in futurity. Contemporary readers are encouraged
to consider what a text about a privileged migrant navigating the EU’s formation as
an outsider but lover of Paris has to teach us about how we approach migration and
belonging today. In October of 2016, for example, UK prime minister Theresa May
delivered closing remarks at her Conservative Party’s annual conference. In those
remarks, she criticized the notion of global citizenship, presumably linking it to the
EU’s current refugee policies and prioritizing a return to a localized politics:

Today, too many people in positions of power behave as though they have more in
common with international elites than with the people down the road, the people
they employ, the people they pass on the street. But if you believe you're a citizen
of the world, you're a citizen of nowhere. You don’t understand what the very word
citizenship means.

(qtd. in Bullen 2016)

May’s comments reflect the logic that led to the United Kingdom’s decision to leave
the EU. She showcases the country’s anxieties that the poor and rural in the country
are being ignored in favor of both connections abroad and attention to international
refugee populations. May argues that the EU’s version of a global citizenship—which it
has attempted but failed to extend in the wake of increased migration from the Middle
East and North Africa—evacuates citizenship of its meaning. She sees the term as
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having been stretched too far and offers an ultimatum for reclaiming it: either reaffirm
the citizenship of your nation or give up the benefits of citizenship altogether.

As May’s rhetoric echoes through discussions about the EU’s continued existence,
Paris, When Its Naked reminds readers that citizenship need not be an either-or
proposition, especially when it encounters the displaced and asylum seekers among us.
In fact, the text is adamant that the “people [we] pass on the street” are often migrants
themselves; many of the people May worries about ignoring are in fact migrant workers
from the Middle East, North Africa, and Southeast Asia.

Anti-global rhetoric targets populations that have been forced into nomadic, global
modes of belonging. Adnan’s narrator is a more affluent and privileged example than
most of the Syrians seeking refuge from the country’s civil war, but she too has fled
a war-torn country and looks to belong to spaces through a framework other than
national or even international citizenship. In contrast to May, though, who sees the
“citizen of the world” ignoring the people in her backyard, the narrator’s globality is
precisely what allows her to be a more committed resident of Paris—she can see into
the dark spaces of the national history with open eyes. She becomes a “stranger more
French than the French” not by rejecting her stranger-ness but by exploring what her
distance allows her to see and understand (99). Because Paris, When Its Naked looks
to articulate affinity rather than extending citizenship as the EU has done, it does not
fall victim to May’s slippery slope—citizenship here cannot be stretched until it has
no meaning because affinity’s meaning is constantly shifting and adapting so that
participants hold themselves accountable to multiple people, places, and histories.

The reactionary politics emerging in the contemporary moment come from the
sense that belonging can be either expanded or retracted—we either open our borders
or build a wall, remain in the EU or leave it, gaze outward dreamily or tend to our
own gardens. In those binary scenarios, leaders like Theresa May, Donald Trump, and
Marine Le Pen choose the most exclusionary form of that decision. By contrast, and
even after more than two decades of circulation, Paris, When It’s Naked proposes an
imaginatively oriented affinitive methodology. Writing like Adnan’s prompts readers to
see the links between narratives that borders attempt to separate, thereby realizing that
Europeans, Americans, and other would-be hosts are already implicated in the forces
that have displaced contemporary refugees and migrants. The text invites readers to
imagine what could have happened if the Union had more willingly contended with
members’ colonial histories or reflected on the communities it would exclude from
its formation. Would the Union now have systems in place to host refugees more
effectively? There is no way to know for sure, but current political developments
suggest that the EU has witnessed the rise of nationalist and exclusionary policies it
sought to prevent.

Writing about the enormous challenges currently facing the EU, Giles Merritt
(2016, xiii) argues that “we must acknowledge the profound structural handicaps that
have developed—some through our own neglect, others through ineluctable global
changes” Adnan’s futurity contributes a literary, imaginative component to analyses
like Merritts, suggesting that often the sheer act of imagining possible alternative
outcomes is a form of political activism and transformation. And while the text invites
alternative imaginings, it itself does not seek a clear alternative to national belonging so
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much as it undermines current structures’ fixity. Her engagement with affinity allows
her to articulate branching, sideways, and nonhierarchical relations even in the midst
of her current geopolitical climate. The narrator’s experiences open up a broader range
of ways in which people, places, and objects might encounter each other in urban,
national, or even international spaces. Creative explorations of the past remind us
that history was not always destined for the outcomes we now witness. Continued
imaginative acts also expand our ability to talk about and interact with the designated
“Other” populations, whether they migrate or are displaced. By envisioning shared and
constantly changing histories more clearly, we begin to imagine the possibilities tied to
a different sort of future.

Notes

1 Inits catalogue, Post-Apollo terms Paris, When It’s Naked a work of poetry.

2 Though the couple does not collaborate directly, Adnan notes in a joint interview
that “you can't really know your influences, but you can’t live with a person 40 years
and have no give and take” (Roffino and Tome 2014). In the same interview, Adnan
and Fattal reflect on their own continually fluctuating relationships to feminism and
gender identity.

3 For more on the Post-Apollo Press’ development and its role in Etel Adnan’s work,
see Fattal’s interview with Karl Roesler (2000).

4 Because I will be quoting from Paris, When It’s Naked frequently, future in-text
citations will feature only the page number.

5  The siege and massacre at Tal el-Zaatar took place in the summer of 1976. According
to the Civil Society Knowledge Centre (2019), Christian militias killed somewhere
between 1,000 and 1,500 Palestinians on the day Tal el-Zaatar fell. An additional
11,000 to 15,000 were evacuated from the camp.

6  Itis here that Adnan’s prescience fails, although the contemporary reader feels the
weight of the present; the views of Aleppo that Adnan envisions are now no longer
possible. The Aleppo Project traces the war’s effect on the city, noting that “all six
sites classified as World Heritage Sites by UNESCO have been damaged badly
or completely destroyed” (Strickland 2016). The staggering statistics still pale in
comparison to the loss of life and suffering as sieges and bombardments of the city
continue without reliable evacuation.

7  The Treaty on European Union—or the Maastricht Treaty—was signed by
representatives from Belgium, Denmark, Germany, Greece, Spain, France, Ireland,
Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, and the United Kingdom (Council of
the European Communities 1992).

8  The ECSC had six members: Belgium, West Germany, Luxembourg, France, Italy,
and the Netherlands. Later incarnations of the union included the European
Economic Community and the European Atomic Energy Community (“A Brief
History of the EU” 2010).

9  Though I focus in this chapter on Adnan’s anticipatory work, she is by no means
the only author to engage in prophetic analysis of Europe. Milan Kundera (1984)
writes that “all of this century’s great Central European works of art, even up to our
own day, can be understood as long meditations on the possible end of European
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humanity ... a world without memory, of a world that comes after historic time”
Before the formation of the EU, he suggests that Central European nations are most
representative of the “vulnerability” that will come to define European states, and he
wonders “what realm of supreme values will be capable of uniting Europe.”

