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Introduction

Politics is a way of ruling divided societies without undue violence— and most societies are 

divided, though some think that is the trouble.

Bernard Crick, In Defence of Politics, 33

Arab publics have come to argue vociferously about religion. How do they 
argue? Does it matter?

I hope to show how these arguments over religion take place, how conten-
tious they are, and the varying degree that they affect policy outcomes. And 
I will also show that they can aggravate conflict and polarization. But these 
problems stem less from their religious character than their lack of trac-
tion in policy making. There are few mechanisms available to induce those 
arguing to come to an agreement or affect a decision. It is their ineffectual 
nature, much more than their content, that makes arguments increasingly 
divisive.

IDEALISM, CONFUSION, SURPRISE, AND CYNICISM

This book has a title that may make its author seem contentious (“arguing”) 
and optimistic (“revival”). Neither adjective fits. I aim not to take part in any 
debates but to understand various participants and positions as sympatheti-
cally and even as empathetically as I can. And I also seek to understand the 
effects of those debates. I am not particularly optimistic; indeed, the revival 
I speak of is real but not particularly cheerful, in part because it is often dis-
agreeable and in part because it is incomplete.

Nor is this book a reaction to events in the Arab world since 2011. I felt 
some of the hope (heavily tinged with nervousness) shared by so many during 
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the uprisings of 2011. I felt disappointment (tinged with despair) as the Arab 
world lapsed into what I refer to in the conclusion as the cruel palindrome of 
choosing between Isis and Sisi.

But I focus on neither the uprisings nor their aftermath; instead it is longer- 
term trends that draw my attention. My interest is motivated by a curiosity 
in what I feel have long been underappreciated aspects of Arab politics: the 
revival of a public sphere in which political arguments move thick and fast.

That curiosity was born a full decade before the upheavals of 2011; it was 
formed by a sequence of idealism, confusion, surprise, and, finally, cynicism.

My initial idealism sprouted from some gleanings from political philoso-
phy, especially readings in various streams of liberal and democratic thought 
premised on how we should speak with each other in an egalitarian and 
respectful manner and, implicitly (perhaps overly so), how we should listen.

But while those writings could be inspiring, I also found them confusing. 
Those who were most concerned with combining democratic institutions and 
behaviors with respect for autonomous individuals often seemed to be writing 
more for each other than for the individuals and populations whose humanity, 
dignity, and autonomy they so respected. They wrote in prose I found difficult, 
even inaccessible. Such writings seemed designed to constrain the very pas-
sions that motivate the political activity of many people.1 Some of the writings 
seemed tinged by an assumption that there are clear, right answers to policy 
questions but that actual political discourse is so problematic it obscures those 
answers. Such a notion suggested an assumption of false consciousness, not a 
very helpful one for a set of approaches based on mutual respect. The egalitar-
ian ethos seemed more than mildly contaminated by elitism.

My suspicion was not boundless. I soon learned that there were those who 
could use some of the concepts generated by this line of philosophical inquiry 
in a very grounded, empirical fashion in a Middle Eastern context (the work of 
my then yet- to- be colleague Marc Lynch influenced my initial thinking deeply 
in that regard2). More than a decade ago, I began to think about writing a book 
about the politics of public debates in the Arab world. I put aside the idea to 
work on Islamist movements, but that research only deepened my interest.

Just as I was turning back to the subject came the surprise of the 2011 
Arab uprisings. My shock did not come from the fact that members of Arab 
societies were arguing about politics. For my own part, I had noticed the way 
in which political discussions had gradually become more detailed, open, and 
critical in the 1990s. When the first Arab Human Development Report was 
issued in 2002, I was a bit taken aback, but not by the content of the report. 
Indeed, the document, while critical of existing realities in the Arab world, 
seemed tame by the standards set by the arguments I had heard. Instead what 
surprised me was the surprised reaction in Western journalistic and policy cir-
cles, lauding what seemed to many external observers to be an unprecedented 
introduction of self- criticism.
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But of course the authors of the report were not criticizing themselves in 
any personal way— they were lashing out (as much as any United Nations doc-
ument would allow them) against their rulers, and they were deeply critical of 
prevailing social and political practices. And this was hardly something new. 
In fact, by that year, I could not remember the last time I had heard a citizen 
of an Arab state say something good about his or her political system in casual 
conversation.3

And not just in casual conversation— older and newer media were awash 
in political talk, much of it critical. That criticism knew boundaries, but those 
were unclear and often crossed. In 2005, browsing in an Egyptian bookstore, 
I was astounded when I saw the title I Hate Husni Mubarak.

