
The American University in Cairo Press
Cairo New York

Edited by 

Randa Aboubakr,  

Sarah Jurkiewicz,  

Hicham Ait-Mansour,  

and Ulrike Freitag

Dynamics of Social  

and Political Change  

in the Arab World

Spaces of Participation



First published in 2021 by 
The American University in Cairo Press
113 Sharia Kasr el Aini, Cairo, Egypt
One Rockefeller Plaza, 10th Floor, New York, NY 10020   
www.aucpress.com

Copyright © 2021 by The American University in Cairo Press

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, 
or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, 
or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

ISBN 978 1 6179 7989 7

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

CIP Data applied for

1  2  3  4  5    25  24  23  22  21

Designed by Newgen India



v

Contents

List of Illustrations� vii

Notes on Contributors� ix

Acknowledgments� xv

Notes on Transliteration� xvii

	 Introduction� 1
	 Randa Aboubakr, Sarah Jurkiewicz, Hicham Ait-Mansour,  

and Ulrike Freitag

Part I: Rethinking Participation in Formal  

and Informal Spaces
1.	 Protests as a Space for Contentious Politics and Political  

Learning among Youth in Morocco: The Case of  
Mohamed V Avenue in Rabat� 33

	 Hicham Ait-Mansour

2.	 The Concept of Participation in Cairo’s Unplanned Areas� 49
	 Azzurra Sarnataro

3.	 Interstitial Spaces and Controlled Participation:  
The Youth Center of Hay Mohammadi during the Years  
of Lead in Morocco� 63

	 Yasmine Berriane



vi Contents

4.	 Participation in Spaces of Exile: The Making of Change  
in a Palestinian Refugee Camp in the West Bank� 83

	 Dorota Woroniecka-Krzyżanowska

Part II: Reconfiguring Space through Contestation
5.	 The Challenge of Reconstructing Public Space:  

The Case of Mohamed V Avenue� 105
	 Mokhtar El Harras and Youness Benmouro

6.	 The Muslim Brotherhood and the Creation of Spectacles  
in Nasr City� 125

	 Mai Ayyad

7.	 Topographies of the Discourse of Resistance in the  
Public Sphere: A Case Study of the Activists of the  
February 20 Movement� 141

	 Mouloud Amghar

Part III: Alternative Spaces of Cultural Production
8.	 Mock Translation as Sociopolitical Commentary in the  

Egyptian Digital Sphere� 163
	 Randa Aboubakr

9.	 Spaces of Culture in Casablanca: Isles of Creativity in an  
Often-hostile Ocean� 185

	 Fadma Aït Mous

10.	Citizen Collectives in Post-2011 Egypt:  
Contestation Mechanisms� 205

	 Mona Khalil

Part IV: Space Reclamation and Cultural Activism
11.	Cultural Heterotopias and the Making of the Political� 227
	 Yazid Anani

12.	Genius Loci: The Spirit of the Place� 247
	 Renad Shqeirat

13.	Culturepreneurship and Reclaiming Urban Space  
in Kuwait City� 265

	 Sarah Jurkiewicz



vii

1	 Position of Ezbet el-Haggana compared to Cairo Center� 53
2	 Ezbet el-Haggana fieldwork area� 54
3	 Front gate of the youth center of Hay Mohammadi,  

May 2013� 77
4	 Inside the youth center of Hay Mohammadi: The façade  

of the inner courtyard, with the national motto of the  
country: “God, the Fatherland, the King,” May 2013� 77

5	 Bird’s-eye view of al-Am‘ari� 84
6	 The premises of al-Am‘ari Youth Center� 92
7	 A decorative gateway and roundabout at the entrance to  

al-Am‘ari, with a monument representing the refugee cause� 96
8	 Map of MVAv� 109
9	 Teacher trainees’ march at MVAv, Rabat, 2018� 111
10	 Separation between the sexes among al-‘Adl wa-l-ihsan’s  

protestors, MVAv, Rabat 2017� 111
11	 Official masterplan of the Nasr City project, signed by the  

architect and head of the Cairo municipality,  
Mahmoud Riad� 127

12	 Mock-translation of Robinson Crusoe� 176
13	 Mock-translation of The Count of Monte Cristo� 177
14	 Mock-translation of On Revolution� 177
15	 Youth performing inside L’Batwar� 191
16	 Mobile library of Théâtre Nomade� 195
17	 Youth performing inside l’Uzine� 198
18	 A gymnastic class, The Arab Development Society (ADS),  

Jericho, 1950s� 238

Illustrations



viii Illustrations

19	 Official guided tour to the mounds and ruins at  
Tel Al Sultan, Shuruq Harb’s Walk, When Rahab  
Speaks, 2013� 240

20	 Al-Riyadh Tower, Billboard 4 m × 4 m, al-Manarah Square� 242
21	 Area GIS map showing the landscape path between Jaba‘  

and Kafr Aqab� 251
22	 Interactive flyer map showing the trail path and some  

of the inputs collected from participants� 262
23	 Fida’ Ataya, the storyteller, in the midst of her performance  

on the trail, October 2017� 262
24	 Madeenah Walking Tour, February 2015� 268
25	 Saturday activities in the Secret Garden, November 2015� 274



ix

Randa Aboubakr is professor of English and comparative literature at 
Cairo University and founder and principal coordinator of the Forum 
for the Study of Popular Culture (FSPC). She is the author of The Con-
flict of Voices in the Poetry of Dennis Brutus and Mahmud Darwish (2004) 
and “Popular Culture as Agora: The Extension of Venues of Repre-
sentation and Participation in and through Popular Culture,” in Media 
and Transformation in Germany and Indonesia: Asymmetrical Perspectives 
and Comparisons (ed. Grüne et al., 2019). Her research interests include 
popular culture, Egyptian colloquial poetry, comparative literature, and 
translation studies. She has held visiting research positions at the Uni-
versity of Texas, Austin; Freie Universität Berlin, Germany; University 
of Leiden, the Netherlands; University of Florence, Italy; The Jagiello-
nian University, Krakow, Poland; and Leibniz-Zentrum Moderner Ori-
ent in Berlin, Germany. Additionally, she has been a postdoctoral fel-
low of the Wissenschaftskolleg zu Berlin and a research fellow of the 
Alexander-von-Humboldt-Foundation.

Hicham Ait-Mansour is associate professor of sociology at Mohamed V 
University in Rabat, Morocco. He holds a PhD in sociology from the 
same university in 2015, a master of science in policy research in 2009 
from the University of Bristol in the UK, and an MA in sociology from 
Mohamed V University in 2008. He was also a Fulbright visiting scholar 
at the Graduate Center of the City University of New York in 2013–14. 

His areas of research are poverty measurement, social policy analysis, 
the political participation of youth, as well as knowledge production in 
the Arab World. Recent publications include “A Business as Usual Ap-
proach to Social Policy: A North African Perspective” (with Jawad) in 

Notes on Contributors



x Notes on Contributors

Social Policy in the Middle East and North Africa Region and the New Social 
Protection Paradigm: From Social Assistance to Universalism (ed. Jawad et al., 
2019), “The Concept of Poverty between Holism and Methodological 
Individualism” (2018), and “A Review of Sociological Production in Ara-
bic language in the Maghreb between 2000 and 2016” (in Arabic, 2017). 
He is a founding member of the Social Policy in MENA Network based 
at the University of Bath (UK) and an associate member of the Arab 
Council for Social Sciences. Between 1999 and 2015, and before joining 
academia, Ait-Mansour worked in several international organizations, 
including Save the Children UK and UNICEF.

Fadma Aït Mous is currently professor of sociology, the coordinator of 
the Sociology Department at Aïn Chock Faculty of Letters and Humani-
ties (Hassan II University of Casablanca), and a researcher at the Labo-
ratoire de Recherche sur les Différenciations Socio-Anthropologiques et 
les Identités Sociales (LADSIS). Currently, she is also general secretary 
of the Board of Trustees for the Arab Council for the Social Sciences 
(ACSS), Beirut. Her research is mainly focused on issues related to na-
tionalism, collective identities and social movements, gender and so-
ciopolitical transformations, history and memory, youth cultures, social 
media and migration. Her recent publications include “Dynamiques de 
la migration féminine à Casablanca” (with Rachik), in Migration fémi-
nine à Casablanca. Entre autonomie et précarité (ed. Bouasria, 2020), 
“The Life Span of Alternative Media: Cases of Lakome and Mamfak-
inch in Morocco” (with Ksikes, 2018), “Transformation, Reformation or 
Decline? The University in Contemporary Morocco and Turkey” (with 
Coşar and Ergül), in Universities in the Neoliberal Era. Academic Cultures 
and Critical Perspectives (ed. Coşar and Ergül, 2017), “Droit à la terre et 
lutte pour l’égalité au Maroc: Le mouvement des soulaliyates” (with Ber-
riane), in Contester le droit. Communautés, familles et héritage au Maroc (ed. 
Rachik, 2016).