10 Paris, When It’s Naked was written toward the beginning of the Algerian Civil War
(1991-2002). For more on women’s literature that engages that war and its aftermath
directly, see Daoudi (2016), Flood (2017), and Mehta (2014).
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The Fractured Music of Arab-Jewish Friendship
in Waguih Ghali’s Beer in the Snooker Club and
Ismaél Ferroukhi’s Free Men

Caroline Rooney

Don'’t forget, Cairo and Palestine were full of Jews. (Said 1999)

In this chapter, I wish to consider how Waguih Ghali’s novel Beer in the Snooker Club
and Ismaél Ferroukhi’s film Free Men present us with the possibilities of imagining a
common ground in excess of both nationalism and cosmopolitanism (often posited
as each other’s Other).! In particular, these two works engage with the vicissitudes
of Arab-Jewish friendship in such a way as to contest identity politics (conservative
or liberal) through configurations of ethics, creativity, spirituality, and utopianism
that are affirmative of shared lives. Furthermore, the language appropriate to the
displacement of what may be termed “a logic of the family”—as a way of defining
identity politics—could be posited as a nonliteral one that can be explored in terms of
musical analogies. In order to substantiate these assertions, I will offer a reading of Beer
in the Snooker Club followed by a reading of Free Men, concluding with a reflection on
the interrelated implications of these works.

Before embarking on a closer examination of the works in question, I wish to signal
further their relevance to the question of contemporary transcultural concerns. While
Beer in the Snooker Club and Free Men are historically distant from each other, as will
be explored, they are yet very similar in their cultural and sociopolitical preoccupations
where they respectively juxtapose different forms of togetherness that may be found
at any one moment in history in order to explore their respective dynamics in relation
to each other. As I have begun to indicate, these forms of togetherness may be
designated in terms of nationalism, cosmopolitanism, and transcultural solidarities
of a revolutionary or utopian cast (the latter as Other to the polarities constituted by
the first two). In both works, it is Arab-Jewish friendship that metonymically and
metaphorically serves to signify the possibility of counter-hegemonic, defiant, or
heuristic transcultural affiliations that bear the promise of true universality.
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The reason that I raise these questions in the light of the Arab uprisings is that
the uprisings challenged certain nationalist legacies (those commandeered by their
governments), while this challenge cannot adequately be explained in terms of
cosmopolitan liberalism in the Western tradition. Rather, the uprisings can be seen, at
least in some respects, to have brought to the fore what the nationalist/cosmopolitan
binary eclipses—in particular, earlier liberationist or revolutionary moments in history.
While it often seems that the very dynamic of revolutions is one of “setbacks,” instead
of interpreting this as failure, we can see a setback conversely in terms of retrieval, or a
looping back to a previous moment in order to resume or reset what it initiated. In my
view, the dynamics of this are neither teleological nor dialectical, and my suggestion is
that we may think of the tempo of revolutionary times in the way that we experience
music: for instance, as the unfolding of sonic aggregates that loop and resume, surge
and recede, detour and coalesce.

Beer in the Snooker Club, a novel set in 1950s Cairo and London, is frequently
associated with a celebration of cosmopolitanism. For instance, in “Drinking,
Gambling and Making Merry: Waguih Ghali’s Search for Cosmopolitan Agency;’
Deborah Starr summarizes her reading of the novel as follows: “I maintain that it is
not through a nationalist lens, nor through the mediated binaries of post-coloniality,
but rather through the notion of the cosmopolitan that the novel becomes ‘readable”™
(Starr 2006, 272). First published in 1964, Beer in the Snooker Club is also a novel that
has attracted fresh attention in the light of the Egyptian Revolution. For instance, Susie
Thomas blogs, “Having lost his faith in both Arab nationalism and Communism, Ram
[the novel’s protagonist] feels his is a wasted life. But as Egyptians gathered in Tahrir
Square and the Arab Spring unfolds, Ghali’s novel has never felt more timely” (Thomas
2011). In what is to follow, I will explore the tension between positions dramatized in
Beer in the Snooker Club, in particular, between a liberal cosmopolitan “universality”
and a more radical universality.

The narrative of the novel is divided into five sections. The first is set in the present
time of the novel and concerns the narrator’s reunion with the love of his life. He is
a young Egyptian Copt called Ram (arguably an allusion to ram-headed deities or
to Ramses, thus to Ancient Egypt) and his lover is a Jewish woman called Edna. The
second section of the novel comprises a flashback that shows how Ram and Edna
met and that tells the story of how Edna brought Ram and his best friend, a fellow
Copt called Font, to England for an extended stay, the two young Egyptians being
Anglophiles. The last three sections return us to the present, in which Ram realizes that
his relationship with Edna is doomed and switches his attention to a woman from his
own family background. This summary fails to convey what may be termed the novel’s
musical structure, which could loosely be associated with counterpoint, following
Edward Said, if the emphasis were on the polyphony of its cosmopolitan texture—a
matter of the interplay of disparate voices. However, in this chapter, I wish to attend to
the music of the text in different ways, as will unfold.

Although Said’s suggestions concerning the contrapuntal organization of literature
and the literary analysis appropriate to such have been widely taken up, what has
been overlooked is that counterpoint is an especially Western tradition and one not
classically associated with Arabic music. The main difference here is that Arabic
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music is traditionally monophonic, following a single melodic line as opposed to
interweaving two or more differing melodic-rhythmic lines. While this might imply
that Arabic music is more diachronically linear, I would suggest that in actuality,
the reverse is true: in not being polyphonic, Arabic music is played in unison or
synchronically. We could thus say that its mode of attunement is more synchronic than
the comparatively more diachronic mode of attunement of counterpoint. Alexander
Honold, in considering the art of counterpoint in relation to Said’s interest in it, speaks
of “the dialectical process inherent in counterpoint” and of how the “virtual relations
with the harmonic order entered into by individual voices as discrete melodic vectors
are made visible in the form of their opposite number, whether it precedes or follows
them” (Honold 2012, 197).

While Said appreciates the attention counterpoint gives to different voices, my
interest lies in a musicality of the collective. In addition, classical Arabic music takes
the form of magamat, or tonic arrangements, which I will translate nontechnically in
terms of “sonic emotional maps.” While the music in question thus offers an emotional
synchronicity, it also offers scope for improvisation and spontaneity, being less reliant
on a “set text” than Western music.

Thus, beyond a cosmopolitanism heard polyphonically (i.e., as reflecting the
crossings and disjunctions of different stories and histories), there are other questions
of coexistence that I will explore in the following readings toward a possible explanation
of how music and the arts may be understood less in terms of dialectics than in terms of
a mediation between temporality and timelessness. This is a question I will return to
at the end of the chapter.

The meandering or improvisatory movement of the narration of the novel, which
could be considered in terms of an unresolved, digressive maqama, reflects the social
lifestyle of the narrator. He is the poor relative of a rich and privileged extended family
that supports him in his unemployed existence of hedonistic drifting. In this respect,
the novel unfolds haphazardly as we follow the urban nomadism of Ram, who hangs
out with his friends at cafés—especially the famous Groppis—at the snooker club, at
the Gezira sporting club in Zamalek, and at the houses of family and friends. Ram is a
drinking, gambling, and flirting flaneur figure who introduces us to the world of Cairo’s
elite class continuing their privileged existence in Nasser’s new nationalist Egypt, with
Ram as a youthful member of this class particularly addicted to the responsibility-free
good life.