So, criticism and political talk was something that I had become increas-
ingly aware of. In the 2000s I learned how those arguments were often simply 
not heard outside the Arab world; as forests of apparently well- rooted truisms 
were felled in Arab arguments they seemed to make few sounds outside the 
region. Or, less charitably, arguments among citizens of the Arab world were 
a surprise to those outside the Arab world only because they had not been 
listening to them.

But I was also struck by how much the critical talk seemed unconnected 
to political action. Many argued about the need for fundamental change but 
fewer tried to do anything about it.

What shocked me profoundly, therefore, was when large numbers of peo-
ple began to act on their complaints, most dramatically in 2011.4 In that year, 
masses of residents in many societies rose up against their political systems, 
shouting so all could hear the complaints that had gestated over a decade or 
even a generation. I visited Egypt and Jordan in December 2010 and found a 
dour and despairing mood indeed; I returned to both places in March 2011 
and found a buoyancy and spirit of activism that seemed to have come from 
nowhere. Of course I had been witnessing (or hearing) some of the wellsprings 
for years, but I had generally doubted whether words would be translated into 
action. (When asked in the fall of 2010 whether a mass uprising in Egypt was 
likely, I remember answering, “It’s not impossible,” which seemed then to be 
an unjustifiably daring statement.)

Yet as they began to act, argumentative citizens struck out in some dis-
sonant directions. In the year following the uprising, I  was made uneasy 
by their political choices. Most leading political actors seemed to be very 
suspicious of each other and in shaky control of the political systems they 
wished to operate or redesign. I was initially persuaded that a strong con-
sensus on political reform would sustain a more promising process. But 
that proved a misjudgment; the apparent political consensus broke apart as 
political systems and processes seemed to either shunt popular pressures 
aside or set them against each other. I could not resist a bit of cynicism— or 
at least a grimmer mood— as the mass movements of 2011 metastasized 
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into coup and civil conflict in Egypt, fizzled in Jordan, Kuwait, Morocco, 
and Palestine, and led to complicated and bloody civil wars in Yemen, Syria, 
and Libya.

The politics that concerns me in this book is not always pretty; the revival 
of which I speak has not always been joyful.

OVERCOMING FEAR OF RELIGION

Why do I focus on religion? Not because of my own faith; in my own life, I gen-
erally detach questions of justice, morality, and political and social behavior 
from those of faith and the divine. But in most of the societies I have studied, 
religion provides an important anchor for such discussions. Indeed, in some 
ways this book is a story of how thoroughly religious many Arab public discus-
sions have become.

Religion provides one of the main languages of public debate in the Arab 
world. This book is my contribution to understanding debate over religion in 
the public sphere in the Arab world and its relationship to public policy.

When I focus on religion in public life, I do not mean to say there are no 
Arabs who detach (as I  do) public behavior from questions involving the 
divine— I have met many. But they rarely do so explicitly in public— and that 
is the point. To do so would be to talk in a language that would not make a 
lot of sense to their audience, perhaps even be self- defeating and alienating. 
It would be tantamount to claiming that divine guidance and ultimate values 
have no role in social life. A more commonly voiced attitude is that an indi-
vidual’s beliefs or private behavior is between him and God, but social conduct 
should be governed by God’s merciful and beneficent instructions.

Religion Provides the Language for Such Discussions

But such a close connection between religion and public debate deeply con-
cerns many people, including some of the most influential thinkers about 
politics.