Mouloud Amghar is a professor of sociology at the Cadi AYYAD Uni-
versity in Marrakech. As a member of the LARMA, he is a member of 
the Social Science Monitor of the Arab Council for the Social Sciences 
and a former coordinator of the Sociological Knowledge Forum. He is 
the author of numerous articles and book chapters on social movements, 
social resistance, public space, youth, and gender. His book, Resistance 
Discourses in the Public Space (forthcoming, ADAM Press).

He has participated in various national and international research 
projects and studies. In addition, he is the recipient of numerous research 



xiNotes on Contributors

grants, including, and most recently from the Arab Council for Social 
Sciences, for the project entitled, “Social and Environmental Justice in 
Mining Cities in Morocco.”

Yazid Anani is assistant professor in architecture, urban planning, and 
landscape architecture at Birzeit University, Ramallah. He is currently 
the director of the Public Programme at the A. M. Qattan Foundation. 
He headed the Academic Council of the International Academy of Art 
Palestine 2010–2012. Anani was a EUME fellow in Berlin in 2013. His 
work and research interests focus on colonial and postcolonial spaces as 
well as themes in architecture, neoliberalism, and power. Anani received 
his doctorate degree in spatial planning from TU Dortmund, Germany, 
in 2006. He is active in a number of collectives and projects, such as 
“Decolonizing Architecture Art Residency (DAAR),” “RIWAQ Bien-
nale,” and “Ramallah Syndrome.” He has curated and cocurated several 
projects, such as “Palestinian cities: Visual contention, Ramallah—The 
fairest of them all?” “Between Ebal and Gerzim, Jericho—Beyond the 
celestial and terrestrial,” “Zalet Lisan—Reclaiming Karm al-Khalili Gar-
den,” “Outside the Archives,” and “Gaza—Reconstruction and others.” 
Anani has lectured worldwide and has taken part in many conferences 
and seminars related to issues of urban transformation, neoliberalism, 
and art in public space.

Mai Ayyad is a PhD candidate and a researcher in the field of cultural 
studies. She holds an MA degree from the English Department of Cairo 
University. Her research interests are in the fields of nomadology, the 
multitude, and popular and cultural movements. She is currently re-
searching Egyptian popular movements and the cultural production of 
the January 2011 revolution in Egypt.

Youness Benmouro is currently a PhD student at Mohamed V Univer-
sity of Rabat, Morocco. His doctoral dissertation deals with “Immigra-
tion Spaces: Migration Mobility and Space Uses among Sub-Saharan 
Migrants in Rabat.” He is particularly interested in the different pat-
terns of mobility that are linked to migratory flows from sub-Saharan 
Africa to Morocco and the sociopolitical transformations they entail. 
His dissertation looks at how Rabat’s spaces are impacted by people in 
detracted situations of immobility but who are still intending to move 
toward Europe. His more recent publications consider the social repre-
sentations of Human Rights, new forms of social marginalization, and 
social policy analysis. As well, he has participated in several reports and 



xii Notes on Contributors

working papers. In addition to his participation in a number of national 
and international conferences, workshops, and field research projects, he 
is also an active member of several associations dealing with the situation 
of migrants in Morocco.

Yasmine Berriane is a tenured researcher at the Centre Maurice Halb
wachs (CNRS) in Paris and a former researcher and lecturer at the Uni-
versity of Zurich and at Leibniz-Zentrum Moderner Orient, Berlin. 
Trained in political science and Middle Eastern studies in Germany, the 
United Kingdom, and France, she is interested in political and social 
transformations in Middle Eastern and North African States, particularly 
in contexts where neoliberal reforms and norms are introduced. Her em-
pirical focus is on power relations, practices, and institutional changes in 
these contexts and on the contradictions that are constitutive of these 
transformations. Her latest publications include “Allying beyond Social 
Divides: An Introduction to Contentious Politics and Coalitions in the 
Middle East and North Africa” (2019), “Bridging Social Divides: Lead-
ership and the Making of an Alliance for Women’s Land-Use Rights in 
Morocco” (2016), and “Construire l’espace du social. Les multiples fig-
ures de l’intermédiation dans les maisons de jeunes à Casablanca” (in Le 
gouvernement du social au Maroc, ed. by Bono and Hibou, 2016).

Mokhtar El Harras is professor emeritus of sociology at Mohamed V 
University in Rabat. He is currently a member of the board of the journal 
Hespéris-Tamuda. He is also a member of both the Monitor and the Board 
of Trustees of the Arab Council of Social Sciences. He has assumed the 
co-coordination of the Fatema Mernissi Chair. He has been an active 
member in many national and international research projects and pro-
grams. He is the author of numerous articles and book chapters on rural 
development, rural women, youth, family, international and transna-
tional migration, qualitative methods in social sciences, media sociology, 
public space, and the image of the ‘other.’ The books he has published 
include Tribe and Power in Northern Morocco (Rabat, CNCPRST 1989), 
Fertility and Culture (with Bensaid, 1996), Women and Decision Making 
(Rabat, 2008), Youth and Media in Morocco (Rabat, 2011).

Ulrike Freitag is a historian of the modern Middle East specialized in 
the history of the Arabian Peninsula in its translocal context. She is the 
director of Leibniz-Zentrum Moderner Orient and a professor of Is-
lamic Studies at Freie Universität Berlin. After completing her doctor-
ate on Syrian Historiography in the 20th Century (published Hamburg 



xiiiNotes on Contributors

1991), she worked on South Yemeni migrations in the Indian Ocean 
while holding a lecturer position in Modern Middle Eastern History at 
SOAS, London. In 2003, she published her habilitation under the title 
Indian Ocean Migrants and State Formation in Hadhramaut (2003). She has 
since published on translocality, urban and global history. Her publica-
tions include Urban Governance under the Ottomans (ed. with Lafi, 2014), 
Urban Violence in the Middle East (ed. with Fuccaro, Ghrawi and Lafi, 
2015) and A History of Jeddah. The Gate to Mecca in the 19th and 20th 
Centuries (2020).

Sarah Jurkiewicz is a postdoctoral researcher and the research coordi-
nator of the “Spaces of Participation” (2014–17) and, currently, of the 
“Liminal Spaces” project at Leibniz-Zentrum Moderner Orient, Ber-
lin. She obtained her MA in European ethnology, Islamic studies, and 
theatre studies in Berlin. In 2012, she completed her PhD at Oslo Uni-
versity where she wrote a dissertation on the practices of production 
and the modes of publicness of young bloggers in Beirut. Jurkiewicz’s 
publications include Blogging in Beirut: An Ethnography of a Digital Media 
Practice (2018), “Of Islands and Windows—Publicness in the Lebanese 
Blogosphere” (2011), and Al-Jazeera vor Ort: Journalismus als ethische 
Praxis (2009). Her research interests lie in media as well as urban anthro-
pology, translocal entanglements, and migration. Her current research 
is an ethnographic study of young Syrian mothers and the modalities of 
homemaking in Berlin.

Mona Khalil holds an MA degree in literature from the Department 
of English, Cairo University. Her dissertation investigates the use of 
digital media as a means of social and political engagement in informal 
youth collectives in Egypt. She was also a junior researcher in the project 
“Spaces of Participation: Typographies of Political and Social Change in 
Morocco, Egypt, and Palestine.” She has worked as a teaching assistant 
at some of the international and British schools in Egypt. Energized by 
the political and societal upheavals sweeping over Egypt and the Arab 
region, Khalil realized the urge to shift careers and pursue a career in 
academia, where she could be better engaged with the transformations 
overcoming the region.

Azzurra Sarnataro graduated in Middle Eastern Studies from the Uni-
versity of Naples “L’Orientale” and spent many years living and conduct-
ing research in Egypt. In 2017, she obtained a PhD in urban studies at 
the University of Rome “La Sapienza” with a thesis on urban informality 



xiv Notes on Contributors

in Cairo. Her research interests include urban informality in the Middle 
East, cities of the global South, subaltern urbanism, and urban anthro-
pology. She was a visiting research fellow at the Leibniz-Zentrum Mo
derner Orient (ZMO) in Berlin from August 2015 to May 2016 while 
she participated in the project “Spaces of Participation: Topographies of 
Political and Social Change in Morocco, Egypt and Palestine.”

Renad Shqeirat attained her bachelor’s degree in architecture from Il-
linois Institute of Technology in Chicago in 2006. After several years 
of working between Chicago and Palestine, she joined Riwaq in 2008 
and 2019. In 2011, she completed her master’s degree in bio-climatic 
architecture from the Polytechnic University of Madrid, Spain. While 
in Riwaq, Shqeirat has worked as a restorer, designer, and project archi-
tect in various restoration and rehabilitation projects. Additionally, she 
has initiated several cooperations with different institutions, such as the 
partnership with The Continuing Education Center in Birzeit Univer-
sity, a joint project where “Learning Objects” was designed as extra cur-
riculum that allows teachers to infiltrate the teaching of cultural heritage 
in an interactive way in schools throughout Palestine. She has also initi-
ated the “Landscape Walks” and “Personal Interpretations” projects as a 
means to connect between historic centers.