The cosmopolitanism of the novel is mainly associated with this elite world in which
Ram associates with Armenians, Americans, the English, German and Norwegian
governesses employed by the club set, and Jews. Through Ram’s family connections,
he meets the Jewish Edna, who comes from a family enriched by a large supermarket
chain. While Ram takes all this for granted, Edna has a sociopolitical awareness of their
situation, which she offers to enlighten Ram, as he confesses in the following:

It was Edna who introduced me to Egyptian people. It is rare in the milieu in
which I was born, to know Egyptians. She explained to me that the Sporting
Club and the race meetings and the villa-owners and the European dressed
and travelled people I met, were not Egyptians. Cairo and Alexandria were
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cosmopolitan not so much because they contained foreigners, but because the
Egyptian born in them is himself a stranger to his own land.
(53)

What this implies is a cultural colonization of the metropolitan centers whereby foreign
cultures export themselves without really engaging with the local culture. The fact that
Ram is estranged through his cosmopolitanism is also a matter of his education, and
while his family speaks French, he himself is British educated, and his sense of the
world is shaped by the literature he reads. He tells us:

The world of intellectuals and underground metros and cobbled streets and a
green countryside which we had never seen, beckoned to us. The world where
students had rooms, and typists for girlfriends, and sang songs and drank beer in
large mugs, shouted to us. A whole imaginary world. A mixture of all the cities in
Europe.

(55)

With this, cosmopolitanism is posited as precisely an imaginary formation. This is
the case not just for Ram but is implied universally. For example, some Americans he
meets at the club have wanted to visit Egypt ever since they read a book that stimulated
their imaginations.

Ram’s questioning of his own liberal cosmopolitanism is set in motion through his
increasing radicalization, which is in part brought about through his experience of
historical events, in particular the Suez conflict, and in part informed by Edna’s radical
left view of the world. Ram states:

When Edna began talking to us of socialism or freedom or democracy, we always
said yes, that’s what the Egyptian revolution was; everything good was going to
be carried out by the revolution. To begin with Edna’s politics were not noticed
by us at all, but gently she talked to us about oppressed people in Africa and Asia
and even some parts of Europe, and Font and I started to read political books with
more interest .... We learnt for the first time, the history of British imperialism
and why we didn’t want the British troops in the Suez Canal area. Up to then we
had shouted “evacuation” like everyone else, without knowing why evacuation was
so important. Gradually, we began to see ourselves as members of humanity in
general and not just as Egyptians.

(53)

This question of being “members of humanity in general” is posited in counterpoint to
a contrapuntal cosmopolitanism of cultural difference—paradoxically in counterpoint
to counterpoint—in that what is at stake is how imperialism denies the very
commonality of humanity. When Edna takes Ram and their friend Font to England,
Ram learns that the English notion of “fair play” that he has imbibed is a hypocritical
one, not only given the Suez conflict but also because of the difficulties he faces in
obtaining a visa. That is, while the English feel that they can graft themselves onto
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Egypt, and that they belong there, they do not welcome Egyptians as belonging in
England. The visa problem is resolved through the connections of an Englishman,
Dungate, whose brother, it is said, “had always loved Egyptians” (65), and Ram gets
to meet the leftist middle-class Dungate family. As they are all set to go convivially
to a pub, the following is narrated: “I put my coat on slowly and wondered whether
meeting these people and receiving their hospitality was actually enjoyable” (68). He
speaks of suddenly feeling himself split, aware from this point onward of his being
pulled in two different directions.

This fracture is not only of concern to Ram’s self-consciousness; it is also a fracture
that runs throughout the novel between liberalism and communism, cultural difference
and the common ground of the real. In the frivolity of his Cairo life, he especially
loves Edna and Font because he sees them as authentic, honest, loyal, and true, as he
repeatedly observes.

In speaking of his English education, Ram talks of swallowing supposed truths that
turn out to be lies, as is hinted at by the name Dungate as suggestive of eating dung or
bullshit. Ram gets to meet various members of the working class, who, unlike the polite
Dungates, are rude to Ram, even calling him “wog,” which he finds hilarious because of
the upfront honesty in spouting prejudice. When he meets a working-class man called
Vincent, who is honest and without prejudice, Ram reflects, “I felt instinctively that he
was more real than John Dungate .... Vincent was essentially free from racial traits ....
He was Vincent Murphy and no more” (87). He also meets a woman similar to Vincent
called Shirley, and he asks himself what it is he particularly likes about the two of them,
answering, “With them I forgot I was Egyptian and they English and I a stranger in
their midst. No matter how hard the Dungates tried, they were never able to make me
feel one and the same” (101).

The hospitality of the liberal Dungates is based on a logic of the family and the
stranger, whereas the friendship he has with Vincent and Shirley affirms a radical
sameness in which friendship may be said to override the family/stranger dialectic, as
in the case of Ram’s relationship with Edna.

Edna leaves Ram to return to Cairo, and it is only in the final section of the novel
that we find out that Ram then joined the Communist Party in England but was forced
to leave when he could not renew his visa. Back in Egypt, he resumes his rich playboy
lifestyle, but we also learn that he becomes an undercover activist for radical dissidents
who have been imprisoned and tortured by the Nasserites. At one point, he confronts
a female journalist lover who is pro-Nasser with the accusation that she represents
the “muzzled press” who disavow the concentration camps in Egypt (205). Given his
relationship with Edna, it is striking that Ram calls the torture prisons “concentration
camps” (205).

While anti-imperialist, Ram is clearly not an Egyptian nationalist. Influenced by his
Jewish lover, he seeks the utopia of universal justice and dignity for everyone. However,
there remain differences between Ram and Edna. We learn that Edna, although Jewish,
feels herself to be Egyptian more than anything else due to the fact that her globe-
trotting parents left her to be brought up by a Greek nanny who was married to an
Egyptian, who spent time raising Edna in her husband’s humble village. Edna, through
experience, is part of the Egyptian fellah class or class of fellaheen, which Ram clearly
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is not. Nonetheless, Ram comes to assert that he is Egyptian in ways that Edna is not,
arguing that Egypt is so many things to him, especially the sarcasm, the wit, and the
broader sense of humor of the people, traits that he sees as lacking in Edna: “How can
I explain to you that Egypt to me is something unconscious, is nothing particularly
political” (190). For Ram, the authenticity and companionship he seeks is beyond the
political, which is ever divisive, and what he terms the unconscious may be said to have
no finite form—hence his inability to articulate it. The inexpressibility at stake here
may implicitly concern the sacred, a point I will return to.

Although Ram wishes to marry Edna, she refuses, revealing the surprising fact that
she is already married to an Israeli. Her husband turns out to have been an Egyptian
communist Jew who had been imprisoned for ten years and then brutalized by Egyptian
soldiers with Russian-donated weapons, leading to his disfigurement and castration.
Edna explains, “He is in Israel because he is a Jew” (184). Ram says he and Edna can
still live together, but she considers this impossible. While the novel does not elaborate
on this impasse, we are invited to read between the lines.

When Ram reunites with Edna, she has a mysterious disfiguring scar on her face
that she refuses to explain, but it is implicitly the result of an anti-Semitic attack upon
her, probably by an Egyptian army officer. As with her radical Jewish husband, she is
not wanted in Egypt in spite of her feeling herself to be Egyptian. It is implied that
her Jewish identity would thus also make Ram, if he stayed with her, a persona non
grata in his own land. What the novel does not address, however, is Israel’s recruitment
of Egyptian Jews to perpetrate terrorist acts, as discussed by Joel Beinin in his
examination of Operation Susannah, a terrorist plot that was thwarted by Egyptian
intelligence. Beinin states, “Operation Susannah was the most salient political event
in the life of the [Egyptian] Jewish community from 1949 to 1956. The involvement of
Egyptian Jews in acts of espionage and sabotage organized and directed by the Israeli
military intelligence raised fundamental questions about their identities and loyalties”
(Beinin 2005, 31).