Many public discussions in Western settings— and many scholarly and 
philosophical approaches that inform much academic thinking— betray a 
strong suspicion about the politics of religion. Religious differences can be 
politically frightening because they seem so deep and so unfriendly to dis-
cussion and compromise— necessary ingredients to any attempt to manage 
differences politically. Behind this nervousness about religion is a worry that 
ultimate truths are not open to argument, that religion breeds absolute think-
ing and even intolerance. These associations between religion and intolerance 
seem reasonable. And they are particularly potent perhaps in the Arab world, 
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where the religion involved is Islam, with its heavy legalistic bent. Public argu-
ments in the Arab world can very easily take on a religious guise.

But on this point, my own experience leads me to inject a note of skepti-
cism about the fear of religion in public discourse. The concerns mooted seem 
to be the mirror image— or the retort— to the equally reasonable- sounding 
reciprocal suspicions I  have heard from some pious individuals. Religiously 
inspired thinkers often argue that those who seek to avoid ultimate truths can 
find no secure grounding for any moral code. Many opponents of secularism 
fear that exclusion of religion breeds not tolerance and pluralism but anomie 
or hedonism.

While both these views seem reasonable, I  find them unhelpful. It is 
not merely that they contradict each other. They simply do not fit with my 
experience.

I have not seen religion as inexorably linked to political intolerance nor 
have I seen secularism as tied to narcissism, egoism, and social dissolution. In 
both cases, there are many possible intellectual paths to break the supposed 
links. For instance, the supposed path from religious faith to rigid intolerance 
can be diverted by a religiously sponsored humility, appreciation of others’ 
humanity and dignity, or willingness to engage in rational speculation on the 
most difficult religious issues. At the same time, secularism can and frequently 
does anchor morality in an insistence on shared humanity.

So I do not share the fear of religion in public in its most sweeping form 
for empirical reasons: the nervousness is simply counter to how readily I have 
seen many pious friends and acquaintances show real willingness to engage in 
give- and- take on religious issues and how many of those with a secular bent 
can refer with derision and even intolerance to the beliefs of their fellows. My 
point is not that religion makes people virtuous interlocutors, or that toler-
ance is a ruse, but only that I have seen no clear link between willingness to 
engage and secularism within my own circles of colleagues and friends.

I do not dismiss the concerns about religion in public life; I wish to pro-
ceed only without the assumption that religion is inherently a danger to 
political life.

And I also wish to explore religion as more than belief or faith. Indeed, in 
the Arab world religion can come up in many guises that are distinct from 
faith even if often connected to it: religion is sometimes structure and bureau-
cracy, sometimes practice, sometimes campaign fodder, sometimes ritual, and 
sometimes law. The Western European experience often leads us to privilege 
religion in two guises only: individual belief (“faith”) and authoritative struc-
ture (“church” in juxtaposition to “state”). Given the other forms in which 
religion is expressed in the Arab world, we should not be so restrictive in our 
understanding of where religion will arise and the guises it will take.

And it should therefore be no surprise that while I describe religion as 
“anchor” and “language,” as I have, I also strive to avoid making discussions 
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seem too fixed and clear— the anchor has a very long chain and language can 
be a source not only for communication but also for misunderstanding of both 
the comic and tragic variety.

And it is a sense of tragedy in particular that has characterized many past 
writings on politics in the sense used here— starting with Jürgen Habermas, 
who, as we will soon see, lamented the way the public sphere had been cor-
rupted and controlled, and who has been followed by waves of liberal theorists 
who focus on what politics can be in part by decrying what it has become. 
Even less explicitly normative scholars often approach such discussions to tie 
the public arguments immediately to regime type— implicitly claiming that 
such debates are of interest to the extent they explain the origin or fate of 
authoritarianism and democracy, less attentive to the ways public discussions 
might affect more mundane political outcomes.

WHAT POLITICS REALLY IS; WHAT POLITICS REALLY DOES

This book is designed not to provide a sense of drama of any variety but 
instead to make forays in two directions.

First I  seek to describe, providing what might be called an ethnography 
of current Arab politics as it really is. I am interested, to be sure, in possible 
trajectories of change but I worry a rush to probe possibilities for democratic 
opening or authoritarian resurgence may miss the real ways in which Arab 
political systems are changing.