Shqeirat has recently become the director of the Khalil Sakakini Cul-
tural Center in Ramallah. While managing the center’s existing program 
and the team, she will continue working on various topics that involve 
community, environment, and urbanism, among others, from a cultural 
perspective.

Dorota Woroniecka-Krzyżanowska is a researcher from the German 
Historical Institute of Warsaw who is working on the project “Rela-
tions in the Ideoscape: Middle Eastern Students in the Eastern Block 
(1952–1991),” funded by the Max Weber Foundation. She received her 
PhD in social sciences from the Polish Academy of Sciences and a BA in 
Arabic linguistics and culture from the University of Warsaw. Her doc-
toral dissertation discussed the sociospatial development of protracted 
refugee camps and was based on an ethnographic case study of a West 
Bank refugee camp. Woroniecka’s recent publications include “The Poli-
tics of Governance and Urban Marginality: A Camp Studies Perspec-
tive” (2019) and “The right to the camp: Spatial politics of protracted 
encampment in the West Bank” (2017). She is interested in forced migra-
tion, political participation, and knowledge relations, and her geographi-
cal focus is on Palestine and Iraq.



xv

Acknowledgments

First of all, we would like to thank all the authors who contributed 
to this volume and kept faith in this book during its long process 
of production.

This work would not have been possible without the valuable input 
we have received throughout the past four years from the various actors 
in the spaces we investigated. The involvement of these actors in their 
immediate contexts, and their immense experiences and profound knowl-
edge of the spaces they occupied and within which they moved, produced 
the manifold phenomena this book investigates.

Special thanks to Yasmine Berriane, who in setting out this research 
project laid the basis for our common work. Furthermore, we thank all the 
colleagues who participated in our project discussions in Berlin, Rabat, 
Ramallah, Cairo, and Amman over the past few years and who enriched 
our understanding of space and participation: Suaad Al Ghafal, Khaldun 
Bishara, Anne Grüne, Sandi Hilal, Lana Judeh, Merihan Khaled, Alessan-
dro Petti, Alia Rayyan, Sahar Qawasmi, and Abd Al-Rahman Shabaneh.

We would also like to express our heartfelt gratitude to Berenice 
Brüggemann, who did most of the formal editing for this volume, for her 
committed and meticulous work. Our thanks also go to Jan Brauburger, 
who coordinated parts of the project and the publication process.

Last but not least, enormous thanks are due to the Volkswagen Foun-
dation for their generous and flexible financial support for the research 
project that culminated in the production of this volume.





xvii

The transliteration from Arabic generally follows the guidelines 
of The American University in Cairo Press. Well-known Ara-
bic names follow the most conventional spelling (for example, 

Abdel Nasser rather than ‘Abd al-Nasir). The same applies to names of 
streets and districts. Colloquial speech is transliterated individually and 
is subject to variation according to regional conventions and the choices 
made by the authors.

Notes on Transliteration





1

Introduction
Randa Aboubakr, Sarah Jurkiewicz,  
Hicham Ait-Mansour, and Ulrike Freitag

In late 2010 and early 2011, when protests erupted in Tunisia and 
Egypt and then quickly engulfed much of the Arab region, most 
people, whether locals or foreigners, were caught by surprise.1 Au-

thoritarian rule and culture had always seemed deeply entrenched in 
the region and citizens appeared to have adapted their lives to this fact. 
In spite of this general image, however, a number of manifestations of 
change in social, political, and cultural life had emerged that, as it turned 
out, prepared the ground for these eruptions.

Leaning on multidisciplinary perspectives, this volume examines dif-
ferent types of space invested by people—often youth—before, during, 
and after the events of 2011. Such an approach differs from existing books 
that touch upon the state of affairs and change in the region. By the last 
decade of the last century, leading scholars attempted to theorize why 
the Arab region is so stuck in authoritarianism (Sharabi 1992; Ham-
moudi 1997). Other more recent books, especially in political science, ap-
proached the dynamics of the region from the perspective of institutional 
change and leadership (Brownlee et al. 2015). These insightful analyses 
shed light on the factors for the persistence of authoritarian structures 
and the potential for change by focusing mainly on macrostructures and 
dynamics. Our volume attempts, rather, to emphasize the spatial perspec-
tives behind the important long- and short-term micro-processes and 
various forms of engagement that in all likelihood prepared the terrain 
for subsequent larger-scale events. To reflect this diversity of factors and 
actors both in time and in different countries, the book also systemati-
cally explores various types of spaces that enabled social and cultural ac-
tors to come together and develop forms of cultural, social, and political 
expression, which proved crucial in the events of 2011 and which allowed 
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people to come together, not necessarily to pursue political activities but 
to participate in sports, arts, and other activities. These types of spaces 
enabled direct communication and the establishment of relations of trust.

In comparison with the treatment of physical spaces, which have re-
ceived sporadic, albeit focused, attention in existing scholarly literature, 
it is more commonly acknowledged that the field of digital communica-
tion has been unprecedentedly operative in social and protest movements 
during the past two decades. Indeed, the use of digital communication is 
already acknowledged as one of the main conduits of change in the re-
gion (McCaughery and Ayers 2003; Howard et al. 2011; Ghannam 2012; 
Tufekci and Wilson 2012; Iskandar 2014; Castells 2015; Papacharissi 
2015). Throughout the protest movements, virtual spaces, such as spe-
cific sites on Facebook and YouTube and groups on WhatsApp, not only 
helped organize events and later the protests but also amplified events 
and helped to disseminate information and specific messages, thereby al-
tering people’s relations to both space and time. The groups that came to-
gether through social media have often been characterized by informality. 
Nevertheless, through cultural and social practices, these groups appro-
priated both physical and virtual spaces and helped to foster new political 
positions and mechanisms of engagement at different times and in differ-
ent ways. In many cases, they prepared the ground for the articulation of 
positions that became part of the protests in 2011 (see Bayat 2010). We 
argue that throughout the uprisings, physical contacts combined with vir-
tual ones, and hence, we assume a dialectical relationship between virtual 
and physical spaces rather than contrasting them (see the chapters by Ait-
Mansour, and El Harras and Benmouro in this book).

The protests themselves used urban spaces in particular ways, so 
that most countries had one iconic space—from Tahrir Square (Egypt) 
to Pearl Roundabout (Bahrain)—associated with the protests—or at 
least with a particular direction of protest. And later on, when there was 
a crackdown on the public spaces in question in order to minimize the 
chances of their becoming once again spaces of large demonstrations, as 
in the destruction of Pearl Roundabout or the reconfiguration of Tahrir 
Square, virtual space and minor spaces, such as the ones described above, 
became a refuge for activists and artists alike. What interests us in this 
volume, therefore, is less the events of 2011 but rather what preceded and 
what followed them.

This volume is the outcome of a three-year collaborative research 
project with partners in Egypt, Morocco, Palestine, and Germany that 
was initiated in 2013 and ran from 2014 to 2017. The book brings to-
gether case studies from Morocco to Kuwait on a variety of space-related 
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initiatives: from cultural and youth centers, to art collectives, to forms 
of political protests and virtual spaces. All of these case studies express, 
in different ways and in different contexts, the desire of different social 
groups to partake in socially meaningful activity. With this comparative 
approach, the volume (re)connects social, cultural, and political participa-
tion with space and expands our analysis of participation and the political 
functions of space. By ‘participation,’ we understand the different cul-
tural, social, political, and economic mechanisms, venues, and practices 
with which people express themselves in the public arena.2 The volume 
suggests that participation within the framework of cultural initiatives 
can be better understood as a sensitive knowledge-based process, rather 
than as merely a procedural rhetoric or act. It also emphasizes the need 
to look at the ‘genealogies’ of spaces of participation, which differ greatly 
in accordance with local political and social contexts, as well as with the 
temporalities of the participatory formats.

Investigating the making of spaces and of participatory practices 
under such different conditions is the main aim of the project. We have 
focused mostly on social and political interventionist space-related acti
vism. Spaces can be appropriated by protests and political interventions, 
as discussed in the chapters on Mohamed V Avenue in Rabat and the 
appropriation of the square of Rabaa al-Adawiyya in Cairo. Cultural ini-
tiatives, such as Riwaq and Birzeit Museum in Palestine, the arts space 
L’Batwar in Casablanca, and an urban gardening project in Kuwait, all 
lay claim to physical spaces. To this can be added the sports center in 
Casablanca, which shows the struggle over the appropriation of extant—
traditionally government-controlled—spaces. Cultural initiatives can also 
claim digital space, as in the case of the media collectives in Egypt. Fi-
nally, the community initiatives in the deprived neighborhoods of Cairo 
and in the surroundings of Ramallah could be described as social or so-
ciocultural activism. In this book, different types of participation are ana-
lyzed in detailed case studies that ask which actors claim the respective 
spaces, who has the social and cultural capital to do so, and who becomes 
involved in which context. Mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion, as well 
as the different ways in which class, gender, and citizenship play out in 
each case, are examined.

