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This arti cle out lines a the o ret i cal frame work for researching pop u lar pol i tics in the Middle East and North 
Africa, draw ing on Gramscian per spec tives. While the prob lem at ics of pop u lar pol i tics, the ques tion, as the 
young Antonio Gramsci put it, of “how best to con vert the facts of vas sal age into the sig nals of rebel lion and 

social recon struc tion,”1 have tra di tion ally been occluded in Middle East stud ies, the post-2011 con text, over all, has 
been more fer tile and pro voc a tive. The arti cle sketches a Gramscian alter na tive to existing approaches in mate ri al-
ist Marx ism, cul tural stud ies, and social move ment stud ies. It aims, fur ther, to think a Gramsci use ful to his to ri ans, 
polit i cal sci en tists, soci ol o gists, and anthro pol o gists, beyond the com mon loci of Gramsci schol ar ship in polit i cal 
the ory, com par a tive lit er a ture, and inter na tional rela tions.2 With a start point in Gramsci’s phi los o phy of praxis, 
it puts for ward a con cept of pop u lar pol i tics as a mostly slow-mov ing, com plex, and many-lay ered trans for ma tive 
activ ity, a form of his tor i cal protagonism com prised of a vari ety of moments, capa ble of work ing changes on exist-
ing forms of hege mony and founding new social rela tions. The point is to enable research ers in Middle East stud ies 
to see and research pop u lar pol i tics, carry on a cri tique of trans for ma tive activ ity, and to inform trans for ma tion in 
the pres ent.

Popular Politics Occluded and Engaged
Middle East stud ies has not engaged as exten sively with ques tions of pop u lar pol i tics and sub al tern activ ism as 
might be assumed. (Neo)Orientalism dismisses pop u lar pol i tics in rac ist, exceptionalist, and essen tial ist terms as 
“self-pity,” “Mus lim rage”, ter ror ism, resent ment, sex ual frus tra tion, vio lence, dis or der, and threat.3 Essentializing 
and roman ti ciz ing the sub al tern in the clothes of cul tural and reli gious authen tic ity has been shown to be prob lem-
atic in nation al ist and Islam ist per spec tives.4 Elitist and hard-power approaches are still com mon, espe cially in con-
ven tional polit i cal sci ence.5 Narratives of glob al iza tion tend toward deter min ism and homog e ni za tion, and lib eral 
dis cus sions of civil soci ety, human rights, and the pub lic sphere toward a focus on abstracted, mid dle-class, respect-
able, pro fes sion al ized, legal, dec o rous, “civ i lized,” and nonsubaltern prac tices.6 Social move ment stud ies tends not 
to see or think hege mony and subalternity, and fails to engage with chal lenges to dom i na tion, chang ing the world, 
or crit i cal stud ies of cap i tal ism, state power, race, or gen der and sex u al ity.7

Critical work also has prob lems. Materialist Marx ism, ris ing again since the finan cial cri sis of 2008, often suf-
fers from “mech a nis tic and fatal is tic con cep tions of economism.”8 Thinking sub al tern activ ism solely in terms of 
class strug le and cap i tal ism diminishes the vital impor tance of body, civil soci ety, cul ture, and pol i tics. Studies 
of hege mony, even in Gramscian mode, often empha size polit i cal econ omy over cul ture, and/or start from the top 
down, see ing resis tance as an epi phe nom e non of dom i nant ten den cies.9 Although impor tant research has been 
car ried out,10 sub al tern stud ies has had less trac tion in Middle East stud ies than in South Asia and Latin Amer-
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ica, and has been appropriated less in terms of pop u lar 
strug le and pol i tics “from below,” and more in terms 
of power/knowl edge and dis course.11 Foucauldian 
approaches around dis ci pline, power/knowl edge, the 
micro phys ics of power, Orientalism, and gen der/sex-
u al ity are usu ally taken up in ways that leave the issue 
of sub stan tive trans for ma tive activ ity in the shad ows.12 
Or, the cri tique of Western dis course can drown out 
the inter pre tive and his tor i ciz ing under stand ing of the 
strug les and lives of sub al tern groups.13 In cul tural 
stud ies, the prob lem atic of sig ni fi ca tion tends to dis-
place ques tions of prac tice, sub al tern expe ri ence, orga-
ni za tion, and strat egy.

The pop u lar upris ings of 2011, the Rojava Revolu-
tion, and the rapid growth of the Boycott, Divestment, 
Sanctions (BDS) move ment inter alia have accom-
pa nied some pos i tive changes. The upris ings of 2011 
enrolled a new gen er a tion in activ ism and stim u lated 
the study of non elite ini tia tives. Critical and engaged 
forums such as jadaliyya  .com have emerged. Tunisia has 
hosted the World Social Forum twice. Dissatisfaction 
with uncrit i cal social move ment stud ies has been reg-
is tered.14 There have been pow er ful cri tiques of global 
civil soci ety, NGOs, inter na tional donors, human rights 
dis courses, and inter na tional law.15 Middle East stud ies 
has attracted more inter est among pro gres sives gen er-
ally.16 There has been impor tant new work on fem i nism, 
gen der, sex u al ity, and trans na tion al ism,17 as well as on 
resis tance, pro test, and pop u lar pol i tics, includ ing in 
Gramscian per spec tive.18 Right-wing, pop u list, misog-
y nist, and author i tar ian ten den cies in countries such as 
Turkey, Israel, and Egypt have sharp ened the urgency 
of ques tions about pop u lar pol i tics. Gramsci’s inter war 
Italy, and the rise of fas cism in the wake of the biennio 
rosso of 1918–20, looks more rel e vant to the con tem-
po rary MENA (Middle East and North Africa). While 
“mor bid symp toms” abound,19 prom is ing direc tions in 
activ ism and research fer til ize the devel op ment of new 
approaches.

The Philosophy of Praxis
The frame work begins with Gramsci’s “phi los o phy of 
praxis.” The major prem ise is that the “phi los o phy of 
praxis” is not mate ri al ist Marx ism. It is instead an orig i nal 
syn the sis of Benedetto Croce on cul ture, Niccolò Machi-
avelli on the state, and Karl Marx on cap i tal ism—elab o-
rated in Italy in the age of Vladimir Lenin. Out of this syn-
the sis comes Gramsci’s core con cept of hege mony—the 
com plex, incom plete com bi na tion of the ory and prac tice, 
coer cion and con sent at work in the real i za tion of activ ity 

in a con crete “historico-polit i cal”20 for ma tion. Gramsci’s 
syn the sis involves unity in diver sity, his tory and the ory, 
base and super struc ture, and an interlocking of cul ture, 
econ omy, civil soci ety, and the state. Parsing hege mony 
involved Gramsci in an orig i nal elab o ra tion of con cepts 
of civil soci ety, organic intel lec tu als, his tor i cal bloc, dom-
i nant and sub al tern social groups, wars of maneu ver and 
posi tion, and his great empha sis on “cul tural direc tion,” 
con tra dic tory con scious ness, con cep tions of the world, 
forms of col lec tive will, orga ni za tion, lead er ship, and the 
national-pop u lar. It is some times for got ten that hege-
mony as a liv ing his tor i cal activ ity does not sanc tify the 
sta tus quo, but puts it in a crit i cal, his tor i cal light, ref-
er enc ing its incom plete ness, for those seek ing to trans-
form it via rev o lu tion ary praxis and the con struc tion of 
alter na tives. The lat ter involves “prac ti cal-crit i cal activ-
ity,”21 a new uni fi ca tion of the ory and prac tice; it implies 
a “going to the peo ple,” under stood as the ensem ble of 
sub or di nated groups. Praxis embraces and actu al izes 
what the young Marx called the “cat e gor i cal imper a tive 
to over throw all  rela tions in which man [and woman] 
is a debased, enslaved, for saken, despi ca ble being.”22 
Praxis involves his tor i cally embed ded con scious, col lec-
tive activ ity chal leng ing sub or di na tion and build ing new 
social rela tions, chang ing the terms of the existing form 
of hege mony and/by ame lio rat ing or elim i nat ing sub al-
tern sta tus. Gramsci’s phi los o phy of praxis is a pow er ful 
start point for the study of pop u lar pol i tics as trans for-
ma tive activ ity.