An emphasis on how politics should be discussed can lead us to overlook 
how it is actually discussed. In June 2013, as Egypt approached a wave of dem-
onstrations and ultimately a coup against President Muhammad Morsi of the 
Muslim Brotherhood, I was warned by a religious figure to be careful where 
I walked because I have a short beard— one that might be taken as a nonverbal 
political statement. Such a symbol of a kind of religiosity, he feared, might 
expose me to a kind of nonverbal political response.

Not all political speech is ideal. In fact, not even all rarefied academic dis-
cussions are ideal. Shortly after that warning about my beard, I attended a 
presentation at an academic conference in the United States by a very accom-
plished and respected colleague who argued that opposition to a specific policy 
initiative— an opposition apparently grounded in public reason— could in fact 
be refuted in terms of public reason. I noticed that the most effective way in 
which he undermined the positions he was attempting to refute in front of an 
audience predisposed to sympathize with him was by reading sections of his 
opponents’ writings slowly with an arched eyebrow, inserting an occasional 
sarcastic remark.

Neither harassing people with beards nor repeating an opponent’s words 
with a derisive tone and subtly contemptuous gestures is ideal political speech. 
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But such forms still deserve our attention because this is how much politics 
is practiced.

That leads me to my second purpose: to explain the effects of political 
arguments over religion in the Arab world. I am interested in whether peo-
ple experience the political world differently as politics revives or whether 
the vitality of political arguments over religion changes policy. I find that 
the arguments do indeed deeply affect the way that various groups under-
stand the political order but that the effects on policy outcomes are far 
more limited. The problem is not that religious disagreements are unman-
ageable but that political systems and institutions are generally not config-
ured to reflect political arguments of any sort. Arguments about religion 
are generally not resolved (or managed) politically in the Arab world today, 
it is true, but the problem, as I will show, has less to do with their religious 
nature and more to do with the inability of weak structures to translate 
political talk into political practice.

NOTES

 1. I first explored this idea in “Reason, Interest, Rationality, and Passion in 
Constitution Drafting,” Perspectives on Politics 6, 4 2 (008): 675– 689.

 2. My introduction came through his book State Interests and Public Spheres: The 
International Politics of Jordan’s Identity (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1999) and his article “Taking Arabs Seriously,” Foreign Affairs 82, 5 
(2003): 81– 94.

 3. My puzzlement at the reaction was unusual but not unique: the Economist 
account of the report noted, “Across dinner tables from Morocco to the Gulf, but 
above all in Egypt, the Arab world’s natural leader, Arab intellectuals endlessly 
ask one another how and why things came to turn out in this unnecessarily bad 
way.” “Self- Doomed to Failure,” Economist, July 4, 2002.

 4. I explore this distinction between clear political preferences and unclear 
willingness to act in “Constitutional Revolutions and the Public Sphere,” in The 
Arab Uprisings Explained: New Contentious Politics in the Middle East, ed. Marc 
Lynch (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014).
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PART 1

Publicity, Religion, and the Revival 
of Politics

Of course, I too look at American television. When I see debates between presidential candi-

dates, I get sick.

Jürgen Habermas, “Further Reflections on the Public Sphere,”  

in, Craig Calhoun, ed., Habermas and the Public Sphere, 467

[That]even this prepolitical authority which ruled the relations between adults and children, 

teachers and pupils, is no longer secure signifies that all the old time- honored metaphors and 

models for authoritarian relations have lost their plausibility. Practically as well as theoreti-

cally, we are no longer in a position to know what authority really is.

Hannah Arendt, “What is Authority?” in Between Past and Future:  

Six Exercises in Political Thought, 92

The most striking change about Arab politics in the last few years is that it has 
now become so alive. Violence and oppression are very real, but so are politi-
cal arguments. Their liveliness affects how religion and religious authority are 
understood and practiced. In this book I study how politics operates and what 
effects it has on how Islam is understood, shapes, and is shaped by public life.

