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How Publics Shape Ethnographers
Translating across Divided Audiences

SHERINE HAMDY

Is “publicly engaged” ethnography always a laudable aim? With what public
does an ethnographer engage in contexts of political repression? Or in
contexts in which news networks grossly manipulate public opinion and
perpetuate misinformation? In this essay I hope to make an intervention into
current debates about the extent to which academics engage, should engage,
or can engage with publics, and with what affective sensibilities. While much
has been made of academics as distant, aloof, or unnecessarily obscure,1 I
point to the much less discussed political and structural obstacles that can
stand in the way of academic public engagement. A major part of this
problem, I contend, is the very different types of audiences with which one
seeks to engage and the difficulties of translating social scientific research
across different political and social contexts, and even across different
affective norms and registers.

I reflect on barriers to public ethnography based on my own experiences
conducting ethnographic fieldwork in Egypt and, later, my equally frustrated
attempts to present my work to people with different political and social
worldviews. Reflecting on these experiences I try to make sense of how a
deep cynicism came to pervade my ideas of ethnography’s potential to enact
radical social change. The work of a younger colleague in my field, Sa’ed
Atshan, encouraged me to critically interrogate my frustrations and ask what



work my skepticism was doing. Thus I consider the work of Atshan as a
counterpoint to what I had earlier come to know as the doom-and-gloom of
public ethnography.2 Following Atshan I reconstruct a form of critical
hopefulness in scholarship and public engagement.

Preventing Ethnography

When I began my fieldwork on medicine, religion, and ethics in Egypt in
2002 I met with university hospital administrators around the Nile Delta,
hoping to gain access to patients in their clinical encounters. This was
inordinately difficult, as social science perspectives are not valued in general
among clinicians in Egypt, who early in their academic lives (before high
school) move to the sciences track and have little exposure to the
perspectives of social sciences and the humanities. Thus they had difficulty
imagining what benefit could possibly come from a social science analysis of
medical ethics in Egypt.

The ability of the ethnographer to observe social and political dynamics is
necessarily informed by factors such as her gender, race, background,
linguistic abilities, and citizenship, all of which shape—but do not
necessarily predetermine—her ability to access particular field sites. Social
anthropologists also face the more specific problem of what I call the
ethnographer’s illegitimacy: a condition shaped by many factors, including a
dominant celebration of hard science and technology that dismisses the softer
fields of humanities and social sciences, as well as many ethnographers’
focus on marginalized communities that challenge reigning structures of
power.

The fact that I was born and educated in the United States and that I was
now merely returning to “take” from Egyptian society in order to benefit my
own career trajectory “over there” did not help matters. Many of the
physicians on the clinical faculty had completed fellowships in their
specialties in the United States, Canada, or Western Europe. Upon their
return they had learned to feel ashamed of the state of the university hospitals
they now served: their dilapidated walls, overflowing waiting rooms, and
general lack of resources to adequately serve the high number of patients
seeking heavily subsidized care. Suspiciously they asked what purpose I
could possibly serve other than to “expose” the shame of poverty and



“technological backwardness.”
My response then was that I was interested in patients’ perspectives on

life-or-death decisions: how they and their families come to understand the
possibility of a kidney transplant, for example, as an ethical or viable
treatment amid contentious public debates over the ethics of organ
transplantation. There were heated debates among religious scholars about
whether doctors could ethically transpose body parts from one person to
another, given that the body as a whole was the creation and property of God.
The university hospital clinicians in one particular Nile Delta province
subjected me to a constant barrage of questions about my “real intentions” in
speaking with poor patients. I was told, “They are ignorant and cannot
answer questions about medicine. As for religion, if you want to study
religious perspectives, you can go to Al Azhar and ask the religious scholars
for the correct views. No one else has the right to voice a religious opinion.”
Al Azhar is the beacon of traditional Islamic scholarship of the Sunni Muslim
world, located in Cairo; it is one of the main sources of the Egyptian state’s
official position on Islam. At another university hospital, which specialized in
eye diseases, the director told me that talking to cornea-opacity patients
would only give them an outlet to voice anger and frustration at the
government for not providing an eye bank. Giving the poor patients a
platform to voice their grievances, he warned, would open a host of
problems, leading to a potential clash with the government.3