Thinking power, sub or di na tion, and trans for ma tion 
in terms of hege mony and praxis has a vital impor tance 
in Middle East stud ies. First, in com bin ing cul ture, econ-
omy, civil soci ety, and the state, this approach responds 
to Lockman’s unre solved chal lenge to the field: “to com-
bine due atten tion to the ques tion of rep re sen ta tion with 
due atten tion to social and polit i cal dynam ics, hier ar-
chies of power and his tor i cal con texts, and to explore 
how these domains are intertwined.”23 Lockman sought a 
way beyond the lin guis tic and decon struc tion ist excesses 
of the cul tural turn. He sought an approach that could 
sus tain an anal y sis of mate rial prac tice, with out a return 
to economistic or deter min is tic Marx ism and/or mod-
ern ist tel e ol ogy. Second, Gramscian per spec tives have a 
par tic u lar abil ity to travel because of their rich atten tion 
to his tory and national con text. Gramsci’s core con cepts, 
indeed, only make sense when thor oughly his tor i cized.24

Subaltern Social Groups
Gramscian optics imply that the study of pop u lar pol-
i tics engages, first, with the his tor i cal and inter pre tive 
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under stand ing of the expe ri ences and sit u a tions of 
sub al tern social groups, includ ing work ers, peas ants, 
migrants, women, slaves, and minor i ties,25 “serial” sets 
of social sub jects, thrown together or dis persed, hav-
ing in com mon not a “fused” or con scious com mu nity, 
but a sim i lar ity of fate, and liv ing a sit u a tion marked 
and defined above all  by sub or di na tion amid a com plex 
and incom plete ensem ble of heg e monic struc tures.26 
Subordination operates directly and indi rectly through 
cul tural speech less ness, embod ied social stigma, eco-
nomic dis pos ses sion, and polit i cal exclu sion. At stake 
are both objec ti fi ca tion and subjectivation: sub al tern 
social groups are defamed, Otherized, misrecognized, 
and made inar tic u late; they are sub jec tiv ized by read-
ing and under stand ing their own sit u a tion in terms of 
a com mon sense marked by the con cepts of rul ing and 
mid dle clas ses elab o rated and dif used in civil soci ety; 
they are eco nom i cally exploited, reified, mar gin al ized, 
and made depen dent, and they are subjected to vio lent 
dom i na tion. Their very being is riveted to nature: to the 
pri mor dial, the racialized epi der mis, the eth nic, the 
improv i dent, the base, the hys ter i cal, the sex u ally devi-
ant, the exotic, the irra tio nal, and the vio lent. The sub-
al tern woman, by the stan dards of the Ital ian pub lic, 
writes Gramsci, is enclosed in a “cir cuit of nerves, mus-
cles, and sen si tive skin”; she is “the female who nurses 
her new born and feels . . .  a love made up of spasms 
of the flesh and pal pi ta tions of the heart”; or she is 
the cocotte, a “slave” in the “bour geois fam ily,” “the doll 
who is the more dear the more stu pid she is.”27 She, in 
Jean-Paul Sartre’s phrase, “sub or di nates her real ity as 
a con scious sub ject to the Other that she is for Oth-
ers.”28 The words and actions of sub al tern groups are 
explained as the “expres sion of a psy cho phys i o log i cal 
mech a nism.”29 Like Jews in Hannah Arendt’s Europe 
or gay men in Didier Eribon’s France, they are by turns 
“pariah” or “par venu,” absent qua group “from the his-
tor i cal and polit i cal arena.”30 A sub al tern social group, 
writes Gramsci, is “deprived of his tor i cal ini tia tive,”31 
“has not yet gained con scious ness of its strength, its 
pos si bil i ties, of how it is to develop, and . . .  there-
fore does not know how to escape.”32 Subaltern his tory 
is writ ten in “frag ments” and “epi sodes.” As Gramsci 
writes, “It never occurs to them [sub al terns] that their 
his tory might have some pos si ble impor tance, that 
there might be some value in leav ing doc u men tary evi-
dence of it.”33

Subaltern stud ies, which has devel oped into a sig-
nifi  cant sub field in its own right since its launch by his-
to ri ans of South Asia in 1978, has done a great deal to 

estab lish the diver sity, com plex ity, and his to ric ity of 
sub al tern social groups in the his tory of South Asia and 
beyond.34 Subaltern optics have been brought to bear, 
to some extent, in Middle East stud ies. Stephanie Cro-
nin cap tures the main point by defin ing sub al tern social 
groups in the region as “a wide range of groups who 
pos sess a sub or di nate social, polit i cal, eco nomic and 
ideo log i cal sta tus.”35 Relevant here are the urban and 
rural poor, work ers, the peas antry, slum dwell ers, the 
unem ployed, as well as women, migrants, ban dits, gyp-
sies, and slaves. In other research, women dis persed in 
pat ri lin eal house holds “bargaining with patri ar chy,”36 
fac ing state vio lence in Egypt after 2011,37 sell ing sex in 
colo nial Cairo,38 or LGBTQ groups in Israel/Palestine,39 
and work ers of many kinds (indus trial, peas ant, 
migrant, pre car i ous, domes tic, female, mar gin al ized, 
self-exploiting, squeezed, and sur viv al ist)40 have been 
stud ied via an inter pre tive under stand ing of sub al tern 
sit u a tions and expe ri ences. Asef Bayat writes strik-
ingly of sub al tern groups in Egypt as those feared as 
“the spoil ers of pub lic order, as cul prits of vio lence.”41 
As the Tunisian, Jew ish, anti co lo nial intel lec tual Albert 
Memmi put it in the 1950s, the “colonised” are those 
who are imme di ately punished even if so much as a 
“rusty weapon” is dis cov ered among them.42

Edward Said, draw ing on Gramsci, Michel Fou-
cault, and a broad dem o cratic human ism, under stood 
the sit u a tions of Mus lims, Arabs, and Palestinians, 
in the dias pora and the region, in terms of how such 
groups were Otherized and sub or di nated by the cul-
tural hege mony of Orientalism com bined with impe rial 
dom i na tion.43 Joseph Massad has extended such optics, 
draw ing on Gramsci, but espe cially Foucault, in think-
ing about the mak ing of Jordanian national iden tity as 
an efect of a colo nial dis course,44 and in study ing how 
males in the Arab  world engaged in same-sex prac tices 
have been subjected to the mis sion ary activ i ties of a 
“gay inter na tional” rooted in Euro-Amer i can identi-
tarian con struc tions of sex u al ity.45 Frantz Fanon, the 
psy chi a trist from Martinique, anti co lo nial activ ist, and 
organic intel lec tual of Third World and Black lib er a tion, 
explains how the racializing look from the site of the 
white other on the Black epi der mis fixed and “sealed” 
what would oth er wise be a rich dia lec tic between body 
and world “into . . .  crushing objecthood.”46 Many col-
o nized Tunisians, in the same period, sought to assim-
i late to French “civ i li za tion,” a con cept elab o rated and 
dis sem i nated in civil soci ety by dom i nant and inter me-
di ary groups, via an assim i la tion pro cess that was tor-
tur ous, impos si ble, and alien at ing.47 Decades ear lier we 
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find crit ics of impe ri al ism such as the Egyp tian Abdal-
lah Al-Nadim (1843–96) lamenting the way in which 
“Orientals” have been made into a “race . . .  cre ated 
to serve the Euro pe ans,” “reduced to mere employ ees, 
plant ing, harvesting, and manufactur ing in order that 
Europe’s . . .  for tune increase and the power of her 
royal houses be swelled.”48