While for Ram and Edna, cultural and ethnic differences don’t actually matter as
differences, they are embroiled in a world deeply invested in a divide-and-rule strategy
based on identities, in relation to which cosmopolitanism emerges as the soft power
mask of cultural diplomacy. The novel leaves these questions hanging in the air,
unresolved. Ahdaf Soueif, however, informs us that Ghali, the author of the novel,
committed the transgressive act of visiting Israel, which meant that he could not return
to Egypt and thereafter had to live in England (where he eventually committed suicide)
(Soueif 2004, 198-200).

The lesson of Beer in the Snooker Club is that the promise of universality that Egypt
mutely yet undeniably bears for Ram is betrayed by the historical Egypt. In his novel,
Ghali goes against the grain of the dissent of his times, both the liberal trend and
the revolutionary nationalist trend, out of a utopian communism. In an interview
with Philip Lopate, Edward Said states of Nasser, “He led a massive campaign against
people who are my great friends today, left-wing intellectuals, many of whose lives
were destroyed by their years in prison. It’s still not entirely clear to me what he was
doing, because he was very closely aligned with the Soviet Union and yet he destroyed
the Egyptian Communist Party” (Said 1999). Two points may be made in relation to
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this statement. First, Nasser’s ties with the Soviet Union were particularly over arms
deals (rather than ideology as such) in that the West would not supply Egypt with
arms given Egypt’s pro-Palestinian position. Second, Nasser’s crackdown on Egyptian
communists came in the wake of the 1958 Iraqi revolution, during which General
Qasim had the strong support of Iraqi communists in a complicated national and
international context in which communism was being pitted against Nasserite and
Ba’athist Arab nationalism. In this situation, Nasser (with the support of Washington)
defended nationalism, and Robert Stephens quotes him stating, “If a Communist State
is established [in Iraq], the communists will smite down all patriotic and nationalist
elements” (Stephens 1971, 309). Nasser goes on to warn of a “Red terrorist dictatorship”
emerging through the violent purging of the nationalists.

Ghali’s association of his Jewish character Edna with radical politics is interestingly
echoed by Jacqueline Kahanoff’s autobiographical reflections on her upbringing in
Egypt in which the utopian universality of communism is stressed. Kahanoff writes:

We thought ourselves to be Socialist, even Communist, and in our school yard
we ardently discussed the Blum government, the civil war in Spain, revolution,
materialism, and the rights of women .... We wanted to break out of the narrow,
minority framework (upper middle class) into which we were born, to strive
toward something universal, and we were ashamed of the poverty of what we
called the “Arab Masses”, and of the advantages a Western education had given us
over them.

(Beinin 2005, 50)

Her voice sounds uncannily like that of Edna in Ghali’s novel. This could suggest that
Ghali accurately reflects predominant strands of Egyptian Jewish sentiments although
it is also the case, according to Beinin, that prior to writing the above, Kahanoff had
read Beer in the Snooker Club and reviewed it enthusiastically. That is, the intriguing
question arises of whether her self-construction was somewhat influenced by Ghali’s
Jewish heroine. Either way, Kahanoff sees Beer in the Snooker Club as depicting a
common cause between Jews and Copts, whom she sees as nostalgic for the more
cosmopolitan nationalism of 1919, one overtaken by what Kahanoff terms “Muslim
nationalism” (Beinin 2005, 54). It may be said that she projects her own concerns onto
Ghali’s work given that his novel very much downplays religious differences in offering
a secular Cairean world. That said, Ram’s communist leanings are bound up with his
skeptical take on identity politics indicating that his deepest investments are in the
chance of a common humanity.

When the 2011 Egypt revolution occurred, Ghali’s novel came to mind, and I wrote
about it in this context (Rooney 2011), going on to subsequently discover a number
of internet postings that describe the novel, which first appeared in 1964, as coming
across as particularly contemporary. Agamben defines the contemporary in terms of
the fracture between the lifespan of the individual and his collective age, a matter of
the exceptional individual’s alienation from the society of his time (Agamben 2009).
This typical Western avant-garde stance might vaguely seem to fit with Ghali’s novel,
except for the fact that the novel is not primarily concerned with an anachronistic,
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spectral relation to its own present but rather with precisely maintaining a fidelity to its
present moment through lived coexistence (which is why it feels relevant to the 2011
revolution). Its utopianism is real—not imaginary—in the novels celebration of the
micro-society of authentic, if unlikely, friendships: this constancy. In fact, what is at
stake is an inversion of Agamben’s understanding of the contemporary; the fracture is
not between the individual and his or her collective age (the sensitive intellectual and
the mindless common masses) but between those in solidarity with each other and
the self-interest of those who have a stake in maintaining social divides, mainly on the
basis of class but also on the basis of ethnicity, religion, and gender.

The novel, however, is not at all hostile to cosmopolitanism. My reading of the work
left me with a certain thought, one not actually expressed in it but rather arriving from
the silence of its aftereffect. The silent or unsayable thought is this: cosmopolitanism
is a joke. It is a joke in positive and negative, comic and painful ways. It is a source of
amusement and fun; it is not for real.

The above observation serves to provide an opportunity to reengage with the
question of the novel’s musical aesthetic. In fact, Ram explicitly connects the Egyptian
sense of humor with music when he explains to Font, “Jokes to Egyptians are as much
culture as calypso is to West Indians, or as spirituals and jazz to American Negroes”
(19). There could certainly be a tangent between Ghali’s novel and a novel such as Sam
Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners (Selvon 2006), which first appeared in 1956 and stands
out for its ironic and witty take on multiculturalism, its calypso ethos, and its episodic
structure. However, this fails to address the sensibility of Ghali’s novel specifically
enough.

The ironic fissures between the imaginary and the real that Beer in the Snooker
Club engages with and its sense of cosmopolitanism as a kind of travesty (viewed in
terms of the Egyptian sense of humor Ram endorses) give rise to a sensibility that
could be termed burlesque. The term “burlesque” derives from the Italian word burla,
meaning joke or mockery. Some of the novel’s burlesque features include its humorous
sociopolitical commentary;, its carnival style in which social hierarchies are caricatured,
its flirtation with human desires for sophistication, hedonism, and glamour combined
with a self-deflating populism and a live-and-let-live spirit, sometimes racy or risqué.
As such, it is a work that could be compared with the film Cabaret (Fosse 1972), based
on Isherwood’s Goodbye to Berlin (1939). What the film Cabaret does is to juxtapose the
world of Weimer cabaret, what was deemed decadent culture by the Nazis, reaffirmed
in the film as “divine decadence,” with the growing fanatical nationalism of fascism. The
musical conviviality and live-and-let-live spirit of the burlesque underworld contrast
starkly with the self-righteous and sinister death drive of militant German pride.

The cabaret ethos that I am trying to address is wonderfully expressed in a recent
Lebanese production called the Hishik Bishik Show (hishik bishik is an Egyptian term
that refers to cabaret), which pays tribute to the kind of Egyptian popular culture that
Fahmy draws attention to in Ordinary Egyptians (Fahmy 2011), and Iain Aikerman’s
review of the show captures its spirit:

Musically, it is a curiosity. It has taken its cue from the weddings and cabaret shows
of early 20th century Egypt and re-imagined what is an Egyptian pop cultural
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experience via a Lebanese lens. When the stage curtains are opened, they reveal a
wheelchair-bound general playing the violin, a whirling Sufi who frequents bars,
and Roaring Twenties flapper girls intent on having a good time. It is a sometimes
mesmerising spectacle, weaving together exquisite musicianship with song and
dance, although its comic word play and numerous visual gags may well be lost on
those who do not speak Arabic.