The various contributions in this volume understand change as mani-
fold: as a counter-accomplishment against hegemonic culture, whether 
authoritarian or religious, or, more generally, against increasingly glo-
balized neoliberal policies. Change, or at least the potential for change, 
can also be located in practices of resistance against specific local devel-
opments and/or against political and other types of disenfranchisement. 
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Finally, our case studies privilege attempts to initiate change where the 
reclaiming of public spaces by active critical cultural production and po-
litical activism takes center stage, such as in horizontally organized sub-
spaces and community initiatives that allow for alternative knowledge 
production and political action.

Why a Spatial Approach to Participatory Change?
This preliminary sketch shows why profound research on the spatial di-
mension of participation is increasingly needed. Walls, streets, and public 
squares, as well as platforms in digital space, had important functions dur-
ing the wave of demonstrations and protests in the region and have been 
increasingly subjected to thorough academic scrutiny. Since Asef Bayat’s 
classic Street Politics: Poor People’s Movements in Iran on space-related activ-
ism in the Middle East (1997), more recent important empirical work on 
the politics of space has followed, more particularly since the onset of the 
recent uprisings in the region. A small collection, “Youth Activism and 
Public Space in Egypt 2011,” published in 2011 by the ICP—the Innova-
tions in Civic Participation project and the John D. Gerhart Center for 
Philanthropy and Civic Engagement at the American University in Cairo 
(2011) takes up the issue of space in relation to participatory activism, with 
a significant additional focus on cultural activism as a viable contribution 
to the power of the protests. Whereas the report is particularly concerned 
with Egypt, it can be seen to link theoretically and empirically with the 
present volume in its emphasis on the interrelatedness of space and grass-
roots activism and in its conceptualization of participation as encompass-
ing social and political practices, as well as cultural participatory ones. A 
special issue of the European Urban and Regional Studies, “Mediterra-
nean Genealogies of Protest” (Fregonese 2012), also dwells on the role of 
urban space in shaping the protests and further addresses the transnational 
linkages between them. Mona Abaza also focuses on the urban transfor-
mation that took place during the protest and in its aftermath, as well as 
in the dissident street art that was created (2011 and 2012). Moreover, a 
contribution by Hasso and Salime (2016) discusses the interconnectedness 
of body and space in the recent Arab uprisings; their analysis particularly 
focuses on the role of concrete bodies and space in creating the gendered 
dimensions of the 2011 uprisings. Interestingly, in spite of the prominence 
of youth activists, they have hardly been studied in relation to space, and 
one of the volumes dedicated to youth and urban resistance (Gertel and 
Ouaissa 2014) is only partially attentive to conceptualizations of space.

Structurally, the space-related initiatives vary greatly within and be-
tween the countries and the case studies investigated in this volume. This 
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is at least partly due to their different political contexts and to the respec-
tive explicit and implicit rules on public expression. Thus, in the political 
landscape, Morocco and Kuwait have for some time enjoyed a certain 
amount of public debate and contestation, including organized opposi-
tion to the governments, though not to the institution of the monarchy 
(and certainly not to the actual monarchs). In Palestine, the ongoing in-
ternal political conflict and escalating Israeli military interventions have 
rendered the situation complex, thereby significantly impacting possibili-
ties for social and political change. And finally, in Egypt, the overthrow 
of the Mubarak regime and the following forced dismissal of the Mursi 
government have mostly deflated hopes for political change.

In spite of the differences that influence the specific case studies out-
lined in this volume, and which form the backdrop against which these 
cases need to be comprehended, there are a number of shared charac-
teristics that compel us to consider the cases together and to compare 
them. The initiatives that are investigated herein were generally action-
oriented in the sense that they aimed at practical interventions, from or-
ganizing protests and walking tours to producing online content; they 
used decentralized and rather loose forms of organization (in contrast 
to parties and unions) as they creatively resorted to the street and public 
space as sites of activism. Moreover, they were involved in contestations 
over the ownership of public space (as conceptualized in the works of 
Harvey 2012 and Rabbat 2012) and the right to representation, mixing 
activism with the practices of everyday life and using a wide range of 
old and new media and art. On a more abstract level, these initiatives, in 
their variety, are highly spatial in their approach to social and political 
participation. It is therefore pertinent to take a closer look at the two key 
concepts which this volume foregrounds, namely space and participation. 
This will be followed by a closer elaboration of the categories of actors 
studied in this volume.

Notions of Space
Space in this volume is not understood simply as physical space in which 
objects are positioned or where activities are located. Rather, we adopt a 
relational conceptualization of space that considers it in relation to time, 
experience, and events, among other things (Low 2017, 28). As Martina 
Löw has shown, this approach, which emphasizes the impact of human 
actions, and thus the social, on the constitution of space, has become 
dominant in the social sciences (Löw 2016, xiv). Key concepts involv-
ing such a relational dimension include utopian and heterotopian spaces 
(Foucault 1997), the public sphere and public opinion (Habermas 1991), 
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mental and social space (Lefebvre 1974; 1991), and the concept of the 
commons as developed by David Harvey (2012, 67–88).

These concepts and others have been operationalized in this volume 
in relation to different contexts and research foci, such as (street) protests, 
cultural resistance and (cultural) initiatives, digital activism, and engage-
ment in community initiatives in deprived neighborhoods. Indeed, these 
spatial notions appear in all chapters in their relational dimension, for 
instance, when participation in formal and informal spaces is discussed, 
when the reconfiguration of space through contestation is taken as a 
theme, or when we investigate alternative spaces of culture and the recla-
mation of space through cultural activism.

If we map the various functions of the concept of space across the 
chapters, we encounter its political dimensions in the examples of protest, 
contestation, and activism that resist mainstream politics and/or in sit-
in spaces as the sites of discontent. This also includes a consideration of 
the ways in which the new emerging spatial practices of youth collectives 
mutate as the political context changes, that is, in counterrevolutionary 
processes. Other functions of the concept are related to the interaction 
between state and nonstate actors in micro-spaces such as youth centers 
and take into account the sociocultural factors that shape these spaces 
and power relationships. This analysis extends to so-called self-governed 
spaces, such as refugee camps, and the ways in which they foster commu-
nity participation. The third function of the concept of space treated in this 
volume can be found in the chapters dealing with discourses of resistance. 
Here, space comes in as a heuristic device that allows us to combine online 
and offline (discursive) spaces of resistance in our analysis. The fourth 
function of space that we engage with is related to alternative cultural spa-
tial practices that reconceive, redefine, and rework public space and that 
foster agency, new ways of perceiving urban space, and of claiming rights 
to the city. These various relational operationalizations of space reflect the 
conception of space proposed by Low (2009), namely as process-oriented, 
person-based, that allows for agency and new possibilities.

Notions of Participation
Participation is often approached from a strong normative perspective 
that, furthermore, is generally inseparable from the tradition of Western 
democracies. Such notions of participation tend to focus on the insti-
tutional level of politics and assert that political participation must be 
intentionally aimed at influencing public policy (mainly through elec-
tions, political parties, and the Parliament). Consequently, participation 
is closely linked to normative notions of citizenship.3 In the words of 
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David Barney et al. (2016, vii), it has “become a contextual feature of daily 
life in the liberal, capitalist, and technological societies of the contempo-
rary West.” The authors go as far as to describe our current situation—
strongly influenced by the development of digital media technologies—
as a “participatory condition” in which participation “has become both 
environmental (a state of affairs) and normative (a binding principle of 
right action)” (Barney et al. 2016, xii). Yet, this condition should be criti-
cally examined and the “tension between [its] promises and impasses of 
participation” (Barney et al. 2016, xiii) should be carved out. Bill Cooke 
and Uma Kothari’s (2001) edited volume on the “tyranny” of participa-
tion addresses the systematic problems of the participatory development 
approach and how it can, among other things, “obscure, and indeed sus-
tain, broader macro-level inequalities and injustice” (Cooke and Kothari 
2001, 14). In a similar way, in Nightmares of Participation (2010), architect 
and analyst Markus Miessen criticizes how an uncritical and romanticized 
use of the term in projects of so-called participatory planning often dis-
guises power structures. In his view, although any form of participation 
is already a form of conflict, it should nevertheless be seen as an enabling 
force (Miessen 2010, 53). These critical engagements with the concept of 
participation, and with practices labeled ‘participatory,’ are fundamental 
for a reflexive use of the term.

In terms of political participation in the Middle East, Charles Tripp 
(2013) distinguishes between four different conceptions: participation in 
the nation-state, participation through protest, participating in a Mus-
lim community, and participation in the neo-patrimonial state—which, 
except for the protests, are all rather formal ways of participation. Leila 
Alhamad (2008, 8), in contrast, argues with regard to the Arab region: 
“When the state, through its formal institutions, represses, excludes or 
fails to listen or to respond to people’s needs, people resort to the infor-
mal realm.” This focus on informal participation has been put forward 
most prominently by Diane Singerman (1997) in her work on popular 
urban quarters in Egypt and by Asef Bayat in his treatment of the infor-
mal forms of political protest carried out by ordinary people (Bayat 1997; 
2010; 2017b).