Cronin makes the vital point that sub al tern groups 
are usu ally erased from his tory writ ing and con sid ered 
of no account. As Memmi notes, “The most seri ous blow 
suf ered by the col o nized is being removed from his-
tory and from the com mu nity. Colonization usurps any 
free role in either war or peace, every deci sion con trib-
ut ing to his [or her] des tiny and that of the world, and 
all  cul tural and social respon si bil ity.”49 The col o nized, 
writes Memmi, is out of the game: “He [or she] is no 
way a sub ject of his tory any more. Of course, he [or she] 
car ries its bur den, often more cru elly than oth ers, but 
always as an object.”50 As Michael Gilsenan’s rich eth-
nog ra phy in “the periph ery of the periph ery” in North 
Lebanon shows, male fel la hin (peas ant) house holds 
thought his ques tions about their gene al ogy and fam ily 
his tory ridic u lous, and directed him toward the socially 
hon or able, those wor thy of his tory, the land own ers and 
“lords” of the region.51

The study of heg e monic dis course itself, how-
ever, can draw research far from an inter pre tive under-
stand ing of sub al tern strug les. A Gramscian per spec-
tive insists that we refuse to suc cumb to the top-down 
spectralization of the sub al tern, and to any poten tially 
abstract and ahis tor i cal read ing of “the sub al tern can-
not speak”;52 a Gramscian optic enjoins us to seize 
instead upon every trace of sub al tern ini tia tive, and to 
read “against the grain.” This was cer tainly the life long 
pro ject of the fore most Otto man labor his to rian, Don-
ald Quataert, who always insisted that sources existed 
for those pre pared to search. As Gramsci writes, some 
part of the sub al tern group is always “direc tive and 
respon si ble”53 and hege mony is never fully com plete 
or seam less. We are rightly enjoined not to roman ti-
cize resis tance: we should equally refuse to roman ti cize 
power.

In short, Gramscian optics make the inter pre tive 
under stand ing of sub al tern social groups and sit u a-
tions fun da men tal. Such an optic takes us to the heart 
of under stand ing how hege mony is variably and his-
tor i cally for mu lated, how it works, and where its lim its 
are. Even more impor tantly, this focus is fun da men tal 
to grasp ing the qual ity, extent, and lim its of trans for ma-
tive activ ity itself, given that such activ ity works changes 

on sub al tern sit u a tions and con di tions, and this is ulti-
mately the mean ing and mea sure of trans for ma tion. 
The most impor tant cri tiques, for instance, of Tunisian 
lib eral democ racy after 2011, turn on whether it has 
transformed cer tain sub al tern con di tions—in regard to 
the socio eco nomic dis pos ses sion of the inhab i tants of 
periph eral regions and the lives of gen dered and sex u al-
ized minor i ties.54 The first moment in a Gramscian pop-
u lar pol i tics, then, involves a his tor i cized under stand-
ing of sub al tern sit u a tions and con di tions.

Contradictory Consciousness
The sec ond moment in a Gramscian per spec tive on 
pop u lar pol i tics is sub al tern sites of con tra dic tory con-
scious ness. This prob lem atic points toward heg e monic 
incom plete ness. Contradictory con scious ness has a 
cru cial value as a gen u ine expres sion, how ever fleet-
ing and dimly reg is tered, of con tra dic tions in existing 
forms of hege mony. It is con scious ness torn by the gap 
between how things and per sons are sup posed to be in 
prac tice and in the ory according to the dom i nant hege-
mony, and how things and per sons are expe ri enced 
in prac tice and in the ory by sub al tern social groups. 
Contradictory con scious ness is the con tra dic tory 
coin ci dence of two kinds of con scious ness in one con-
scious ness. On the one side is a con scious ness “log i cally 
affirmed as an intel lec tual choice,”55 or “uncrit i cally 
absorbed,”56 a form of con scious ness either vol un ta ris-
tic or doxic, asso ci ated with and intertwined with hege-
mony, dom i nant world views, civil soci ety, cap i tal ism, 
and the state, a con scious ness pres ent and struc tur ing 
as com mon sense in the life-activ ity of sub al tern social 
groups; and on the other side is a con scious ness that is 
pres ent, implicit, and intertwined with the life-activ-
ity, prac tices (eco nomic, embod ied, social, cul tural, or 
polit i cal), and expe ri ences of sub al tern social groups, a 
con scious ness “which emerges from the real activ ity of 
each man [or woman], which is implicit in his [or her] 
mode of action.”57 When con tra dic tory con scious ness 
occurs in the lives of great masses, writes Gramsci, it is 
not a mat ter of “self-decep tion,” bad faith or hypoc risy, 
but “the expres sion of profounder con trasts of a social 
his tor i cal order.”58

Contradictory con scious ness is a dou ble con-
scious ness existing in and rend ing apart a sin gle sub-
al tern con scious ness. It is half-artic u late in that it does 
not in and of itself have a lan guage or a con cep tion of 
the world, and cer tainly not a devel oped pol i tics. It can 
often be expressed in mix tures of par ody, sat ire, nos-
tal gia, irony, rejec tion, dis sent, and desire of widely 
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vary ing polit i cal sig nifi  cance.59 It is not false (as in 
Vanguardist con cep tions), angry (as in Orientalism), or 
irra tio nal and/or mired in cus tom and tra di tion (as in 
ratio nal ist Jac o bin ism) but is linked to the con tra dic-
tory struc ture of life activ ity and com mon sense in a 
given hege mony: it is only inco her ent and unsys tem atic 
inso far as it expresses the con tra dic tions of social and 
his tor i cal order. In other words, its very inco her ence is 
reveal ing and vital, rather than sim ply wrong or obfus-
ca tory. Contradictory con scious ness is not what Gilles 
Deleuze rightly dismisses as a “lit tle, pri vate afair,” an 
indi vid ual psy cho log i cal trauma or devi a tion requir ing 
expert ther apy, but a vital dis so nance to be elu ci dated. 
It is a col lec tive form of unrest that calls for, and indeed 
searches out, the act of “only con nect,” of artic u la tion.

Contradictory con scious ness is bound up with heg-
e monic con tra dic tions and “pro found” his tor i cal con-
trasts. Gramsci notes, against the insis tence of the rul-
ing class, the lack of com plete coher ence even in rul ing 
con cep tions.60 The state can also run into a far-reaching 
“cri sis of author ity” (i.e., of hege mony), brought about 
in part by the fail ings of rul ing groups in major under-
tak ings, for which they had pre vi ously won or forc ibly 
extracted mass con sent. Here pre vi ous pat terns of sub-
al tern con sent and subjectivation are thrown into dis-
ar ray. Common sense, fur ther more, is not a seam less, 
sin gu lar expres sion of the dom i nant world view: it is 
“nec es sar ily frag men tary,”61 has dif er ent ver nac u lars, 
regional par tic u lars, social lay ers, dif er ent ten den-
cies, ambi gu i ties, con tra dic tions, and forms of rel a tive 
auton omy. At the level of cap i tal ism and class, con-
scious ness among fac tory wage work ers, for instance, of 
their activ ity as the pro duc tion of use-value sus tain ing 
and expanding life could be dou bled in con tra dic tory 
fash ion with a wage worker con scious ness con ceiv ing 
their activ ity as labor power for sale mak ing com mod i-
ties for the expan sion and accu mu la tion of cap i tal.