(Aikerman 2014)

More specifically, the show offers a pastiche of Egyptian popular music covering the
very popular Sayyid Darwish and Um Kulthum, as well as songs listed by Fayid (2015),
including Shadia’s “Ya Hasan Ya Khouly al-Geniena” from Leilat al-Hanna (Night
of Joy, 1951), Hind Rostom’s “Habibi ya Re2a” from Atrafat Zog (Confessions of a
Husband, 1964), and Leila Nazmi’s revival of Egyptian folk in 1970s. The show (which
I saw produced by Metro al Madina in 2014) does not have much of a plot, although
it transports us from Cairo’s nightclubs to the countryside of Upper Egypt, connecting
the populism of the urban street with so-called folk culture. The term “folk” is an
inadequate translation given its connotations in English; the Lebanese term darwish
(darwich or darwiche in French) would be more precise in that this term refers less to
clannish kinsfolk than to the decent though sometimes gullible and foolish common
man. Although darwish is related to dervish, this is not a narrow reference to Sufism
as a religion but rather to a certain Sufi spirit of anti-elitism. An example of this type
of everyman could be Habiby’s character Saeed in his novel The Secret Life of Saeed the
Pessoptimist, a character humorously based on Voltaire’s Candide. The important point
is that this type of character precisely transcends cultural divisions in that all cultures
have their common man or common woman types, as discussed by Raouf Rifai in the
documentary White Flags (Rooney and Sakr 2014). That is to say, the populism at stake
is transnational, since it refers to the everyman figure or the one who represents our
common humanity.

Ismail Fayid’s review of the Hishik Bishik Show offers a contemporary (post-
revolution) Egyptian perspective of its implications for current audiences (Fayid
2015). He writes:

What I found extraordinary and bewildering was how enthusiastically the
audience received the music and performance (they knew the songs almost word
for word) when the show is not just a simple reenactment. It is a pastiche, a cynical
reinterpretation that makes fun of the originals and makes fun of itself making fun
of the original. The performers use exaggeration, slapstick moves and all kind of
insinuations, both obscene and absurd.

I felt as if Hishik Bishik and the audience reactions were a manifestation of a
sinister fascination for a past that refuses to let go. A past that is holding all of us,
Egyptians and Lebanese as well as other Arabs, hostage to grandiose post-colonial
fantasies that failed spectacularly.

The reference is particularly to the Nasserite past, which Fayid considers the show
to trivialize at the same time that he sees this past as something that Arab audiences
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invest in too nostalgically. In a way, this touches on what I tried to address earlier
concerning Beer in the Snooker Club’s depiction of cosmopolitanism as a joke, as
something both funny and upsetting or troubling. For instance, it’s a joke that Ram
and Font play at being English, while what underlies this are serious anxieties over
Egyptian nationalism. However, that said, I do not see the Hishik Bishik Show as
hopelessly nostalgic. What I speak of in terms of the burlesque aspects of cabaret,
Fayid sees as offensively kitsch. Regarding Fayid’s postrevolutionary perspective,
it could alternatively be said that Sisi-mania is kitsch (the strongman posters and
superman trinkets, for instance), because it is based on a kind of nostalgia for Nasser
that turns out to be inauthentic, kitsch being precisely failed authenticity in my view.
However, the kitsch of Sisi-mania does not thereby make Nasser kitsch as if he had
been retrospectively remodeled in the image of Sisi-mania.

In her review of the Hishik Bishik Show, Ellie Violet Bramley argues that although
it might appear nostalgic in that it draws on the past, it is really forward looking.
She states, “For all its accessibility, this is an artistically valuable show. For all of its
theatricality, its magic lies in the details of the staging and the costumes. And, for
all of its nostalgia, its relevance is in its direction: forward-facing” (Bramley 2013).
I agree with this and propose that the reason why this is the case is because the show
celebrates its rediscovery of the forward-looking moments in the past, or the Egyptian
popular avant-garde. Bramley quotes Ziad Al Ahmadiye, responsible for the musical
orchestration of the show, as affirming,

We were trying to be as honest as we could, and as correct as we could in presenting
these songs. If you don’t have this special feeling and spirit in the Arabic music—it
is not a kind of classical music that anyone can play—you have to understand the
spirit of Egypt so that you succeed in presenting these songs in the correct way.
(Bramley 2013)

It is this spirit that is seen as relevant to the present by the show’s creative cast, who
speak of the show’s honest celebration of the feminine (as ranges from Sufi mysticism
to female singers and dancers) in the context of the puritanical Muslim Brotherhood.

What is interesting about burlesque or cabaret culture is that it often emerges as a
response to situations of fascist or racist forms of what may be termed tribal nationalism
and the authoritarianism of its norms as ideals. Thus, Cabaret, as mentioned, pits its
sardonic musical theater against the rise of Nazi Germany, while the film The Grand
Budapest Hotel makes use of a thoroughly burlesque aesthetic to celebrate the life-
affirming culture of Mittel Europa (that mezzaterra or common ground) in the context
of the rise of thuggish fascist elements in 1940s Hungary. I will turn now finally to an
analysis of Free Men with the above considerations in mind.

Free Men is a 2011 film that revisits the Nazi occupation of France in order to
explore the role of a Paris mosque in providing sanctuary and escape for Jews in
danger of persecution or execution. It is based on true stories that are covered by
Robert Satloff in his book Among the Righteous. Satloft’s research makes the case that
“at every stage of the Nazi, Vichy and Fascist persecution of the Jews in Arab lands,
and in every place that it occurred, Arabs helped Jews”” Satloff further observes, “There
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were occasions when certain Arabs chose to do more than offer moral support to the
Jews. They bravely saved Jewish lives sometimes risking their own in the process”
(Satloff 2006, 99).

Satloft gives the following reason for his research project: “I decided that the most
useful response I could offer to 9/11 was to combat Arab ignorance of the Holocaust”
(5). That is, Satloft sees 9/11 as a protest against American support for Israel. Yet
Satloff’s response is rather lopsided in that he seems to think that reminding present-
day Arabs of how earlier generations of Arabs helped Jews resist persecution is likely
to promote acceptance of Israel as a place of refuge; in this light, Israel would not be
conceived of as a settler colony but rather as one donated by Arab charity. What Satloft
does not really consider is that if Arabs came to the aid of racially persecuted Jews,
then today Jews should in turn come to the aid of racially persecuted Arabs such as the
Palestinians (as some do). I will come back to this question later.

In his book, Satloff draws our attention to the writings of a North African Jew
named Albert Assouline, a captive in a German prison camp. Assouline escaped and
made his way to Paris, where he received sanctuary in a mosque. He claims that the
mosque’s imam, Si Mohmmed Benzouaou, issued certificates of Muslim identity to
Jews to save them from deportation and death and that as many as 1732 resistance
fighters found refuge in the caverns of the mosque. Satloft also refers to the surfacing
of the story of Jewish singer Salim Halali, in that Salim was one of those who received
help from the mosque. Satloff informs us:

Assouline’s story received a boost in June 2005, when Salim (Simon) Halali, a
world-renowned singer, died in Cannes. Born in 1920 to a poor Jewish family in
Annaba (formerly Bone), near the Algerian-Tunisian border, Halali hailed from a
local Jewish Berber tribe. When he was just fourteen he made his way to France,
where he was eventually discovered singing in a cabaret. It was not long before
Halali became France’s most celebrated “oriental” singer. For the next forty years,
he was a fixture of Andalusian music, predecessor of today’s rai trend.