Building on these works, the contributors to this volume chose work 
with broader conceptualizations of participation and focus on the rather 
informal venues of participation that exist beyond the classical institu-
tional level. Yet at the same time, the volume also goes beyond the formal/
informal divide, since the modes of participation cannot always be strictly 
classified along these lines, as shown in Berriane’s chapter on a youth 
center in Morocco—a space in which participation is coproduced by the 
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interaction of state and nonstate actors. Overall, our approach is mainly 
actor- and action-centered (see also Harders 2002) and focuses on differ-
ent cultural, social, political, and economic mechanisms, venues, and prac-
tices of participation. This allows us to analyze the “various mechanisms 
and forms through which the population expresses itself in the public 
arena” (Lust-Okar 2008, 8; cf. Alhamad in Lust-Okar 2008, 8). Protests 
and media activism are analyzed as forms of political participation, as is 
the cultural resistance of artists and of other civil actors who participate in 
public debates and/or who reclaim predominantly urban spaces.

The majority of the contributions thus focus on contestation, which 
is in line with the current spread of an inclusionary understanding of 
governance that stresses the importance of decentralizing power and of 
including citizens in policy-making through nongovernmental organiza-
tions (NGOs), local councils, and intermediary institutions of partici-
pation. However, some chapters, such as those by Sarnataro on Egypt 
and Woroniecka-Krzyżanowska on Palestine, also analyze processes of 
cooperation, negotiation, and accommodation. While the contributions 
address the pitfalls of “participatory projects” that are trapped in clien-
telism (Sarnataro in this volume), they also counter the idealized visions 
of participation, which are rooted in the Western tradition and which dis-
miss more traditional forms of participation based on collective decision-
making (Woroniecka-Krzyżanowska). Particularly with regard to digital 
media, participation has become both “environmental” (a state of affairs) 
and “normative” (a binding principle of right action) (Barney et al. 2016, 
vii)—conditions that have yet to be critically examined.

Though participation is said to be very much about the “promise and 
expectation that one can be actively involved with others in decision-
making processes,” at the same time these possibilities “can also be un-
derstood as rhetoric, as a set of empty habits, or as failed opportunities” 
(Barney et al. 2016, viii). It is exactly these tensions between the oppor-
tunities and limits or even fallacies of participation that this volume seeks 
to discuss, reveal, and question. It does so by broadening the empirical 
context of the discussion to a perspective on the Arab region that in-
vites comparison, by showing how different political systems foster dif-
ferent types of engagement, and by focusing on the concrete material 
and digital spaces of participation. How can transformations in the ven-
ues, forms, and content of cultural, social, and political participation be 
understood? What does, or what can, participation possibly mean, en-
able, or hide under different authoritarian regimes in the Arab region? 
What might the negative effects of participatory rhetoric be, and how can 
participation, as both a concept and a practice, be critically revised and 
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reappropriated? These and other questions require closer consideration 
of the actors we are dealing with.

Who Shapes Spaces of Participation?
The discussion of participation’s different possibilities, but also its limits, 
raises the next question: Who are the actors claiming and shaping the 
different spaces? The easy answer to this question is that they are very 
diverse and range from civil society activists, artists, entrepreneurs, media 
and journalism practitioners, and anonymous digital content creators to 
ordinary inhabitants of neighborhoods. In different concrete case studies, 
they include people of different ages and political orientations. In many 
cases, activists are of different genders, although, as the articles by Ayyad, 
and El Harras and Benmouro show, the gender roles present within one 
particular political action are often still divided. In other cases, as Jurkie-
wicz shows in the example of Kuwaiti cultural activists, female protago-
nists dominate the scene.

Youth, however, is the one category of the population that stands out 
for its activism and that features particularly prominently in many of the 
contributions of this volume, as well as in recent works on protests in the 
Arab region (Ghannam 2012; Rabbat 2012; Gertel et al. 2014; Hasso and 
Salime 2016; El-Sharnouby 2017; Bayat 2011, 2017b). Youth as an ‘imagi
ned’ category defined in social and cultural terms (Swedenburg 2007) is 
an amorphous concept and one that cannot be readily assumed to yield 
constant political engagement, as Bayat convincingly argues (2017b; cf. 
Oswald et al. 2007). The concept of youth is further problematized in 
scholarship on the Arab region (and the Middle East at large), primarily 
because considerations of youth in postcolonial societies are usually (and 
easily) embedded in questions of nationalist struggle. The political activ-
ism of young people in the Middle East during the late Ottoman Empire, 
which was often carried out in the context of secret societies, schools, 
sports clubs, the Boy Scouts, and various other types of youth organiza-
tions, is well documented (Zürcher 2012). Similarly, the Arab nationalist 
struggle in the interwar period, for instance, is often connected with the 
mobilization of the young generation (Khoury 1987, 404–14; Wien 2006). 
This politicization continued after the independence of most Middle 
Eastern countries, although the authoritarian backlash in countries such 
as Syria and Iraq meant that space for activism by students at schools, 
and increasingly universities, became restricted (for instance, Freitag 
1991, 213–16). This notwithstanding, the example of Egypt shows how 
students managed to create spaces for activism (Anderson 2011, 119–50; 
Kohstall 2014).
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Paradoxically, Arab youth have largely been entrapped by violence, 
instabilities, and economic struggles dominating postindependence set-
tings in the region, and are therefore doubly marginalized (Wien 2006; 
Murphy 2012; Sukarieh 2012). Though recent mainstream discourses 
around ‘The War on Terror’ and terrorism in general might have helped 
consolidate such a view in some circles, research in the social sciences 
during the past two decades has tended to question the binary perception 
of the region’s youth as either marginalized or agents of democratic re-
form (Murphy 2012). In general, empirical studies done before the recent 
uprisings depict a confident, assertive, and engaged generation (Hegasy 
and Kaschl 2007; Bayat 2010; Herrera and Bayat 2010), while studies 
focusing on the role of young people in the events highlight alternative 
means of activism and of engagement with politics (Khalaf and Khalaf 
2011; El-Sharnouby 2017; Gertel 2017).

Though the present volume does not particularly foreground youth as 
a category of analysis, the fact that we are focusing on social and political 
participation outside of traditional institutional and partisan groups in the 
region has necessarily meant that youth featured as a prominent category 
of actors. In approaching the actors operative in the cases under study in 
this volume, we thus seek to downplay traditional constructions of youth 
and youthfulness in political and sociological research in favor of a look 
at activism as a condition engulfing a whole society during conflictual 
moments. As this volume shows, youth engagement can take very differ-
ent forms, from peaceful demonstration to cultural activism, from activi-
ties in sports clubs and youth centers, to cultural entrepreneurship. This 
depends not only on the social status of the youth involved but also on 
the different political framings in the various societies studied. The dif-
ferent age groups associated with youth and studied among other actors 
in this volume are thus placed at the intersection of multiple positionali-
ties (Bayat 2017b). For instance, cultural entrepreneurship in Morocco 
may well depend largely on connections to outside sources of funding, 
and there are different long-term political implications from the cultural 
entrepreneurship existent in Kuwait (also in this volume), where local 
capital derived from oil rents (Cohen 2017) is readily available.

Contextualizing Participatory Formats
Being situated in different national contexts, the case studies shed light 
on the various types of spaces that are conducive to the development of 
participatory practices under specific political, social, and cultural condi-
tions. In Morocco, the highly symbolic Mohamed V Avenue in the cen-
ter of Rabat, discussed from multiple perspectives, represents the space 
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par excellence for political expression and protest against mainstream 
politics that prompted constitutional changes from above—yet with-
out significantly affecting the status quo. The demonstrations that take 
place there are also to be read as very well-orchestrated performances in 
terms of spatial and temporal planning. In spite of their general permis-
sibility, they regularly cause tensions with the security forces and some-
times result in crackdowns on the demonstrators. In contrast, in Egypt, 
where protests have triggered a series of violent counterrevolutionary 
changes, participatory spaces, whether material or virtual, have been 
shrinking since 2013. Some of the self-fashioned venues and media used 
by activists that emerged in 2011 have thus started to rely more on on-
line engagement and less on physical participation. In Palestine, which 
has a long history of resistance and protest against Israeli occupation, 
uprisings against the Palestinian Authority (PA) have remained limited. 
Palestinian activists are today searching for creative ways to challenge 
the stagnation that results partly from the authoritarian nature of the 
PA, which invokes unquestioning unity and loyalty in the face of Israeli 
oppression.