Gramsci writes highly sug es tively of the “infin ity 
of traces,” his tor i cal and social depos its left in bod ies 
and cul ture left over from pre vi ous but now defunct 
forms of hege mony. Such traces could give rise to and 
form part of con tra dic tory con scious ness, part and 
par cel, for exam ple, of an “intel lec tual cri sis, waver ing 
between the old and the new, when he [or she] has lost 
faith in the old, and has not yet come down in favour 
of the new.”62 It is also use ful to con sider how con crete, 
sub or di nated indi vid u als are torn between impulses to 
non be ing and being, to assim i la tion and to con fron ta-
tion, between despair and what Robin Kelley calls free-
dom dreams.

Contradictory con scious ness has been underre-
searched in Middle East stud ies. Gilsenan’s eth nog ra-
phy, how ever, a study of vio lence, nar ra tive, and social 
change among lords, mid dling strata, and peas ants in 
north Lebanon in the decades before the start of the 
civil war (1975), elab o rates on a more or less iden ti-
cal phe nom e non in great detail, espe cially in the final 
two chap ters of his study “The Chal lenge of Work and 
Wages” and “Horsemen on Trac tors.” Changes in land 
ten ure, grow ing invest ment by “lordly” land own ers in 
the cit ies, the spread of wage labor, chang ing man ners 
and social com port ment among land own ers and mid-
dling strata, new forms of mid dle-class edu ca tion, and 
new con sump tion pat terns among the fel la hin (peas ant 
house holds), new mean ings of tra di tion and moder nity, 
and above all  the “imper a tives of work” for the poor and 
the decline of life struc tured according to social honor, 
gen er ated huge con tra dic tions in the con scious ness of 
those who felt bound to mas cu line honor nar ra tives 
in one sense, but who were also aware that dom i nant 
prac tices no lon ger conformed to such codes, and wage 
labor and the mar ket was increas ingly a basic imper-
a tive in their own life activ i ties. Gilsenan writes that 
in such a con text, “the gap between act and nar ra tive, 
social real ity and agent’s con scious ness . . .  [is] no lon-
ger a mat ter of indi vid ual fail ure to estab lish con gru-
ence between seem ing and being, it . . .  [is] a col lec tive 
expe ri ence.”63 A more exact defi  ni tion of con tra dic tory 
con scious ness could hardly be found. Moreover, the 
expres sion of such con scious ness, as else where, often 
involved irony, par ody, sat ire, and unlikely dreams,64 
fig ures that do not con ceal the seri ous ness and urgency 
of sub al tern expe ri ences of social suf er ing, dis honor, 
vio lence, and impov er ish ment.65

Perhaps we can, fur ther, read the “infin ity of 
traces” in the recent pro tests of male and female slum 
dwell ers in Morocco, dis pos sessed by urban “devel op-
ment” schemes, but who under line their descent from 
the Guich tribe, and their proud, nineteenth-cen tury 
asso ci a tion with the royal author ity of the cen tral gov-
ern ment (makhzan).66 Said, of course, made the “infin-
ity of traces” cen tral to his exca va tion of what it meant 
to be an “Oriental” grow ing up amid Brit ish edu ca tion 
sys tems in Egypt and then work ing in diasporic exile 
as an Arab  Palestinian in the United States.67 Such 
traces could be detected in Palestinian “mem o ries of 
revolt,”68 or in the tra di tions that informed the con-
scious ness of the Ira nian rural poor, and the uses they 
made of “mythol o gized” pasts.69 It seems, fur ther more, 
that sub al tern con scious ness can be made dou ble, by 
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knowl edge of the siren song of a Utopian alter na tive. 
Few sub al tern social groups in MENA his tory have been 
com pletely unaware of reli gious or lay intel lec tu als who 
pro claim from the mar gins, such as Ali Shari‘ati in 1970s 
Iran, that things might be oth er wise. There are also coe-
val move ments and events else where that sug est alter-
na tives to the sta tus quo, such as how Tunisia and Egypt 
in 2011 were seen in Syria in 2011, or how the Greek war 
of inde pen dence was per ceived by Chris tians on Mt. 
Lebanon in the 1820s and 1830s,70 or how a laun derer’s 
son from Asyut in the 1940s con ceived of the “work ers 
and peas ants rev o lu tion” in the Soviet Union.71

The study of every day forms of resis tance can also 
shed light on ways in which con tra dic tory con scious-
ness devel ops among sub al tern social groups. In Syria in 
the 2000s, “act ing as if ” worked to pre serve an out ward 
sur face of con sent via “wooden con for mity” in Asad’s 
Syria,72 and worked to pul ver ize sub jects, who lost their 
sense of dig nity by being forced to say what they did not 
believe; but also in this con cep tion there are mul ti ple 
lay ers of irony, the belief that things could be oth er wise, 
dreams that should not be spo ken, but some times were. 
In other cases, the infor mal econ omy chan nels resources 
and ofers pro tec tions to the urban poor according to 
locally deter mined rules, net works, and norms, under-
mining “what Gramsci called the ideo log i cal hege mony 
of the state”73 by cre at ing a gap between the infor mal 
and the for mal, between state rules and local rules, thus 
pro vok ing a sense of con tra dic tion.

Finally, one can argue that glob al iza tion, dias-
pora, exile pol i tics, migra tion, ref u gee flows, travel, and 
oblig a tory cul tural and lin guis tic trans la tion can gen er-
ate a kind of con tra dic tory con scious ness—a sense of 
not being at home when at home, or of being kharij al-
makan or “out of place,” as in the title of Said’s auto bi og-
ra phy; or a sense of “dis lo ca tion, dismemberment, and 
exile”74 as expe ri enced by Syrian labor migrants to Leb-
anon, who became “betwixt and between, a stranger, in 
dif er ent ways, to both worlds.”75 In migrant sub jects, 
travel, and trans la tion, one finds a cer tain dismember-
ment of iden tity sche mas, that is, a con tra dic tory con-
scious ness of “travel” as both dis cov er ing, learn ing, and 
bettering, on the one hand, and, on the other, as a loss 
of organic roots, of authen tic ity, of links to kith and 
kin, of frame works of lin guis tic and cul tural com pre-
hen si bil ity. One might invoke, for instance, the almost 
robotic iso la tion and sense of dis con nec tion that Ahdaf 
Soueif depicts in her main pro tag o nist in the Eye of the 
Sun when she returns to Egypt from her spell in “the 
North.” At stake—at another level—could be the sort 

of “self-doubt” that Olivier Roy asso ci ates with root less, 
deterritorialized, minor ity Mus lims, denuded of sta ble 
cul tural ref er ences.76 This sort of con tra dic tory con-
scious ness, whether resolved in rigid Manicheanism, 
what Ahmad Dallal in his dis cus sion of Wah hab ism 
strik ingly calls a “grim and nar row the ory of unbe lief,”77 
or resolved in the dynamic, trans na tional embrace of 
poly cen tric routes (not roots), of hybrid ity, syn cre tism, 
trans la tion, and transculturation,78 would pre sum ably 
be a pow er ful and ram i fy ing fea ture of the con tem po-
rary world.