(145)

Halali’s story inspired a French documentary short, A Forgotten Resistance (Berkani
1991), and is at the core of Free Men. What Free Men does is to provide a wider
political dimension to Halali’s story through entwining it with the fictional creation
of a friendship between Halali and a young Algerian economic migrant, Younes.
Younes first arrives in France to join his cousin Ali in a factory. When he contracts
tuberculosis, Younes loses his job, and while jobless, he is reduced to selling goods
on the black market. The Vichy police arrest him for this criminal activity but offer
him his freedom if he agrees to spy for them at the local mosque to report on any
suspicious activities there. Younis meets Salim at the mosque and starts to frequent
his cabaret performances in Paris. Salim had already been given Muslim identity
papers by the mosque, but the Germans have begun to suspect the racket. Aware of
the Germans’ suspicions, the rector and leader of the Muslim community, Si Kaddour
Ben Ghrabit, tells Salim that if he is arrested, he should say that his father is buried in
the Muslim cemetery in Bobigny. Meanwhile, Younes discovers that the mosque is a
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refuge not only for Jews but also for Algerians who have joined the French resistance
movement, among whom is his cousin Ali.

Whereas Satloff’s account of the Arabs who helped Jews stresses the humane and
selflessly ethical aspects of this, Ferroukhi’s film deliberately politicizes the situation.
This is particularly underscored when the Algerian fighters link the anti-fascist
resistance with anti-colonial resistance, chanting, “Down with colonialism, down with
fascism!” While Younes is initially apolitical, seeing the political struggles of others
as not his business, he is increasingly politicized into understanding that the various
fights for freedom from racist power regimes are interconnected, where the fight to
free Europe from fascism is offered as a prelude to the Algerian liberation struggle.

The film was released in early 2011, and so while it implicitly addresses questions of
Islamic militancy, the making of it would not have been influenced by the Arab Spring.
It positions Islam (with the mosque as refuge not only for Jews but for freedom fighters
too) on the side of revolution and as inclusive, and the Islam it addresses is one that is
humanist rather than intolerant in its worldly involvements. Some have seen the film
as a response to Islamophobia, in its restoring the memory of Muslims and the French
Resistance as having once shared a common cause (Monji 2015), while this could not
be seen as a mere gesture of appeasement in that the film also raises the memory of the
Algerian liberation struggle.

It is almost as if the film offers us something like a partnership between the
revolutionary humanist Fanon, a widely embracing Islam, and a cabaret culture of joie
de vivre as its utopian horizon. However, more problematically, the politicization of
Younes is accompanied by his induction into committing violence. First, in a scene
where he is trying to escape German soldiers who have identified his resistance group
through an Algerian informer, he kills a German soldier in self-defense. Shortly
after this, he kills the Algerian sellout in cold blood. This violence is presented as
understandable in its context, and even inevitable. That said, Si Kaddour Ben Ghrabit
upbraids Younes for his rashness, not really over the violence per se but for endangering
the reputation of the mosque. The rector is presented as someone who tries to work
pragmatically with authorities in power, trying to outwit them through the weapons of
intelligence and cunning.

The style of the film is that of an art house Second World War espionage thriller,
set to the jazz riffs of contemporary Lebanese trumpeter Ibrahim Maalouf and
punctuated with cameo cabaret scenes that present the cabaret world as very much the
alternative to the political one. In terms of the musical arrangements, Halali’s own song
“Andalusia” features as typifying his romanticism, while tarab features strongly in the
vocals, inducing ecstasy in the audiences. The film also includes a surprising meeting
between the Salim character and the great Egyptian musician Mohamed Abdul Wahab,
each as an ardent admirer of the other. Mohamed Abdul Wahab (born 1907) was a
singer who initially composed songs in praise of King Farouk, changing his allegiance
to Nasser after 1952, a trajectory similar to that of singer Umm Kulthum. In brief,
what is at stake here is music more in the service of patriotism (love of country) than
politics, and the songs of Abdul Wahab, who wrote the national anthems of Libya,
Tunisia, and the United Arab Emirates, are indeed strongly characterized by pan-Arab
patriotism.
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I can find no evidence of Mohamed Abdul Wahab’s having visited Vichy Paris,
so it may be that the film invents this scene. However, it is the case that he came
to Paris in the 1930s to study French film music, going on to become a composer
of Egyptian film scores and to incorporate Western influences and instruments in
his work. For instance, as with Hilali, some of his music makes use of Spanish or
Latin rhythms. More broadly, Paris in the 1930s and 1940s was a locus of a buzzing
Franco-Oriental culture that brought together Catholics, Jews, and Muslims, often
around Arab and North African music, as documented by Ethan B. Katz in his book
The Burdens of Brotherhood: Jews and Muslims from North Africa to France. Salim
Halali was, of course, a part of this wider musical culture, and Katz comments,
“It was in Paris’s Latin Quarter around rue de la Huchette that a host of Oriental
cabarets, including ‘El Djazair’ ... ‘Le Kasbah, ‘Tam Tam’ and ‘Nuits de Liban’
created a dynamic music scene with Jewish-Muslim co-operation at its heart” (Katz
2015, 168). Katz goes on to mention that when Salim Halali moved to Casablanca
after the war, he opened his own cabaret, Le Coq d’Or, with an orchestra of Jewish
and Muslim musicians, and “it quickly became a legendary regional draw.” Katz
also points out that “Arabic music greats Umm Kulthum and Mohamed Abdul
Wahab came from Egypt just to watch” (168).

Whether or not Abdul Wahab came to Paris during the war and met Halali then,
Free Men seeks to draw attention to their historical connection in a particular way. At
the same time that the two singers meet in the film, Salim is warned of an imminent
roundup of Jews in the area and is advised to flee. However, he refuses to heed the
warning because it is a dream of his to sing with Abdul Wahab. When the two take
the stage, soldiers break in, and Salim is arrested. The scene thus indicates that on an
affective and spiritual level, music has the power to transcend religious and national
differences, while it is yet helpless in the face of fanatical militancy. Not only that, it
is as if the targets of fascism are not simply Jews but more widely those who resist the
separatist identity politics of divide and rule.

After his arrest, Salim’s last resort to validate his Muslim identity is to claim that
his father is buried in the Muslim cemetery at Bobigny, as he was advised to do. He is
taken to the cemetery and there, with German guns pointed at him, told to identify his
father’s grave. Eventually he finds a gravestone bearing his family name, as arranged
by the mosque, and he is thus saved from execution. This powerful scene makes use
of the Joycean identification of paternity as a “legal fiction,” to evaporate it as charade
at the same time that another kind of belonging is enabled. That is, the legal fiction
is one of authoritarian branding and sectarian ownership of people. As Salim kneels
before the gravestone under a cloudy sky, a far-off rumble of thunder is heard, as if
to suggest that his salvation is rooted in the truth that Muslims and Jews both are
sanctioned as children of the divine. This moment in the film, one of deliverance
through compassion, has a sacred feeling.

The above moment in the film may be juxtaposed with a scene toward its ending,
when Younes and Salim have a brief reunion after parting ways. The rift between them
is partly due to Younes’s discovery that Salim is gay. When they meet again, however,
there is a charged moment in which they gaze at each other in a way that silently
expresses the emotional connection between them given their common cause against
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Nazism, with not only its racism but its homophobia. Although the title Free Men might
sound vaguely masculinist, the film makes clear that the freedom at stake extends to
men who are feminine, as Salim is. The actor who plays Salim (Mahmoud Shalaby) has
an androgynous beauty but is not camp, while the actual Salim Halali’s performances
(which can be seen on YouTube) have camp or dandified aspects to them in keeping
with the cabaret world more generally.