Both my initial claim (about the vivacity of Arab politics) and my project 
(to study how Arab politics interacts with religion) seem to go beyond brash to 
preposterous. In  chapter 1, I work to return them to the realm of the merely 
brash. I do so in two steps. First, I explain what I mean by the “revival” of poli-
tics. Second, I provide a detailed overview of the questions and the findings.

In  chapter 2, I disentangle some useful concepts involving publicity, poli-
tics, and religion from some of their normative foundations to make them 
more amenable for critical analysis. But I also show that a complete divorce 
from normative concerns will miss why they are so powerful and what they 
mean to those who deploy them in making public arguments about politics.
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CHAPTER 1

Understanding the Revival of Politics

News will come from Rome— but it will be rumor confounded with fact, fact confounded with 

self- interest, until self- interest and faction become the source of all we shall know.

John Williams, Augustus, 24

W hen I first journeyed to Arab societies in the early 1980s as a doctoral 
student of political science, one thing struck me in Egypt (where I 

spent the most time) as well as Jordan and Syria (where I briefly visited): 
nobody spoke much about politics. What few discussions I heard were 
guarded and private. There was politics aplenty in the sense that govern-
ments acted in ways that deeply affected people’s lives. But there was a 
vacuum of politics in terms of public discussion. A combination of deep ner-
vousness and profound lack of interest (seemingly very different but some-
times difficult for me to disentangle) inhibited or even prevented political 
conversations, especially as one moved into the public realm. Public spaces 
were strangely devoid of political discussions: the largest public squares 
in major cities showed no signs of political assemblies (except for those 
occasionally arranged by the regime); and all coffeehouses and restaurants 
seemed to have televisions that showed only sports. If one picked up a news-
paper (and not many people did), one read about the comings and goings of 
officials, the arrival of basic commodities (such as meat), and the departure 
of prominent citizens from this world. A few journals or newspapers carried 
highbrow pieces from a few public intellectuals, but the resulting debates 
were fairly circumscribed in content and limited to a small number of par-
ticipants. Overall, there was precious little about the politics of this world in 
many media; if one watched the television news, official comings- and- goings 
seemed to dominate much of the broadcast.
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Everything is different today. Politics has edged out even sports in per-
sonal and coffeehouse conversations. It forges some personal ties and rup-
tures others. Public squares have filled with demonstrators in some places and 
witnessed violent clashes over political issues. Newspapers are crowded with 
(and occasionally even invent) news and an enormous amount of analysis and 
argument. Engaged members of the public swap rumors and views in personal 
conversations or by text messages. Boisterous political talk fills the airwaves, 
often sparking far more discussions than do sitcoms, soap operas, and even 
sports. That politics is often ugly, and it can be used to dehumanize those who 
have different views and justify violence against them. Official attempts to 
control what is said are still very much robust and occasionally quite fierce.

Arab politics— in the sense of discussion and argument about public affairs— 
has been reborn. It is pursued, sustained, and developed in many overlapping 
institutions and practices. The structures of political argument do not merely 
overlap. They interact in novel ways that, while they hardly replace older hier-
archies and structures of authority, still modify, steer, and even occasionally 
undermine or limit them. An authority figure who would brook no public dis-
sent a generation ago now finds his words moved into media where they are 
easily mocked.

In their rich cacophony, the circles in which arguments take place often 
clash with each other. That rich cacophony will be the object of our attention 
in the first half of this book.

The sense of politics that I am employing here— as old as the word itself— 
is used today primarily by normative political theorists concerned with how 
we should speak to each other. Phrases like “deliberative democracy,” “public 
sphere,” and “ideal speech” pepper their writings, many of which presume that 
politics takes place in a liberal and democratic society. As we will see, these 
concepts can enlighten and ennoble us but can also obstruct our understand-
ing of empirical realities.