Contradictory con scious ness is Janus faced. It is 
in one sense an impor tant fea ture of subalternity, and 
as such as a source of weak ness. Abdallah Al-Nadim 
lamented how we “Orientals” are “riven with con tra dic-
tions and capit u la tions, con stantly turn ing to for eign-
ers for aid.”79 He wrote that “the folly of the Orientals 
has made them like the logs devoured in a fire so that 
oth ers may forge metal.” He was searching for a sin gle 
voice, mutual sup port, and the arousal of “slum ber ing 
ener gies” in eco nomic, polit i cal, and social action.80 
Rancour and with drawal can be also asso ci ated with 
con tra dic tory con scious ness.81 Satire can be a mere 
safety valve, and every day resis tance but neces sity and 
survivalism.82 On the other hand, con tra dic tory con-
scious ness is a moment of incom plete ness in the exist-
ing hege mony, it sig nals “a site of dis ar tic u la tion”83 and 
pro vokes a prac ti cal-crit i cal search for pre cisely what 
Al-Nadim sought—in the first instance—a new voice, a 
new lan guage, a new con cep tion of the world.

Conceptions of the World
The third key moment in a Gramscian pop u lar pol i tics 
argu  ably involves the devel op ment of new con cep tions 
of the world, and their artic u la tion, dif u sion, and appro-
pri a tion among sub al tern social groups. Here then is a 
pas sage from the half-artic u late to the artic u late; from 
barely com pre hen si ble murmurings of dis sent to a com-
mu ni ca ble and shared lan guage; from speech less ness to 
voice; and from dith er ing to moral “cer ti tudes.”84 There 
is the spread of new stan dards, such as a stan dard in 
which woman, for instance, is seen not as a doll but as 
“a human . . .  in her self, with her own aware ness, her 
own inner needs, a human per son al ity entirely her own, 
and the dig nity of an inde pen dent being.”85 There is a 
shift from het ero ge ne ity to some form of unity, from 
frag men ta tion and divi sion to new forms of per son al-
ity, col lec tive soul, and col lec tive iden tity. Articulation is 
a key term here. It involves both an expres sion in lan-
guage and con cep tion on the one hand, and a join ing 
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of two ele ments pre vi ously sun dered on the other.86 It 
is a cul tural con struc tion, embed ded in activ ity, that 
over comes con tra dic tory con scious ness through a new 
form of orga nized sig ni fi ca tion.87

How are new con cep tions elab o rated? There is a 
com pi la tion, out of the con tra dic tions of heg e monic 
com mon sense, of an inven tory of traces—an act that 
Gramsci calls the start point of crit i cal con scious ness, a 
start point that was pre cisely Said’s, act ing as a diasporic 
“Oriental” sub al tern, in his sem i nal cri tique of Western 
think ing about the Orient.88 There is also ideo log i cal 
crit i cism. “What mat ters,” writes Gramsci,

is the crit i cism to which such an ideo log i cal com plex is 
subjected by the first rep re sen ta tives of the new his tor i-
cal phase. This crit i cism makes pos si ble a pro cess of dif-
fer en ti a tion and change in the rel a tive weight that the 
ele ments of the old ideologies used to pos sess. What was 
pre vi ously sec ond ary and sub or di nate, or even inci den-
tal, is now taken to be pri mary—becomes the nucleus of 
a new ideo log i cal and the o ret i cal com plex.89

Such ideo log i cal crit i cism does not hap pen ex nihilo, 
but draws on and reworks ele ments from existing ide-
ologies. It involves intel lec tu als—spe cial ists in men tal 
labor. The core point here is that such spe cial ists can 
only elab o rate such con cep tions suc cess fully if they do 
so as organic intel lec tu als, that is, in an organic way that 
it is inti mately bound up with both orga nized activ ity 
in civil soci ety and the prac tices, con scious ness, con di-
tions, and strug les of sub al tern social groups.

Studying the spread of new con cep tions of the 
world implies a sig nifi  cant engage ment with pop u-
lar cul ture, which in turn implies the ques tion of how 
mean ings are rearticulated, orga nized, and cir cu lated 
in the “fortresses” and “earth works” of civil soci ety—
schools, media, cul tural insti tu tions, the ater, film, art, 
music, reli gious orga ni za tions, polit i cal parties, and so 
on. At stake is the entirety of “cul tural direc tion” in a 
given hege mony. A whole field of “cul tural stud ies” is 
opened up, with the dis tinc tive line of sight in which 
cul ture is nei ther “the best of what has been thought 
and said” nor an abstracted, Geertzian tis sue of mean-
ing, but involves con cep tions of the world imbri cated in 
the orga ni za tion of con sent in civil soci ety.

Gramscian per spec tives have informed research 
in Middle East stud ies on pop u lar cul ture and cul tural 
pol i tics since the 1990s.90 The inex tri ca ble involve ment 
of con cep tions of the world with rev o lu tion ary pol i tics 
and pop u lar pro test has been underlined. Transna-
tional, left ist, and Third Worldist “mobilising dis course” 

has been shown to be fun da men tal to the pol i tics of 
Palestinian armed strug le.91 Revolutionary vision—
or the lack of it—argu  ably played a key role in 2011.92 
Kurd ish postnationalism has been under stood in terms 
of dis cur sive rearticulation.93 Islam ism has been read 
in terms of the devel op ment of an alter na tive form of 
hege mony.94 Yaseen Noorani has done more than any-
one to explore the fun da men tal cul tural con di tions and 
gram mars of what makes the “legit i miz ing ide als” of 
cul tural hege mony—nation al ist or Islam ist—pos si ble 
in the colo nial and mod ern Middle East.95 The place of 
reli gion in the pub lic sphere has been stud ied through 
Gramscian optics.96 And impor tant ques tions about 
trans na tional cul tural pol i tics, includ ing the bor der-
cross ing pol i tics of rap, have been explored in regards 
to Palestine’s Jil Oslo,97 as well as to Tunisia’s 2011 upris-
ing.98

One dra matic exam ple of the inter sec tion of activ-
ism and new con cep tions of the world involves the 
remak ing of what it meant to be a Mus lim among Shi‘a 
in Iran in the 1970s. The rev o lu tion ary con cep tion, as 
espe cially elab o rated by the activ ist thinker Ali Shari‘ati, 
and appropriated among broad pop u lar sec tors, that to 
be a Mus lim meant to be engaged in a rev o lu tion ary 
strug le for a class less soci ety (tawhid) against injus tice 
and tyr anny, for eign and domes tic, in the pres ent, and 
the accom pa ny ing trans for ma tion of ‘Ashura rit u als in 
civil soci ety from qui et ist mourn ing cer e mo nies, into 
expres sions of a rev o lu tion ary polit i cal and reli gious 
strug le, informed and shaped the Ira nian rev o lu tion.99 
Here a new con cep tion of the world pro vided a pow-
er ful res o lu tion to forms of con tra dic tory con scious-
ness—around cul tural iden tity, rela tions to the “West,” 
author i tar i an ism, econ omy, and gen der. Shari‘ati’s 
pro posed “return to self ” is pow er fully red o lent of the 
“inven tory of traces,” involv ing as it does, in his own 
words, not a return to a “mythol o gized” or “reac tion ary 
past,” but a “return to that par tic u lar human self which 
has been formed through out his tory . . .  an old per son 
who embodies and personifies those mil li ons of human 
beings who have lived in many cen tu ries and have expe-
ri enced changes, rev o lu tions, var i ous cul tures, and ide-
ologies. At the pres ent we are that per son.”100