Earlier I spoke of kitsch in terms of failed authenticity, while Sontag describes camp
in terms of failed seriousness (Sontag 2009). While there may be overlaps here, there
is a significant difference. It may be said that it is kitsch that takes itself seriously in a
literal-minded manner leading to an unpersuasive sentimentality, whereas with camp,
there is an understanding of the game as a game or a joke, as in the dandified sensibility
of Ram or as in Yurids account of the Hishik Bishik Show as a show that makes fun
of itself making fun. That is, camp plays on the distinction between knowing what is
and is not real, where gender is real but divisive gender norms are unreal stereotypes.
Whereas kitsch invests in the stereotype as real, camp sends up the stereotype for what
it is, precisely in appreciating the difference between what is real and what is not. Of
course, reality is much more fluid than typologies, epistemologies, and ideologies.

The final meeting between Younes and Salim seems to suggest that the emotional
bond between them exceeds their differences as Muslim and Jew, straight and gay,
while the two men are yet committed to different trajectories of freedom, Younes
presumably going on to fight for Algerian liberation and Salim bound for cabaret life
in Morocco. In Beer in the Snooker Club, Edna’s heritage appears to be more bound up
with European Jewish legacies in that her parents come to base themselves in South
Africa while her relatives are scattered around America and Europe. In “On Orientalist
Trajectories,” Ella Shohat addresses how “the Zionist project paradoxically involved a
de-Semitisation of the Jew ... even while simultaneously claiming an originary Semitic
lineage” (120). In the light of this, while Salim is able to affirm that he is an Arab Jew,
Edna is pressured into taking the path of de-Orientalization as her Egyptian identity
is called into question. Thus, at stake is also an unresolved fracture between European
Jew and Arab Jew.

What do Beer in the Snooker Club and Free Men contribute to understandings of
transnationalism of relevance today? Beer in the Snooker Club may be said to challenge
the foreclosure of a common humanity by a liberal cosmopolitanism that bases itself
on the differences between self and other, family and stranger, at the same time that
the novel opposes the authoritarian and right-wing tendencies of nationalism that
pit self-determination against a cosmopolitan liberalism seen as fake. In a way, Beer
in the Snooker Club embraces the fakeness of cosmopolitanism, cosmopolitanism as
a joke, while holding out for something more authentic, prefiguring the Egyptian
Revolution. The novel, however, remains haunted by its silences. One such silence
is the Palestinian question, which is bracketed off in the foregrounding of Arab-
Jewish friendship. Similarly, the novel brackets off questions of religion as a concern
with the sacred as opposed to matters of identity. I think that the communism of
Ram is, beyond what he can say, not a secular formation but ultimately sacred in its
implications: it touches on what he speaks of as an Egyptian unconscious beyond the
political. Furthermore, the novel runs up against a troubling flippant callousness in
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Ram (or seeming inability to feel) that is, in inexpressible ways or ways not addressed,
in danger of tipping into the cruelty that he fears.

Free Men does introduce questions of the sacred through the role played by the
mosque concerning how religion can and should transcend national identities, while
it also brackets off the question of Palestine in creating alliances between Jews fighting
fascism and Algerians fighting colonialism. At this point, it is worth pointing out that
Satloft speaks of how he tried to present Yad Vashem, the Israeli Holocaust Museum,
with evidence of Arabs who had helped Jews so that at least one Arab be inscribed
among the righteous. However, to this day, Yad Vashem refuses to acknowledge any
of the Arabs who intervened against the Nazi persecution of the Jews. This amounts
to a shocking politicization of the Holocaust, either because the Holocaust loses its
significance as a violation of the sacred or because the sacred is transferred to a self-
promoting national cause.

With the above in mind, it may be said that while liberal cosmopolitanism
forecloses the sacred so that its forms of togetherness are merely performative
enactments, like the polite rituals of hospitality offered by the Dungates in Ghali’s
novel, right-wing nationalism attempts to reappropriate the sacred for its own
political ends, denying thus the value of other lives. Both Beer in the Snooker Club
and Free Men serve to raise the question of whether the cabaret aesthetic and milieu
constitute a political resistance to the theater of identity politics or whether they
constitute instead a resistance as limit to the politicization of human relationships.
This is open to debate, but on the whole, the cabaret or burlesque ethos implicitly
sends up the deadly earnestness of the political through an awareness of human
realities that exceed political determinants.

What I would like to suggest further is that the Egyptian Revolution may be seen
on the one hand as hinged on political resistance to authoritarianism and on the other
hand as a creativity that resists the all-pervasive politicization of human relationships.
Burlesque is more generally related to the carnival or the carnivalesque, which itself
borders on the religious festival. This brings me to the Egyptian Revolution as a mulid
(Keraitim and Mehrez 2012; Elmarsafy 2015; Rooney 2015), that is, experienced as a
radiantly joyful togetherness. Mona Prince, in her firsthand account of the revolution,
speaks of it in such terms and ends her testimony with the following:

We danced and sang until a friend came back with a big cassette player.
We inserted a cassette and pressed play.

We cheered and sang along.

Pink

My life is pink ...

Pink, pink

My life is pink without you, Hosni.

Without you Hosni, life is now pink.

Pink, pink, pink. (191)

The revolution is presented as a song (somewhat camp) that we can all sing in unison
(Arab style as opposed to contrapuntally), and it is a song that can only come into its
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own by deposing the figureheads of illusory unity (political leaders and their causes)
through a demonstration of real unity, a human solidarity that borders on the sacred,
here in a festive way. As such, the song mediates between its moment in history and
the timelessness of what cannot be dated. In fact, tellingly, this song comes from an
Egyptian film, Khalli Balak min Zouzou (Watch out for Zouzou), with Suad Hosni
(here, the alternative to Hosni Mubarak) in the leading role and with Salah Jahine, a
leading Egyptian poet, as its lyricist. In the film, Hosni plays a student whose humble
origins are revealed through her mother’s belonging to a belly-dancing troupe. In brief,
the film celebrates both unapologetic femininity and the cabaret world of the belly
dancers.

While nationalism and cosmopolitanism each posit themselves as progressive in
relation to the regressive, respectively, the dialectics of progression and regression are
ultimately irrelevant to the true common ground, which is why works such as Beer
in the Snooker Club and Free Men are able to present us slices of history that have the
potential to seem always contemporary as they musically resist the foreclosure of the
synchronic, upon which dialectical histories of assimilation and expulsion are otherwise
predicated. That said, the valences of nationalism, cosmopolitanism, and revolutionary
friendships often coexist in any one historical moment, in which can reside the
symbolic (nationalism), the imaginary (cosmopolitanism), and the real (solidarity that
is dependent on neither the symbolic nor the imaginary). With respect to the Arab
uprisings, the fraught question of Arab-Jewish friendship remains pertinent. I say this
because the thwarting of the Arab uprisings—their being put on hold, so to speak—can
be attributed in part to the fact that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict continues, where
Israel fears genuine anti-neoliberal and antiracist democracy in the region and where
American support for Israel makes its liberal cosmopolitanism a joke.

Finally, why music? In a conversation between the conductor and pianist Daniel
Barenboim and Edward Said, Barenboim asks Said to explain, from his perspective as
a cultural critic, why, as globalization spreads and intensifies, “political conflicts and
national conflicts are deeper and pettier than ever before” (Barenboim and Said 2004,
14). Said responds that this is, first, a reaction to global homogenization and, second,
a case of the imperial advocacy of “partition” as a solution to “the problem of multiple
nationalities” (14). Said goes on to say:

It’s like someone telling you, “Okay, the way to learn a musical piece is to divide it
into tinier and tinier units, and then suddenly you can put it all together” It doesn’t
work that way. When you divide something up, it’s not so easy to put it all back
together.