The contributions in this volume, which are concerned with examin-
ing cultural participation, mainly focus on initiatives that have managed to 
establish participatory spaces beyond the (immediate) control of the state. 
This includes institutionally and community-sponsored art and cultural 
initiatives, as outlined in the chapters by Anani, Shqeirat, Jurkiewicz, and 
Aït Mous; unstructured professional groups, as in the chapter by Khalil; 
and individual or loosely connected digital users, as in the cases presented 
by Aboubakr and Khalil. In Kuwait’s constitutional monarchy, where pro-
tests after 2011 have been dwindling and the political opposition increas-
ingly silenced, such cultural initiatives often understand cultural work as 
a better means for change than demonstrations. At the same time, the 
Kuwaiti initiatives are very much embedded in neoliberal notions of so-
cial entrepreneurship, which here take on an emancipatory agenda in a 
way that is typical of the Gulf states. One of the structural principles on 
which this volume (and the project at large) is founded is that space-based 
participatory practices are investigated before establishing categories of 
classification. What bound the case studies together as a starting point 
was the close relationship between the relationally conceived spaces and 
participatory practices leading to change. The variety and richness of the 
case studies allowed us at a later stage to discern connective patterns and 
hence to consolidate the results of individual studies. However, dwelling 
in more depth or at greater length on this comparative perspective would 
require further and more focused work.
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Cultural Participation and Digital Media
The present collection, as outlined above, also provides an outlook on par-
ticipation that not only is based on social and political manifestations but 
also takes account of cultural participation as key to the changes sweeping 
the Arab region at present. Traditionally, participation in cultural terms 
has mostly been studied in European contexts within the framework of 
cultural policies aimed at engaging audiences within a widened scope of 
accessibility to cultural products (Ostrower 2003; Laaksonen 2005, 2010; 
Ateca-Amestoy et al. 2016; Falk and Katz-Gerro 2016). However, re-
search on cultural participation can be seen to have recently paid particu-
lar attention to the extension of the active roles of users in transforming 
the very cultural production that various power nodes would have them 
struggle to simply gain access to (Jenkins et al. 2009; Schaefer 2010; De-
necke et al. 2016). Even though this change of focus shows an interest in 
manifestations of citizen involvement and hence has undertones of social 
and political activism, research in this area does not generally foreground 
this aspect. Studies of cultural participation in the digital realm, for in-
stance, have not specifically addressed the social and political dimensions 
of activism inherent in these participatory practices, except during the last 
decade, when digital platforms were heavily deployed in protest move-
ments that have swept the world in the wake of 2010 (Bakardjieva et al. 
2012; Obar 2014).

On the other hand, research on cultural participation in the Arab re-
gion remains rather limited, with prominence given to surveys of cul-
tural policies, particularly in relation to issues of heritage and literacy 
(Cultural Policies Program in the Arab Region 2013). There have been 
some very interesting studies of cultural participation in the Arab region 
as a means of social and political activism, but they have been either re-
stricted to particular geographical regions, such as to the Arabian Gulf 
(Lenze and Schriwer 2019), or have dealt with cultural participation from 
the perspective of a popular culture that involves both institutional and 
noninstitutional actors (Valassopoulos 2013). This volume views cultural 
participation in the Arab region as an important arena of sociopolitical 
engagement, stemming from the desire to reclaim both public space and 
representation (Baker and Blaagaard 2016), rather than social and politi-
cal accessibility. In this respect, the book presents a fresh outlook on cul-
tural participation as cultural production while positing ordinary people 
as legitimate producers of culture independently of cultural institutions 
and state-sponsored cultural production, thereby stressing everyday prac-
tices such as “encroachment” (Bayat 2010, 14ff) and “creeping” (Lenze 
and Schriwer 2019, xvii).
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Digital media play a significant role in providing alternative ven-
ues for the dissemination of information, for public debate, for self-
expression, and for documenting and archiving. As various contribu-
tions in this joint volume show, the role of digital media plays out quite 
differently in each context: Their use in the Moroccan case studies 
(Amghar, and El Harras and Benmouro) is influenced by the relative 
impact such media have on the authorities in Morocco, whereas in the 
case studies on Egypt (Aboubakr and Khalil in this volume), digital 
media are used instead to voice protest and to outline positions and 
are thus more vocal and visible as citizen media (Baker and Blagaard 
2016), while rarely seeking to engage with the authorities in decision-
making. In this volume’s studies of Palestine, digital media play no 
major role, which, however, is not the case across the board in Palestine 
(see Aouragh 2011). Although the political youth movement’s activity in 
street protests has decreased significantly in most countries since 2013, 
the emergence in social media of massive campaigns of indignation that 
denounce corruption, reject critical decisions by the King or govern-
ment, and organize electronic petitions can be noted in many countries 
across the region. Earlier work on the role of digital media, particularly 
social media, in the protests of 2010 and later in the region has engaged 
with issues of relevance to the eruption and continuation of the pro-
tests, providing invaluable insights into the mechanisms of operation 
of the protests. Some of these works were particularly concerned with 
those media’s impact on coordinating the protests (ASMR 2011; Ghan-
nam 2012; Tufekci and Wilson 2012), while others set out to highlight 
strategies of confrontation and contestation with the state (Badr 2013; 
Papacharissi 2015). The main focus of the chapters in this volume that 
pay particular attention to the place and role of digital space (particu-
larly the chapters by Aboubakr, Amghar, El Harras and Benmouro, and 
Khalil) is on the digital realm as a space where knowledge is produced 
and where creative-cultural input related to the protests extends the 
territoriality of such activities.

Temporality and Change
An important finding of the book is the temporality of participation in 
most of the spaces under study (see for instance the chapters by Abou-
bakr, Aït Mous, Berriane, Khalil, and Jurkiewicz). Temporal appropria-
tions and participatory institutions diminish when the state’s grip tight-
ens (as happened particularly in Egypt); when specific persons or groups 
take control of the space in question (as Ayyad’s chapter also makes evi-
dent); or, more subtly, when specific cultural or social spaces are de facto 
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limited to particular groups, whether they are defined according to class 
or other criteria (see the chapters by Berriane, Shqeirat, Jurkiewicz, and 
Woroniecka-Krzyżanowska). Such spaces are continuously in danger of 
being co-opted by official entities, political parties, and individual actors 
for their own purposes (Weizman 2010).

These considerations make the study of accessibility and control a 
crucial dimension of our case studies. They take temporality and du-
rability into consideration when studying the interaction between par-
ticipatory practices and their social and political contexts, highlighting 
the particularities of contexts and the myriad possibilities of coping and 
interpellation used by different actors (Bayat 2010; Badr 2013; Castells 
2015). Whereas in scholarship on social movements, concepts of tempo-
rality and durability have traditionally received minor attention outside 
issues of the state’s violent interference and the actors’ micro-scale range 
of interaction (Gillan 2018), some of the articles in this volume provide 
new insights into these issues, based on the specificities of local contexts. 
In particular, the chapters by Sarnataro, El Harras and Benmouro, and 
Khalil relate the temporality of participatory practices to contexts of po-
litical turmoil.

The question of what changed with and after 2011 is not the explicit 
focus of this book—yet, first, the uprisings function as a kind of back-
ground against which most of the initiatives under study had to position 
themselves in their respective contexts and, second, we, as differently po-
sitioned researchers, had to engage with it in both disciplinary and public 
discussions. The initial overly positive reading of the Arab revolts has al-
ready been revisited in their ongoing aftermath and, in this vein, the hype 
around new political participation and participatory media has also been 
reassessed, as mentioned earlier.4 As Hasso and Salime (2016, 2) point 
out, “these are multi-sited struggles with many historical precursors. 
Their conclusions have not been written.” And indeed, it is too early to 
do so. While researching for this book, changing political circumstances 
prompted the reorientation of some of the projects. This is particularly 
true concerning Egypt, where, due to the continuing crackdown on civil 
liberties, empirical research has been substantially restrained. In Palestine, 
due to political conditions and travel barriers, participation in workshops 
abroad and inviting international scholars was limited. Only in Morocco 
did the project not need to be adjusted in terms of focusing on public 
protests. What did change in Morocco during the period of work, how-
ever, were the actual demands: whereas 2011 was characterized by the 
demand for political change, more recent demonstrations touch rather 
on concrete public policy issues, such as education and health reform or 
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employment. Demands for political change were now limited to annual 
anniversaries of the February 20 movement and a few sit-ins pertaining 
to human rights activist organizations.

An Interdisciplinary Dialogue
The various chapters in this collection reflect a multiplicity of disciplinary 
outlooks and methodologies, integrating methods from the disciplines of 
sociology, history, anthropology, urban planning, architecture, cultural 
studies, and translation studies. Taking into consideration the diversity 
of geographical, political, social, and cultural contexts under investiga-
tion here, this diversity introduces what we hope to present as a dialogue 
among these disciplinary methodologies, as well as among the different 
contexts studied. Though this dialogue is not specifically highlighted in 
the collection, it has enabled us to view our individual case studies from 
wider perspectives. For instance, the investigation of the role of digital 
media, particularly social media in the studies on Egypt and Morocco, re-
veals the political, social, and cultural specificities of each protest context. 
In the context of the weekly demonstration on Mohamed V Avenue in 
Rabat (chapters by Ait-Mansour, and El Harras and Benmouro), the use 
of social media reflects the dynamics of power and the spaces of contesta-
tion left open by the political system, rendering the space of social media 
a viable arena to influence public opinion and effect change, a situation 
more in keeping with the classical Habermasian formulation of the no-
tion of public sphere (Habermas 1991). In Egypt, the dynamics of the use 
of social media are largely determined by a context of political participa-
tion in which venues for peaceful protest, let alone citizen participation 
in decision-making, are more heavily restricted. This, in its turn, dictated 
different lenses of investigation in which issues such as censorship, humor, 
and temporality feature more prominently.