Gramscian per spec tives open up a rich cri tique of 
cul ture, cul tural pol i tics, and con cep tions of the world. 
An illus tra tion comes from Egypt in the 2000s. Nicola 
Pratt, draw ing on Gramsci, has shown how a pop u lar 
cul tural hege mony—in which national authen tic ity, 
heteronormative masculinism, and state sov er eignty 
form the nucleus—worked to shut down queer spaces, 
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dis able human rights activ ism in defense of bodily 
auton omy, and sti fle dem o cratic spaces of plu ral ism 
and diver sity.101 This optic poses viv idly the ques tion of 
cri tique—on the one hand the ques tion of the mean-
ing and valence of the once anti co lo nial but now sup-
pres sive con cep tion of national authen tic ity and, on the 
other, more sotto voce in this par tic u lar inter ven tion, 
the ques tion of the mean ing and potency of human 
rights prac tices and con cep tions in fail ing to bring 
about trans for ma tion in regard to the over whelm ing 
stig ma ti za tion of queer men. Both ques tions are urgent 
in a con tem po rary moment stuck between lib eral global 
civil soci ety and human rights, on the one hand, itself 
shaped by the nar row, local knowl edge-deny ing ways 
in “which var i ous donors con ceive of civil soci ety,”102 
and newly for ti fied and exclu sion ary right-wing visions 
of national, reli gious, and cul tural authen tic ity, on the 
other. A Gramscian per spec tive, indeed, can add a vital 
dimen sion to Nicola Perugini and Neve Gordon’s impor-
tant cri tique of human rights.103 In Gramscian optics, 
the cul tural absence of the sub al tern social groups, con-
tra dic tory con scious ness and organic intel lec tu als from 
the elab o ra tion of the con tent of human rights codes, 
inter na tional law, and UN Conventions, is a cru cial 
dimen sion of the weak ness of human rights activ ism.

Collective Will
Out of new con cep tions of the world, and a new “cul-
ture in com mon,” comes not just a new iden tity, but also 
a col lec tive will. As Gramsci writes in a famous pas sage, 
“A mul ti plic ity of dis persed wills, with het ero ge neous 
aims, are welded together with a sin gle aim, on the basis 
of an equal and com mon con cep tion of the world.”104 
Collective will pre sup poses and is built on con cep tions 
held in com mon. Articulation, writes Stu art Hall, fash-
ions a new col lec tive will.105 Here the tran si tion to trans-
for ma tive pol i tics, and the over lap between cul ture and 
pol i tics, is ever more evi dent. Subaltern social groups, 
in a pro cess of trans for ma tion, dis cover not just who 
they are, where they come from, and what they believe, 
but also what they want. In regard to fac tory work ers, 
an indi vid ual, eco nomic-cor po rate search for bet ter 
pay and con di tions is merged via cul ture, “pas sion,” 
and “emo tion” with the ethico-polit i cal.106 The col lec-
tive will is vital as the moment in which sub or di nated, 
objec ti fied, instrumentalized, or sub jec tiv ized social 
groups start to have, and to be capa ble of hav ing (on 
the basis of his tor i cally par tic u lar and organ i cally for-
mu lated con cep tions of the world), ends and pur poses 
that are their own. The fourth key moment, then, has 

to do with the emer gence and work ings of the col lec-
tive will.

Gramsci’s pas sages on the fac tory occu pa tions of 
August–Sep tem ber 1920, which he found endur ingly 
inspir ing, are highly sug es tive. He wrote that (as a 
result of the der e lic tion of the Ital ian Socialist Party) the 
work ers “can rely on no one but them selves. They must, 
there fore, develop their spirit of ini tia tive: from a dis-
ci plined, indus trial object they are becom ing a respon-
si ble sub ject. They have to cre ate for them selves a col-
lec tive per son al ity, a col lec tive soul, a col lec tive will.”107 
Gramsci writes of a “pro cess of inner lib er a tion through 
which the worker is transformed from exec u tor to ini ti-
a tor, from mass to leader and guide, from brawn to brain 
and pur pose.”108 He goes on: “The worker . . .  [amid 
party activ ity] ‘dis cov ers’ and ‘invents’ orig i nal ways of 
liv ing, col lab o rates ‘con sciously’ in the world’s activ-
ity, thinks, fore sees, becomes respon si ble, becomes an 
orga nizer rather than some one who is orga nized and 
feels he forms a van guard that pushes ahead and draws 
the mass of the peo ple after it.”109 The Turin move ment, 
Gramsci wrote, years later, “gave the masses a ‘the o ret-
i cal’ con scious ness of being cre a tors of his tor i cal and 
insti tu tional val ues.”110

The emer gence of the col lec tive will, then, is key 
moment in the shift from a sub al tern sta tus of not being 
“an his tor i cal per son, a pro tag o nist” to being “respon-
si ble because it [the changed sub al tern ele ment] is no 
lon ger [only] resisting but [also] an agent, nec es sar ily 
active and tak ing the ini tia tive.”111 In col lec tive will, a 
sub ject, a will imme di ate to itself and act ing for itself, 
is forged.112 The col lec tive will unites a col lec tively artic-
u lated desire for change of a cer tain kind, with some 
kind of efec tive protagonism on the ground. The col-
lec tive will involves an “oper a tive aware ness of his tor i-
cal neces sity” and a “pro tag o nist of a real and efec tive 
his tor i cal drama.”113 Collective will is “his tor i cally nec-
es sary” not because of the ripe ness of con di tions, nor 
because of a guar an tee of suc cess, but because con tra-
dic tory his tor i cal con trasts are irre solv able with out it. 
Inherent in this con cept, wherein fail ure is a pos si bil ity, 
is a drama, with its atten dant forms of myth, poetry, art, 
and pas sion.

Research in Middle East stud ies has ref er enced the 
con cept of col lec tive will both directly and indi rectly. 
One of the most dra matic recent exam ples of col lec-
tive will in the MENA being that expressed and enacted 
itself dur ing the upris ings of 2011 is “the peo ple demand 
to over throw the regime.” In Egypt this col lec tive will 
can be read as directly and inex tri ca bly linked to the 
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wide spread devel op ment, above all  since Sep tem ber 
2000, of broadly dis sem i nated con cep tions in which 
the regime was fig ured as the key source of oppres-
sion. Conversely, the lack of demands to end domes tic 
vio lence in con tem po rary Egypt, for instance, can be 
under stood in terms of broadly held con cep tions of the 
world in which women are blamed and men excused 
for mas cu line domes tic vio lence. Men are not blamed, 
not because women are con gen i tally or psy cho log i cally 
timid, or solely because they are beaten into sub mis-
sion, or because domes tic vio lence is a fig ment of the 
Islamophobic imag i na tion, but because many women, 
research ers have found, do not want to blame them.114

As else where, the Gramscian per spec tive opens 
many ave nues for cri tique. Egypt’s labor move ment 
argu  ably failed in recent times to move beyond eco-
nomic cor po rate demands, and thus was unable to 
join hands with other seg ments whose demands were 
ethico-polit i cal.115 Conversely, it could well be argued 
that the Mus lim Brotherhood in Egypt did not move 
beyond its mor al iz ing, ethico-polit i cal demands and 
thus failed to make links with con stit u en cies seek ing 
socio eco nomic change. Or, mid dle-class nation al ists in 
Egypt roman ti cized the sub al tern peas antry as a repos-
i tory of authen tic ity,116 thus enshrining them within 
an essen tial ist frame work that did not expect them to 
trans form them selves. Other pro jects of mid dle-class 
moral, ascetic, or ther a peu tic “uplift,” such as bour geois 
nation al ist abo li tion ism in regard to sex work,117 or mid-
dle-class youth psy chol ogy,118 invert this pat tern by 
seek ing to change only the sub al tern through the good 
graces of social supe ri ors with out see ing any value in 
pop u lar self-activ ity.