(14)

For both Barenboim and Said, music both inspires and entails a pluralistic and
unified collaborative ethos, one that may sometimes entail—as exemplified by their
friendship and professional partnership—co-creative and mutually supportive visions
across official enemy lines. It is as if in music, we are able to find our way around
the destructive forces that exploit our differences by turning them into fractures and
partitions.
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Note

1 An early version of this chapter was presented at the Mediterranean Fractures
conference organized by Norbert Bugeja and Abdulrazak Gurnah (University of
Kent, April 2014). I am grateful to Ayman A. El-Desouky and Eid Mohamed for the
opportunity to present a longer version at the Doha Institute (January 2017) and to
all those who responded to both versions of the work in progress at these events.

References

Agamben, Giorgio. 2009. “What Is the Contemporary?” What Is an Apparatus? and Other
Essays. Translated by David Kishik and Stefan Pedatella. Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 39-54.

Aikerman, lain. 2014. “Journey into Hamra?” Gulf Business. Review of Hishik Bishik Show,
January 11. https://www.pressreader.com/uae/gulf-business/20140101/
281646778044201. Last accessed May 24, 2017.

Al Imam, Hassan. 1972. Dir. Khalli Balak min Zouzou [Watch Out for Zouzou].

Anderson, Wes. 2014. Dir. The Grand Budapest Hotel.

Barenboim, Daniel and Edward Said. 2004. Parallels and Paradoxes: Explorations in Music
and Society, edited by Ara Guzelimian. London: Bloomsbury.

Beinin, Joel. 2005. The Dispersion of Egyptian Jewry: Culture, Politics and the Formation of
a Modern Diaspora. Cairo: American University in Cairo Press.

Berkani, Derri. 1991. Dir. Une Résistance Oubliée: La Mosquée de Paris [A Forgotten
Resistance: The Mosque of Paris].

Bramley, Ellie Violet. 2013. “Egyptian Cabaret in Beirut” NOW. Review of Hishik Bishik
Show, February 27. https://now.mmedia.me/lb/en/features/egyptian-cabaret-in-beirut.
Last accessed May 27, 2017.

Elmarsafy, Ziad. 2015. “Action, Imagination, Natality, Revolution.” Journal for Cultural
Research 19 (2): 130-8.

Fahmy, Ziad. 2011. Ordinary Egyptians: Creating the Modern Nation through Popular
Culture. Stanford: Stanford University Press.

Fayid, Ismail. 2015. “Death of a Hegemon: Mid-Century Egyptian Music in Beirut”
Mada Masr. http://www.madamasr.com/en/2015/04/03/opinion/culture/death-of-a-
hegemon-mid-century-egyptian-music-in-beirut/. Last accessed May 24, 2017.

Ferroukhi, Ismaél. 2011. Dir. Free Men [Les hommes libres].

Fosse, Bob. 1972. Dir. Cabaret.

Ghali, Waguih. 2010. Beer in the Snooker Club. London: Serpent’s Tail.

Habiby, Emile. 1974. The Secret Life of Saeed the Pessoptimist. Translated by S. Jayyusi and
T. LeGassick. Northampton, MA: Interlink.

Honold, Alexander. 2012. “The Art of Counterpoint: Music as Site and Tool in
Postcolonial Readings” In Edward Said’s Translocations: Essays in Secular Criticism,
edited by Tobias Déring and Mark Stein, 187-204. London: Routledge.

Isherwood, Christopher. 1998. Goodbye to Berlin. London: Vintage.

Katz, Ethan B. 2015. The Burdens of Brotherhood: Jews and Muslims from North Africa to
France. Princeton: Harvard University Press.

Keraitim, Sahar and Samia Mehrez. 2012. “Mulid al-Tahrir: Semiotics of a Revolution.” In
Translating Egypt’s Revolution: The Language of Tahrir, edited by Samia Mehrez, 25-68.
Cairo: American University Press.


https://www.pressreader.com/uae/gulf-business/20140101/281646778044201
https://www.pressreader.com/uae/gulf-business/20140101/281646778044201
https://now.mmedia.me/lb/en/features/egyptian-cabaret-in-beirut
http://www.madamasr.com/en/2015/04/03/opinion/culture/death-of-a-hegemon-mid-century-egyptian-music-in-beirut/
http://www.madamasr.com/en/2015/04/03/opinion/culture/death-of-a-hegemon-mid-century-egyptian-music-in-beirut/

80 Cultural Production and Social Movements after the Arab Spring

Monji, Jana. 2015. “Free Men, Islamophobia and Liberty”” http://www.rogerebert.com/far-
flung-correspondents/free-men-islamophobia-and-liberty. Last accessed May 25, 2017.

Prince, Mona. 2014. My Name Is Revolution: An Egyptian Woman'’s Diary from Eighteen
Days in Tahrir. Translated by Samia Mehrez. Cairo: American University in Cairo
Press.

Rooney, Caroline. 2011. “Egyptian Literary Culture and Egyptian Modernity:
Introduction?” Journal of Postcolonial Writing 47 (4): 369-76.

Rooney, Caroline. 2015. “Sufi Springs: Air on an Oud String” CounterText 1 (1): 38-58.

Rooney, Caroline and Rita Sakr. 2014. Dir. White Flags.

Said, Edward. 1999. Interview with Philip Lopate. Bomb Magazine, 69. http://
bombmagazine.org/article/2269/edward-said. Last accessed May 24, 2017.

Satloff, Robert. 2006. Among the Righteous: Lost Stories from the Holocaust’s Long Reach
into Arab Lands. New York: Public Affairs.

Selvon, Sam. (1956) 2006. The Lonely Londoners. London: Penguin Books.

Shohat, Ella. 2018. “On Orientalist Genealogies: The Arab/Jew Figure Revisited.” In The
Edinburgh Companion to the Postcolonial Middle East, edited by Anna Ball and Karim
Mattar. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.

Sontag, Susan. 2009. “Notes on ‘Camp”” In Against Interpretation and Other Essays,
275-92. London: Penguin Books.

Soueif, Ahdaf. 2004. Mezzaterra: Fragments from the Common Ground. London:
Bloomsbury.

Starr, Deborah. 2006. “Drinking, Gambling and Making Merry: Waguih Ghali’s Search for
Cosmopolitan Agency.” Middle Eastern Literatures 9 (3): 271-85.

Stephens, Robert. 1971. Nasser: A Political Biography. New York: Simon and Schuster.

Thomas, Susie. 2011. “Waguih Ghali: Beer in the Snooker Club—1964” London Fictions.
http://www.londonfictions.com/waguih-ghali-beer-in-the-snooker-club.html. Last
accessed May 24, 2017.


http://www.rogerebert.com/far-flung-correspondents/free-men-islamophobia-and-liberty
http://www.rogerebert.com/far-flung-correspondents/free-men-islamophobia-and-liberty
http://bombmagazine.org/article/2269/edward-said
http://bombmagazine.org/article/2269/edward-said
http://www.londonfictions.com/waguih-ghali-beer-in-the-snooker-club.html

Part Two

Migration and the Challenges
of Subjectivation



82



Poetics of the Virtual: Technology and Revolution
in the Poetry of Sghaier Ouled Ahmed

Hager Ben Driss

I was about to write a new poem,
I found Mohamed Bouazizi’s funeral.
As I followed the process