The political, social, and cultural specificities of the range of re-
gions and contexts under study here suggest varying methodological ap-
proaches, even though the case studies might involve similar media of 
participation. Studying the walking tours of the village of Jaba‘ in rural 
Palestine in the chapter by Shqeirat, and in Kuwait City in the chapter by 
Jurkiewicz, takes as a starting point that walking is an act of appropriat-
ing territories and hence consolidating participants’ agency (de Certeau 
1984). Whereas Shqeirat foregrounds the tools of historical research for 
the sake of reconciling the space with present-day dynamics, Jurkiewicz 
reads the walking tours from the perspective of the link between cultural 
activism and entrepreneurship. This exemplifies how the different disci-
plinary backgrounds of researchers, as much as the different sociopolitical 
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conditions of the spaces studied, can lead researchers who start with a 
similar observation to take quite divergent paths. This variety of method-
ological approaches potentially opens up the door for subsequent studies 
of the dynamics of social and political participation in the region that 
are less restricted in their reliance on disciplinary grouping, an effort, we 
believe, that would enable more comprehensive studies of political mobi-
lization in the region.

The book introduces a collection of first-hand empirical research by 
scholars at different stages of their academic trajectories who are often 
directly involved in the contexts studied. Indeed, the boundary between 
academia and activism is more porous than the terms suggest. Further-
more, scholars from different parts of the Arab region cooperated with 
colleagues from Europe. Such collaboration requires multiple processes 
of translation. The texts reflect the different perspectives and degrees of 
involvement or detachment, ranging from the interventionist, activist per-
spective to the detached style demanded of a PhD thesis. They are united, 
however, in their deep commitment to saving the notion of participation 
from being hijacked by the types of neoliberal interpretations outlined 
above and in the conviction that the voices of activists of different orien-
tations and in different fields need to be made visible and audible. This 
coming together of different perspectives creates an important dialogue 
between activists and academics and between Arab and Western scholars. 
With this diversity, the book displays not only different case studies but 
also a variety of angles and approaches to studying space-related activism.

The empirical parts of the research, though grounded in various 
theoretical standpoints, are built on bottom-up methods of investigation 
based on direct knowledge of the contexts studied and pertaining to an-
thropology and sociology in order to understand the microlevel aspects 
of social and political life. Among these are the ethnography of in situ 
participant observations, structured and unstructured interviews, archival 
and historical documentation collection, review, and content analysis.

Varying the scales of analysis, various chapters have attempted to 
address, from below, what the transformations of the studied (micro-)
spaces of participation tell us about changes that affect participation on 
the meso- and the macro-levels.5 This is the case, for example, with eth-
nography, which has recently gained prominence in the social sciences 
but is still underrepresented in the study of political participation.6 Sec-
ondly, these methods were used with a focus on the historical dimen-
sions of contemporary developments in the region by emphasizing their 
temporal dimension. Moreover, to better grasp how political participation 
and socialization have evolved over time in the studied spaces, some 
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chapters also include diachronic approaches borrowed from the field of  
(micro-)history (see for instance Levi 1991): archival research, the study 
of (auto-)biographies, pamphlets, written regulations, and so forth.

Topographies of Change in the Arab Region:  
The Chapters of This Book
The thirteen chapters included in this volume are grouped into four main 
sections, reflecting commonalities among the spaces they investigate, as 
well as among manifestations of participation and the nature of the par-
ticipatory activities undertaken there.

Part I: “Rethinking Participation in Formal and Informal Spaces” fo-
cuses on mechanisms of participation and contestation taking place in 
both state-regulated spaces and spaces with a more fluid and informal 
structure. These chapters highlight the reciprocal relationship between 
the nature of various spaces and the kind of participatory activities they 
foster and, in turn, that operate in the transformation of such spaces. 
These spaces vary according to the degree of control that either the state 
or regional authorities exercise on them. Mohamed V Avenue in Rabat, 
perhaps, presents one end of the spectrum, where protests are sometimes 
tolerated by the state and are organized with a perceptible degree of 
coordination between protesters and the state. At other points in time, 
however, they are forbidden or cracked down upon, depending on the 
sensitivity of issues at hand and on the political circumstances. Along the 
spectrum, we find instances, for example, in Cairo’s informal areas and in 
refugee camps in the West Bank, of participatory processes at grassroots 
level in which the state or local authorities figure mostly in the guise of 
webs of negotiations with citizens and occupants of space. The differ-
ent configurations of spatial participation and activism presented in this 
section, which are to a large or small extent sanctioned by the state, can 
provide insights into broader debates on configurations of participation 
in the Arab region (Lust-Okar and Zerhouni 2008; Bayat 2010, 2017a), 
in which the role of the central state varies from one geographical con-
text to another and in which configurations of activism are largely influ-
enced by the desire, and sometimes the necessity, to collaborate with the 
authorities.

Hicham Ait-Mansour’s “Protests as a Space for Contentious Politics 
and Political Learning among Youth in Morocco: The Case of Mohamed 
V Avenue in Rabat” studies the protests organized in Mohamed V Av-
enue, which started shortly after the February 20 movement’s appearance 
on the scene in 2011. A sample of the protests (which the state often 
tolerated but sometimes cracked down on) held in 2016 is studied with 
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the purpose of examining how that central urban avenue, where the Mo-
roccan Parliament is located, is used as a space not only for political par-
ticipation but also to foster an emergent political culture at the hands of 
new actors for whom the protests in the avenue become an arena for both 
political mobilization and political socialization.

Whereas Mohamed V Avenue in Rabat is a space of participation that 
is relatively tolerated by the state, Azzurra Sarnataro’s chapter “The Con-
cept of Participation in Cairo’s Unplanned Areas” is a contribution to the 
ongoing, yet understudied, mechanisms of local governance in informal 
areas in the region. It examines how different forms of governance (state 
institutions, NGOs, and participatory resident initiatives) interact in the 
local governance of Ezbet el-Haggana, one of Cairo’s biggest informal 
areas. Economic and sociocultural factors intertwine in such an effort, 
influencing in turn the nature and use of the space in question. The influ-
ence of this participatory effort extends beyond the specific developmen-
tal goals it sets out to achieve, producing mechanisms of resistance that 
unpack the intricate network of power relations shaping urban informal 
contexts.

Yasmine Berriane’s “Interstitial Spaces and Controlled Participation: 
The Youth Center of Hay Mohammadi during the Years of Lead in Mo-
rocco” looks into yet another mode of participatory activity manifest-
ing a differently nuanced interaction between state institutions and civil 
society in the governance of local spaces. The chapter traces the devel-
opments in covert relations between state power and civil society actors 
in a youth center located in Casablanca’s working-class district of Mo-
hammadi. Through a micro-historical survey of the development of the 
making of that participatory space over the past sixty years, the chapter 
analyses the transformation of state/society institutions and the evolution 
of the Moroccan participatory sphere.

In “Participation in Spaces of Exile: The Making of Change in a 
Palestinian Refugee Camp in the West Bank,” Dorota Woroniecka-
Krzyżanowska investigates the evolution and sustainability of systems of 
self-governance in a space of prolonged encampment in a case study of 
the nearly 70-year-old al-Am‘ari Palestinian refugee camp in the West 
Bank. The chapter focuses on how three main factors—local ownership, 
political legitimacy, and potentiality to bring change—transform the 
space from a potentially traditional space of waiting and arrest of political 
action into a space of dynamic interaction and community participation 
and, therefore, of meaningful political action.

Part II: “Reconfiguring Space through Contestation” outlines the 
mechanisms of contestations in spaces of conflict with a particular focus 
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on the resulting (re-)construction of such spaces. The participatory prac-
tices reviewed in this section are (re-)created in active confrontations be-
tween participants and the state, as in the case of the confrontations on 
Mohamed V Avenue in Rabat and the Muslim Brothers’ sit-in in 2013 in 
Cairo. As a result of such confrontations, interaction is created between 
the space and the performative practices taking place there. This section 
also examines discursive spaces and practices generated by these active 
confrontations and highlights how the (re-)construction not only of space 
but also of discourse is influenced by confrontations with authority and 
the resulting mechanisms of contestation. The case studies in this section 
also highlight the use of digital media as supportive of, and still often 
marginal to, action on the ground, thus providing a link to some of the 
chapters in the next section in which virtual space is the main space for 
activist participation. This, in turn, points in the direction of an inves-
tigation of online–offline strategies of protest that are emerging in the 
scholarship on the region (see Badr 2013).

In “The Challenge of Reconstructing Public Space: The Case of 
Mohamed V Avenue,” Mokhtar El Harras and Youness Benmouro study 
protests staged by diverse groups on the famous Mohamed V Avenue in 
Rabat, focusing on participatory practices of a more confrontational na-
ture, primarily in material space but also on virtual platforms. Studying 
some of the performative practices of protest taking place there, the chap-
ter examines the interconnectedness and reciprocal relationship between 
spatial practices, on the one hand, and the tactics of containment by the 
state, on the other. The chapter thereby also investigates the dynamics of 
this spatial transformation in relation to the political, social, and gender 
designation of subgroups of actors.