Organization
The fifth moment involves ques tions of orga ni za tion. 
In Gramsci, in gen eral, con scious ness and action march 
together in a com plex, dif er en ti ated, dia lec ti cal unity. 
The two “phases” of “sci ence and action . . .  are homo-
ge neous and het ero ge neous at the same time.”119 The 
sta tus of thought and action in his tor i cal protagonism 
is equal. As Gramsci con tin ues, “Christ—Weltanschau-
ung, and St. Paul—orga niser, action, expan sion of the 
Weltanschauung—are both nec es sary to the same 
degree and there fore of the same his tor i cal stat ure.”120 
In the same pas sage Gramsci repeats this idea regard ing 
Marx and Lenin, asserting that it is “stu pid and use less” 
to cre ate a hier ar chy between them. Gramsci also writes 
that those who will the ends must will the means,121 
which can only include orga ni za tion, which Gramsci 

regards as indis pens able to dis tin guish and estab lish 
the inde pen dence of the sub al tern social group, and to 
express, make con crete in prac tice, and dif use the col-
lec tive will.122 The party, Gramsci writes, is the “his tor i-
cal lab o ra tory” of new forms of con scious ness: it works 
out “the eth ics and the pol i tics cor re spond ing to these 
con cep tions [i.e., new con cep tions pro duced by intel-
lec tu als] and act[s] as it were as their his tor i cal ‘lab o ra-
tory.’”123 Organization is a uni fier of the ory and prac tice, 
and a site of learn ing: a place where the edu ca tor can 
be edu cated, and a place where new eth ics and social 
and eco nomic rela tions can be directly enacted, as in, 
for instance, the Factory Councils of Turin in 1918–20. 
Organized col lec tiv ity also, through prin ci ples of del-
e ga tion, rep re sen ta tion, and informed debate, deter-
mines the line of col lec tive action to be followed, and 
engages as a new ele ment on the ter rain of civil soci ety.

Gramsci’s pre ferred mode of orga ni za tion seems 
to have been a form of “dem o cratic cen tral ism.” This he 
saw as the only form in which the crit i cal, polit i cal, and 
his tor i cal dia lec tic could func tion, the essen tial point 
of which he expressed in a lumi nous phrase: the “crit-
i cal search for what is equal in the appar ent diver sity, 
and dis tinct and even oppo site in the appar ent uni for-
mity.”124 Democratic cen tral ism in prac tice encour ages 
auton omy, par tic i pa tion and ini tia tive, imply ing “an 
agile and flex i ble artic u la tion, that would allow the pro-
le tar ian body to con tinue to live what ever blows might 
be inflicted upon it as a whole or on its indi vid ual mem-
bers.”125 Rules of orga niz ing should not be per pet ual 
but “real is tic and always keep[ing] close to con crete life 
in per pet ual devel op ment,” reviewing and crit i ciz ing 
past activ ity and put ting out explan a tory cir cu lars.126 
Gramsci car ried on a sharp cri tique of orga ni za tions 
that became co-opted and/or bureau cra tized, act ing as 
ends in them selves, as “bank ers of men in a monop oly 
sit u a tion” like the Turin trade unions,127 or degenerat-
ing into an anar chist and indi vid u al ist free-for-all , laps-
ing into spon ta ne ity, “dis con ti nu ity,” and “impro vi sa-
tion,”128 or los ing con tact with sub al tern social groups 
by get ting “lost in ‘pri vate feuds,’”129 or impos ing a rigid 
rev o lu tion ary the ory on mem bers, or pro mot ing a sole 
leader. Gramsci envis aged pro le tar ian orga ni za tion to 
include polit i cal parties, clan des tine groups, fac tory 
coun cils, congresses, peas ant leagues, news pa pers and 
the media, schools for pop u lar ped a gogy and lit er acy, 
and cul tural insti tutes.

In Middle East stud ies, Gramscian optics on orga-
ni za tion have played an impor tant role in deliv er ing a 
cri tique of national and inter na tional NGOs.130 Grams-
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cian per spec tives have also informed cri tiques of rev-
o lu tion ary activ ism in 2011, the lack of plat forms, and 
the prob lems with the orga niz ing style of horizontal-
ism, which makes rapid deci sion mak ing diffi  cult, can 
demor al ize par tic i pants by tedious proceduralism, is 
rel a tively easy to dis rupt or hijack, and can suf er from 
hid den hier ar chies.131 A Gramscian cri tique points away 
from any pan a cea in every day modes of resis tance by 
insisting on orga ni za tion. Bayat has pointed to the lack 
of orga niz ing in 2011 by activ ists among mass con stit-
u en cies.132 On the other hand, Gramscian optics can 
deliver a strong cri tique of top-down, mid dle-class, and 
van guard ist approaches to orga ni za tion, as in Boeddel-
ing’s research on the impor tance of sub al tern praxis in 
the mak ing of the 2011 Tunisian upris ing heavily under-
scores.133

Strategy
The sixth moment in a Gramscian pop u lar pol i tics 
engages ques tions of strat egy, the devel op ment of a line 
of col lec tive action by orga nized groups. While orga ni-
za tion works changes directly on bod ies and mate rial 
rela tions, it also is the vehi cle deter min ing strat e gies 
and tac tics for fight ing on the ter rain of civil soci ety 
and the state. In regard to the first, Gramsci famously 
envis aged a long “war of posi tion,” cap tur ing posi tions 
in civil soci ety, reorganizing rela tions of asso ci a tion, 
and remak ing world views. In regard to the sec ond, he 
envis aged a “war of maneu ver,” a more rapid, deci sive, 
and out right con fron ta tion remak ing and transform-
ing polit i cal soci ety and the state.134 The lat ter, Gramsci 
indi cated, could be pre pared by an “under ground war” 
of clan des tine armed prep a ra tion. The war of posi tion 
serves as “men tal prep a ra tion” before and in the ser vice 
of the war of maneu ver; it also mat ters after the sei zure 
of state power to avoid coun ter rev o lu tion and civil war.

These con cepts have been use fully put to work in 
regard to the Mus lim Brotherhood in Egypt. Founded 
in Egypt in 1928 in the wake of the col lapse of the Otto-
man caliph ate, the Brotherhood sought to make Egypt 
more prop erly Mus lim and ulti mately to bring about an 
Islamic state. As Hazim Kandil has argued, on release 
from prison under Sadat in the 1970s, up to the 2000s, 
the Mus lim Brotherhood under took a long war of posi-
tion. While cul tural da’wa involved a pros e ly tiz ing sum-
mons to the “true Islam,” the Brotherhood com menced 
a long strug le in civil soci ety, among stu dents, in the 
pro fes sional syn di cates, in the media, in mosques, busi-
nesses, and char i ta ble asso ci a tions. The Brotherhood 
engaged with “polit i cal soci ety” through the judi ciary, 

the reli gious estab lish ment, and run ning in parties 
and elec tions from the 1980s onward. Militant splin-
ter groups, impa tient with this grad u al ism, devel oped 
their own “war of maneu ver,” confronting the “near 
enemy” (the state) with armed attacks, espe cially in the 
1990s. Kandil argues that the lack of a devel oped “war 
of maneu ver” among the Mus lim Brotherhood itself left 
it with out a strat egy to con front state power, leav ing it 
vul ner a ble to repres sion, which Kandil sees as an inev-
i ta ble response by the author i ties to a suc cess ful war of 
posi tion.135 Kandil’s study is an impor tant illus tra tion 
of how Gramscian stra te gic ana lyt ics can be brought to 
bear on Islam ist pol i tics. It raises anew—in a dif er ent 
con text to the post-1945 Italy of Palmiro Togliatti—the 
ques tion of whether or not the war of posi tion tends to 
shift toward reform ism.