Indeed, this inquiry into arguments among residents of the Arab world 
would be of less interest if it were not connected to a second, perhaps grittier, 
meaning of politics— the struggle over public policy outcomes. For a long time, 
politics in the first sense of public argument seemed to be in hibernation in 
most Arab societies. In the second sense of the word, of course, politics was of 
course always fully alive. There was public policy and political power to be sure. 
But politics in that second sense was brutally and ruthlessly predicated on the 
suppression of politics in the first sense. Sometimes open and even violent 
contests for political authority occurred (though these seemed to decline in 
much of the Arab world in the last third of the twentieth century as regimes 
seemed to settle in). And there were, of course, private conversations and 
samizdat forums for arguments that rulers could not suppress. So, as regimes 
entrenched themselves and effectively presented themselves as inevitable, 
there was little point and sometimes considerable risk to politics in the sense 
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of publicly arguing and discussing (and also organizing peacefully) to affect 
matters of public interest.

Remarkably, the revival of Arab politics began just as politics seemed most 
futile— and indeed, the despair caused by futility served as the midwife of the 
revival.

So of course, struggles over allocation, policy, power, and authority had 
never disappeared. Powerful actors lined up on different sides of critical eco-
nomic debates, for instance. Politics according to those meanings never died. 
In the latter chapters of this book, I will consider how the revival of politics as 
public argument has affected politics in the second sense, focusing on policy 
outcomes related to the public role of religion. In the remainder of part  1, 
I will focus on the revival of politics in the sense of public argumentation.

But politics in the primary sense I am using here requires the existence of 
a public sphere. Hannah Arendt wrote, “Whenever people come together, the 
world thrusts itself between them, and it is in this in- between space that all 
human affairs are conducted.”1 No Arab society ever had that in- between space 
completely controlled by the state (such domination was the basis for Arendt’s 
image of totalitarianism2); Arab authoritarianism, especially as it ground on 
and on, was based more on the futility than the domination of activity and 
talk within that space. Arab politics never fully died, but it was nearly life-
less and seemed pointless under prevailing authoritarian conditions. It is that 
revival of public argument that leads me to use the term “revival” with only a 
touch of exaggeration.

When Arab authoritarianism gradually gave way to semiauthoritarianism 
from the 1970s onward, and when semiauthoritarianism in turn faltered in 
2011, the space between residents of the Arab world could be pried open even 
further than it had before. Thus, Arendt’s in- between space has come alive 
in the Arab world in recent decades, increasingly escaping from the harsh 
constraints imposed by authoritarian political systems. The years since 2011 
have been cruel ones in many Arab societies, especially in the political realm. 
Journalists are imprisoned; commentary on social media is polarized and 
policed; and few political orders could be described as liberal or permissive. 
But the arguments continue.

To many external observers, the change suddenly became visible in 2011. 
But for those living in or closely following the region, it was far from sud-
den. At a regime level, many authoritarian Arab political systems had, as I say, 
given way in the last quarter of the twentieth century to semiauthoritarian 
regimes, where opposition movements could operate, organize, and occasion-
ally agitate but were denied the opportunity to win elections. At the broader 
social level, newer media (satellite television and internet- based), and— just 
as important— older ones (such as the daily newspaper) gradually made it eas-
ier in many countries to participate in public debates from a variety of ideo-
logical perspectives. At a very local level, the state retreat from social welfare 
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commitments opened opportunities for a host of formal and informal groups 
and organizations to operate in areas once dominated by officially controlled 
bodies.

UNDERSTANDING POLITICS

These various trends have been noticed by political scientists, sociologists, 
anthropologists, and scholars in the humanities. But various disciplinary 
contributions have not covered for each other’s blind spots. First, those 
who focus on the large- scale political changes and their normative implica-
tions can edge into a celebratory (or sometimes cynical) tone: the changes 
are seen as potentially democratizing or as simply entrenching authori-
tarianism more deeply— as if the only political change that draws interest 
is democratization. Second, those who take more grass- roots or empirical 
approaches often overlook the effects of discussions. Third, both groups 
often (though not always) miss the ways that various spheres of argument 
interact.