Mai Ayyad’s “The Muslim Brotherhood and the Creation of Spec-
tacles in Nasr City” focuses on the transformation of space during an 
instance of heightened confrontational and conflictual encounter be-
tween the occupants and the authorities by examining the sit-in staged 
by members of the Muslim Brotherhood from June to August 2013 in 
the Rabaa al-Adawiya Square in Cairo. The chapter reads the formation 
and transformation of the sit-in against various theoretical conceptualiza-
tions of the relationship between spatial practices and official policies and 
examines how such interplay directly and indirectly influenced the appro-
priation of the space. This interplay is understood against the backdrop 
of the history of the presence of both the state and the Muslim Brothers 
in the larger space of the district of Nasr City where the sit-in was held.

Viewing mechanisms of contestation and confrontation with the 
authorities in the activities of protest movements, Mouloud Amghar’s 
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“Topographies of the Discourse of Resistance in the Public Sphere: A 
Case Study of the Activists of the February 20 Movement” (originally 
in Arabic) investigates discursive confrontations and contestations by 
tracing the transformations overcoming the performance of protest in 
public space in the February 20 movement in Morocco. Focusing on the 
discourse of protest adopted by the movement, together with its mecha-
nisms of movement in public space, the chapter presents a classification 
of these discourses and of their capacity to transform the discourse of the 
state in response to them. The study of such discursive confrontations 
requires a broadened vision to cover both material and digital space.

Part III: “Alternative Spaces of Cultural Production” takes a few steps 
away from the focus on the relationship between spatial participation and 
the state/authority, whether in terms of webs of subtle cooperation or of 
direct confrontation and contestation. This section examines the interac-
tion between space and participatory practices by looking into the cul-
tural production engendered by such interaction. The focus on cultural 
production in the form of visual art and street performances is taken up 
in an examination of a number of artistic spaces in Cairo and Casablanca, 
while cultural production in the digital realm is examined, in particular, 
in terms of humor. What these material and virtual spaces have in com-
mon is the aspect of the noninstitutionalization of the artistic/cultural 
production they represent, which characterizes most alternative cultural 
production spaces growing in areas of conflict between citizens and the 
state. The case studies in this section can be seen to contribute to the 
emerging discussion of the role of ‘citizen media,’ a debated concept used 
to provide a more coherent framework for the study of the mobilization 
of ordinary citizens around the world (Baker and Blaagaard 2016), as well 
as between that terrain and more stable cultural concepts such as that of 
‘popular culture’ (see Aboubakr forthcoming 2020). Such spaces provide 
spheres of alternative cultural expression in search of visibility in a mostly 
state-dominated cultural and artistic scene. At perhaps the other end of 
the spectrum is the independent scene of user-generated content in the 
digital realm represented by the investigation of media and cultural col-
lectives in Egypt.

Investigating resistance discourse in digital space, Randa Aboubakr’s 
chapter “Mock Translation as Sociopolitical Commentary in the Egyp-
tian Digital Sphere” examines the expansion of an already growing arena 
of social and political participation using instances of mock translation in 
digital user-created content in Egypt. The playful, carnivalesque aspect 
of mock translation is traced as a means of combating the hegemony of 
mainstream discourse and of boosting the social and political participation 
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of formerly nonpoliticized citizens through the use of humor, which 
functions as a force of legitimation. The chapter investigates strategies of 
representation in read/write culture such as instances of digital remix and 
mock reportage in the independent blogosphere in Egypt.

In a similar vein, in the chapter titled “Spaces of Culture in Casa-
blanca: Isles of Creativity in an Often-Hostile Ocean,” Fadma Aït Mous 
reveals that the tendency and mechanisms of establishing community-
based spaces of cultural/artistic production are not uncommon in the 
Arab region. L’Batwar and L’Uzine, the two case studies introduced in 
the chapter (both located in Casablanca), are approached from the per-
spective of governance and power relations in the functioning and main-
taining of this kind of cultural/artistic space. A description of the uses and 
history of these spaces analyzes the issue of power and the mechanisms 
of negotiation between civil actors and the state, highlighting how these 
emerging civic actors work toward the creation of new paradigms of cul-
tural and artistic production.

Mona Khalil’s “Citizen Collectives in Post-2011 Egypt: Contesta-
tion Mechanisms” investigates the issue of state–citizen interaction in 
the governance of public space by looking into the contentious space of 
citizen initiatives that use online–offline mechanisms of participation and 
mobilization. The chapter focuses on cultural and artistic initiatives that 
have evolved since the Egyptian uprising in 2011 (mainly Mosireen and 
al-Fann Maydan), tracing their durability and mutability under successive 
regimes in Egypt since 2011, and outlines how the internal structure of 
these initiatives, on the one hand, and policies of state censorship, on the 
other, are instrumental in shaping the mechanisms of the durability and 
hence temporality of such initiatives.

In Part IV: “Space Reclamation and Cultural Activism,” the focus lies 
on space-related activism and the role played by cultural and artistic pro-
duction in conflictual spaces. In the interface between space, cultural pro-
duction, economic factors, and the politics of memory, cultural activism 
represents processes of intervention in the management of public space. 
The case studies reflect on how art and cultural initiatives provide alter-
natives to the domination of public spaces and cultural production that is 
inscribed in neoliberal politics and in the institutional politics of memory. 
At the same time, they open the door for an investigation of what may 
seem to be apolitical activism. Such cultural initiatives in urban centers 
like Ramallah or Kuwait City are a reclamation and reappropriation of 
public spaces governed by neoliberal politics and introduce new shapes 
of NGO- and business-based interventions. This section also studies the 
role played by communal initiatives in rural areas, such as the Palestinian 
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village of Jaba‘, in reclaiming the memory of place and hence in rehabili-
tating the relationship between the inhabitants and nature. The investi-
gation of these community-based cultural initiatives can provide useful 
insights into broader debates around the role of entrepreneurship in ac-
tivism (Banet-Weiser and Mukherjee 2012).

Yazid Anani’s “Cultural Heterotopias and the Making of the Political” 
sets out to investigate the role played by the neoliberal transformation 
of cities and urban centers, which have deepened the dichotomies be-
tween public and private spaces and which, by introducing predesigned 
lifestyles and promoting dependency, have, thus, reshaped these spaces as 
well as the individuals and communities contained therein. Against this 
background, the chapter examines City Exhibitions, an art exhibition initi-
ated by Birzeit University, as representing the emergence of agency in 
the shaping of cultural/artistic spaces and consequently in the shaping of 
‘the political’ in Palestine. This examination asks about the roles played 
by both Israeli colonialism and neoliberal state policies in the contentious 
effort to create alternative spaces of cultural production where the per-
sonal, the political, and the historical interweave in producing the scene 
of art-making in Palestine today.

Engaged with the issue of the ownership and reclamation of public 
space, Renad Shqeirat’s “Genius Loci: The Spirit of the Place” moves 
to rural areas in Palestine and investigates the web of interrelatedness 
of border, natural, and visual elements in creating a sense of place and 
in fostering a sense of responsibility toward the organization of the rural 
community in Jaba‘, a village on the outskirts of Ramallah. Aiming to 
counter what is perceived as a coercive relationship between the residents 
and public space, the effort to restore the historic center of the village 
tries to provide a different angle of understanding of the present dynam-
ics between the residents and their space, as well as to introduce sugges-
tions for reconciliation.

Arising from questions about the possibility of combining social en-
gagement and entrepreneurship in space-related cultural activism, Sarah 
Jurkiewicz’s “Culturepreneurship and Reclaiming Urban Space in Kuwait 
City” investigates two spaces in Kuwait’s city center initiated by young 
women professionals. Both Madeenah and Secret Garden reflect efforts 
to reclaim urban space by engaging in practices (such as walking and gar-
dening) that empower citizens to get actively involved in forming and 
maintaining the spaces they inhabit. Such ‘social enterprises’ are thus 
seen in terms of an ethical stance targeting change through either proj-
ects of knowledge production or hands-on approaches and, at the same 
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time, are framed as business ventures, a tendency that is on the rise in 
other parts of the Gulf region as well.

Notes
1.	 With thanks to Yasmine Berriane, who contributed to some of the theoreti-

cal underpinnings and text modules of this introduction.
2.	 See Lust-Oskar’s reading of Alhamad’s contribution to the edited volume 

on participation (cf. Alhamad in Lust-Oskar 2008, 8).
3.	 For a concise overview of the political history of participation (referring to 

Aristotle, Rancière, Arendt, and Habermas), see Barney et al. (2016, xiff).
4.	 See, for example, Lynch (2013) and, for a broader discussion on participa-

tory media, Barney et al. (2016).
5.	 The link between local and global processes has been at the core of the 

research conducted at the Leibniz-Zentrum Moderner Orient. See, for 
instance, Freitag and Oppen (2010).

6.	 On the advantages of privileging such approaches to explore the workings 
of political action, see, for instance, Joseph et al. (2007).
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