Historical Bloc
The final moment in a Gramscian optic on pop u lar 
pol i tics engages the ques tion of “his tor i cal bloc.” Gramsci 
con ceives of rev o lu tion ary change less in terms of a 
Leninist sin gle party seiz ing state power, and more in 
terms of a ris ing, alter na tive bloc of forces in alli ance, 
such as new forms of eco nomic orga ni za tion (e.g., the 
Factory Councils), news pa pers (such as L’Ordine Nuovo), 
cul tural asso ci a tions, a rev o lu tion ary polit i cal party, and 
armed groups, forces capa ble of forming a rev o lu tion ary 
bloc,136 stitching together base and super struc ture in new 
ways, real iz ing a new, dif er en ti ated unity of the ory and 
prac tice, and under pin ning the real i za tion of an alter na-
tive hege mony.137 Gramsci did not just blame bour geois 
hege mony for the fail ure of the rev o lu tion in Italy, he 
also crit i cized the nar row ness of the com mu nist his tor-
i cal bloc.138

The con cept of his tor i cal bloc can help under stand 
rev o lu tion ary change, its lim its or fail ure in the MENA 
region. It has been argued, for instance, that migrant 
labor pro tests on the Ara bian pen in sula in the 1950s and 
1960s, in con trast to those since the later 1970s, posed a 
mean ing ful threat to mon ar chies because of their artic-
u la tion within a larger, diverse his tor i cal bloc, stitched 
together by rad i cal Arab  nation al ism.139 Likewise, the 
“Great Revolt” of 1936–39 drew its his tor i cal capac ity, 
argu  ably, not from a sole lead er ship, but from a “gen er-
a tive align ment” of diverse forces, a “rad i cal ized, rebel-
lious and mul ti tu di nous for ma tion.”140 Conversely, the 
fra gil ity of the Egyp tian rev o lu tion ary upris ing, Maria 
D’Aria argues, owed much to the incon sis tency of the 
“inter me di ary force,” the Mus lim Brotherhood, oscil lat-
ing between sup port for the mil i tary on the one hand, 
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and alli ance with the sub al tern, rev o lu tion ary “bloc” on 
the other.141

Discussion
The frame work presented above aims to grasp pop u-
lar pol i tics as a trans for ma tive activ ity, as the ory and 
prac tice, being and con scious ness in becom ing, and as 
chang ing vastly along the way. The sub ject of study—
con scious activ ity chal leng ing dom i na tion and bring-
ing about post-sub al tern social rela tions—is not static 
by defi  ni tion. The frame work ranges from the study 
of sub al tern social groups “trem bling in hun dreds 
before a sin gle white man,” to the study of those “ able 
to orga nize them selves and defeat the most pow er ful 
Euro pean nations of their day.”142 The seven moments 
outlined above aim to cap ture within a sin gle frame-
work the dia chronic and syn chronic diver sity inher ent 
in such his tor i cal protagonism, allowing for a depth of 
ana lytic pur chase on dis tinct moments.

Each moment, or “turn ing force,” in the series of 
seven pre sup poses and builds on the prior moment(s). 
Organization, for instance, can not exist mean ing fully 
with out the col lec tive will that it expresses, nor col lec-
tive will with out a con cep tion of the world. Transfor-
mative activ ity deep ens with out guar an tees, how ever. 
Much depends on his tor i cal protagonism itself. Lines of 
cau sa tion can also run “back ward” through the series. 
Conceptions of the world, for instance, are edu cated and 
expanded by orga ni za tional and stra te gic activ ity. Popu-
lar pol i tics here is slow mov ing, and mul ti di men sional, a 
“long labor,” with many set backs, and incre men tal gains. 
Such a con cep tion, does not of course pre clude the light-
ing strike, the war of maneu ver, the moment after many 
defeats and much prep a ra tion, it is declared “Hic Rho-
dus, hic salta! Here is the rose, here dance!”143

The per spec tive is not a spe cies of pop u lism, in 
which a uni fied and authen tic peo ple is betrayed by rul-
ers per son i fied as con spir ing or alien elites. Nowhere 
has any pure cat e gory of “the peo ple” been invoked. Nor, 
con versely, do these optics posit the reform only of a 
corrupted/back ward sub al tern. At stake instead is what 
Marx embraced as rev o lu tion ary prac tice: the “coin ci-
dence of the chang ing of cir cum stances and of human 
activ ity or self-chang ing.”144 At stake is the trans for-
ma tion of sub al tern social groups and the terms of the 
existing hege mony. A Gramscian frame work enables us 
to see, write about, and engage in “the gen u ine mobi-
li za tion of pop u lar demands and dis con tents,”145 what 
Gramsci called “mass pol i tics and not merely an adven-
ture by groups claiming to rep re sent the masses.”146

Conclusion
This arti cle has ofered the out lines of a Gramscian the-
o ret i cal frame work for study ing pop u lar pol i tics in the 
Middle East and North Africa. The point is to enable 
research ers to see and research trans for ma tive activ-
ity, to carry on a cri tique of pop u lar mobi li za tion, and to 
inform trans for ma tion in the pres ent. The arti cle has put 
for ward a con cept of pop u lar pol i tics as a slow-mov ing, 
com plex, and mul ti lay ered trans for ma tive activ ity, a form 
of his tor i cal protagonism, capa ble of chal leng ing sub-
or di na tion, work ing changes on existing forms of hege-
mony, and founding new, post-sub al tern social rela tions. 
Rooting the frame work in Gramsci’s phi los o phy of praxis, 
the arti cle distinguishes seven, inter re lated moments in 
pop u lar pol i tics: sub al tern social groups, con tra dic tory 
con scious ness, con cep tions of the world, col lec tive will, 
orga ni za tion, strat egy, and his tor i cal bloc. I aim to have 
illus trated how these con cepts can work in Middle East 
stud ies.

The core pur pose is to con trib ute to a Gramscian 
alter na tive to dom i nant approaches, rooted ulti mately 
in either social move ment stud ies, in which chal lenges 
to sub or di na tion go miss ing, in mate ri al ist Marx ism, 
which con tin ues to be dog ed by economism, or in cul-
tural stud ies, which is prob lem atic for its some time cul-
tural abstrac tion. An impor tant aim, fur ther, is to elab-
o rate a Gramscian per spec tive on pop u lar move ments 
use ful for his to ri ans, polit i cal sci en tists, soci ol o gists, 
and anthro pol o gists at a time when Gramscian optics 
are more largely devel oped in polit i cal the ory, lit er ary 
crit i cism, and inter na tional rela tions. It also aims at an 
optic capa ble of recov er ing sub al tern activ ism, against 
the con ven tional cen tral ity of top-down under stand-
ings of hege mony. While draw ing much from sub al tern 
stud ies, this arti cle, by returning to Gramsci’s work, 
aims to bring into focus moments of trans for ma tive 
activ ity that extend far beyond, and strike against, the 
con fi nes of sub or di na tion, exclu sion, and speech less-
ness that con ven tion ally frame the lim its of sub al tern 
stud ies itself. The arti cle also aims to think pop u lar pol-
i tics in a way dis tinct from con ser va tive scorn, lib eral 
dis com fort, Left sec tar i an ism, and right-wing pop u-
lism, at a moment of dan ger in the pres ent. Overall, it is 
hoped that this arti cle will stim u late debate and inspire 
new and crit i cal research ori ented to under stand ing, 
con cep tu al iz ing, and enacting many forms of trans for-
ma tive activ ity.
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