MACRO AND NORMATIVE VIEWS

Some normatively informed political scientists whose focus usually falls out-
side the Arab world have shown great interest in exploring public discussions 
about politics. Led by generations of intellectuals from Aristotle to Arendt, 
much of this interest is motivated by important and sometimes quite lofty 
normative concerns: how can we reason together; talk and deliberate across 
our differences in experiences, outlooks, and values; inform and be informed 
by each other; and come to common decisions about public matters? How can 
we structure public discussions to encourage such deliberation and realize the 
public interest rather than engage in mere horse- trading, bargaining, slogan-
eering, threats, coercion, and appeals to passion and private interests rather 
than public reason? How can we make sure that all citizens have access to— 
and the ability to participate in— such discussions?

I do not dismiss such goals, but I fear that when we keep our eye on the 
horizon of virtuous politics, we may trip on some very hard political realities— 
ones that we would be better advised to treat as building blocks rather than 
obstacles. Politics, even in the sense that I use the term here as centering on 
public discussion, is rarely so lofty as we might hope; it is grounded very much 
in earthly concerns. Even in the heady year of 2011, Arab political argumenta-
tion was hardly ideal; in the years since, official oppression and violence have 
proven very much alive. But those troubling trends have been woven into 
political arguments and have not silenced them.
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Public discussions take place to be sure, but real ones are emotional, argu-
mentative, manipulative, passionate, and edge into disrespect, prejudice, and 
even threats. Students of public spheres will immediately notice that we will 
speak far more about “arguments” and far less about “deliberation” than is 
the norm for scholarly writings on the subject. Much of what is politically sig-
nificant hardly seems like deliberation but it certainly can be argumentative.

If we focus only on the critical- rational and the egalitarian and fair delib-
erations, we will therefore miss most politics. If we instead turn our attention 
to all forms of actual political discussions, not only will we see that there are 
certain forms of argumentation privileged over others in the actually existing 
public spheres, but we will also incorporate the obvious but often underap-
preciated phenomenon that some participants have privileged entry to public 
spheres. In a television talk show or on a dais at a public rally, only a few voices 
speak. Even those who enter small face- to- face gatherings hardly leave hierar-
chies of wealth and power at the doorstep.

Of course, the normative theorists who have inspired much of our inter-
est have long been forced, however reluctantly, to acknowledge these realities 
when they confront genuine politics. It is instructive here to turn to Jürgen 
Habermas, one of the most sophisticated normative theorists of the politics 
of the public sphere. He presents much of his thought in prose so difficult 
to penetrate it is never quite clear if it has been translated from the origi-
nal German: “I think an empirically meaningful approach to our selective and 
even colonized forms of public communication is to see how they work within 
certain procedural dimensions of formal inclusion, of the degree of political 
participation, of the quality of discussion, of the range of issues, and, finally 
and most important, of how the presuppositions of those public debates are 
really institutionalized.” Immediately after making this comment, Habermas 
explained himself in the uncharacteristically earthy terms quoted in the epi-
graph to part  1:  “Of course, I  too look at American television. When I  see 
debates between presidential candidates, I get sick.” Real politics in real public 
spheres can be nauseating. But, as Habermas hastens to add, “we at least have 
to explain why we get sick… .”3 And I seek to do more: not merely to live with 
the sense of unease and explain it but also to embrace and explore its sources.

Micro and Empirical Approaches

Those from a range of other disciplines in the social sciences and humani-
ties (anthropology, communication studies, and sociology, for instance) with 
a more finely grained focus are very aware of the ways in which new forms of 
politics and discourse carry within them gradations, affirmations, and sub-
versions of hierarchy, status, and power. But the focus often remains highly 
localized, often centering on the participants themselves; the broader political 
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implications of the emerging public spheres have attracted less interest. And 
there is still a strongly hopeful tilt to many such efforts— a sense in which 
these public spheres empower those who enter them. Overall, there is far 
more interest in their effect on the participants than on their impact on the 
society.

And there is a common blind (or at least hazy) spot that can be of enor-
mous significance. Both micro-  and macro- level approaches have often led 
us to miss the interaction among apparently discrete spheres, one that will 
emerge as critical to our inquiry: the way that a newspaper article is circulated 
quickly through newer social media technology; that a discussion group relies 
on a website; that parliamentary debates are fodder for television talk shows; 
that demonstrators in a public square circulate their slogans among those not 
attending. Exploring such linkages is critical to understanding who speaks, 
how they speak, and what effect political debate and discussion has. Indeed, 
the ways in which various spheres interact drives much of Arab politics today, 
and the way in which the linkages detach argument from speaker can have 
significant effects on authority and power (as we will see in parts 2 and 3).

THE QUESTIONS AND THE FINDINGS

This, then, brings us to my project in this book: to understand and map the 
reborn forms of Arab politics as they really are and the effects they really have. 
I do so while moving beyond a concern for only good or ill. In particular, I pres-
ent various sites of Arab public life to understand when various spheres arose, 
who participates in them, and how. I pay particular attention to how the vari-
ous forums interact with each other. I develop a more comprehensive sense 
of the Arab public sphere but also present its effect on policy outcomes: the 
revival of Arab politics does matter for policy, but only under specific condi-
tions. It has great impact on how people assess their governance structures, 
however.

And I focus on religion.
The public sphere seems to be terrain friendly to religion in the Arab world. 

The re- emergence of Arab politics took place at a time when religion in general 
seemed to be resurging as a public force in Arab societies, so that Arab politics 
often has taken on a strong religious coloration.

Focusing on religion will raise a set of concerns which I address more fully 
in  chapter 2. Religion in general (and Islam specifically) excites some suspi-
cions and fears, even among those who celebrate public deliberation. Indeed, 
if Habermas’s early writings on the public sphere mourned its corruption by 
the state and by capitalism and consumerism, his followers often showed 
more concern about religion. When they turn to the world today— especially 
given the existence of substantial Muslim communities in Europe, faith- based 
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politics and movements in the United States, and the political force of Islam in 
the Middle East— it is religion in politics that causes special concern.

I am focusing particular attention on religion and especially on arguments 
about the Islamic shari‘a precisely because there is a strong religious coloration 
to much public life in the Arab world. Many previous writers have explored the 
“democratization” of the Islamic shari‘a in recent decades: matters that had 
largely been within the domain of discourse among scholars and specialists 
have burst out in many different public settings. If the Islamic shari‘a is the set 
of divine instructions that Muslims believe has been given to them, then the 
number of people exploring what those instructions are and how to interpret 
and apply them has multiplied greatly as education, a participatory spirit, and 
a dedication to increasing the role of religious values in public life have spread. 
Most significantly, as new public spheres have opened and overlapped, discus-
sions and debates have become more inclusive but also more confusing.

While the demos is now forcing its way into religious discourse, it does 
not speak in a single voice, a single manner, or a single place. Indeed, actual 
democratic politics should teach us three things critical to any exploration of 
the intersection of religion and politics: (1) that democratic politics engenders 
cacophony as much as consensus; (2) that it does not eliminate but reflects 
and even reproduces gradations of wealth and power (though of course it also 
can undermine, tame, or redirect their effects); and (3) that it allows expertise 
and authority to continue to speak powerfully even as participatory institu-
tions operate.

I have much assistance in this exploration of the newly lively nature of the 
in- between spaces where politics now operates, because most of the initial 
charting has been done by others. We have learned a lot about actual and 
emerging public spheres in the Arab world— some have studied the new and 
constantly shifting technologies; some have focused more on hoarier ones 
(such as the printing press); and others have probed forms of face- to- face 
and oral communication. And that extensive work allows me to move forward 
not simply through my own research but through synthesizing and bring-
ing together much work that others have done. I hope that I am moving our 
understanding forward, probing not simply what public spheres actually exist 
and how they operate, but how they interact.

My general questions are thus clear:  Who participates in discussions of 
how the Islamic shari‘a should inform these areas of policy and governance? 
How do they make arguments, and how do arguments evolve? How do the 
various forums interact? And how do the debates within the public sphere(s) 
affect policy outcomes?

I focus on debates and discussions about specific issues where I have gar-
nered expertise in conducting various research projects over the years— 
constitution writing, personal status law, and education curricula. And 
I explore them in places within the Arab world where I have been led by those 