During my long-term fieldwork in Egypt in 2002–4 political tensions were
high; everyone seemed glued to Al Jazeera’s coverage of the Second Intifada
and violence in the Palestinian territories. Having little success in gaining
access to Egyptian university hospitals, I subsequently received a call from
the Fulbright office informing me that there was a bureaucratic problem and
that I had no Egyptian government clearance to carry out my research project.
Months later the United States invaded Iraq. At one university clinic where I
had hoped to work, one of the faculty physicians asked me whether or not I
believed that Saddam Hussein was truly a brutal dictator. I replied that it was
obvious he was. The clinician and his colleagues then shook their heads
dismissively and described me as “the daughter of George Bush.” I protested
that I could think that Hussein was a brutal dictator and at the same time that
the United States should not invade Iraq. Again I was bidden farewell, yet
another door seemingly closed in my face.



I wondered then: What is this endeavor we call “ethnography”? While
many ethnographers have raised questions about which sites are available to
field workers and why, there remain many ethnographies of the heroic trope
that depict an unflappable researcher with the wherewithal to drop into any
place on earth, pick a topic, and have a scene of human activity available to
observation and analysis. Social settings are already more or less accessible
to us. Unobservable spaces are like all those moments in history that are left
undocumented and unarchived;4 we end up commenting only on what is
made available, all the while patting ourselves on the back for our ability to
present “marginalized” and “alternative” viewpoints. Following Trouillot it
seems we have more work to do in uncovering the conditions of visibility and
accessibility as themselves phenomena of anthropological investigation and
analysis.5

In Egypt the middle-class intelligentsia and professionals act as
gatekeepers to recording the voices and views of the poor that are seen as
both “dangerous” and a source of deep shame for the nation, views that are
naturalized in the mainstream media.6 This social gatekeeping is infused with
elitism, intolerance of the poor, and the naturalization of inequality. It also
coincides with brutal political repression, adding yet another layer to what
can and cannot be said and who is allowed to speak and be heard. I also
understand the offensive silencing on the part of a relatively empowered
social class as a simultaneously defensive (and misguided) measure against
Euro-American hegemony. In the doctors’ own experiences training abroad
there was a chance they could earn their European or U.S. colleagues’ respect
when they excelled alongside them in medical research. They learned that
they could use their education, their cosmopolitanism, and their diligence to
change those colleagues’ preconceived views of Arabs and Muslims as
backward and inferior.7 Many of these physicians felt that their own personal
work to combat these prejudices would be undone, the prejudices justified, if
the outside world was exposed to those with less social capital in Egypt
whom they themselves considered to be backward and irrational. Performing
what is now referred to as “respectability politics,” they sought to silence and
render invisible Egyptian Others with less education, lower income, or
offensive religiopolitical stances.

Delegitimizing the Ethnographer



My acute frustrations with these predetermined structures of access and
intelligibility resurfaced a decade later, in June 2012, when I presented my
work at the Islamic Bioethics conference in Qatar. At this public event, held
at the Georgetown University campus in Doha, the audience included
medical clinicians from different Arab countries who were practicing in Qatar
and several Canadian and American nurses. The audience also included
students from the surrounding university city. They had come to the
conference on their own initiative, presumably because they found the topic
—Muslim bioethics—to be of interest. I presented my research on the wide
and intractable debate in Egypt over the ethics of organ transplantation.

My main argument, based on my ethnographic fieldwork in Egypt, was
that religious objections to organ transplantation were part of a larger context
in which a vibrant black market in Cairo in kidneys and liver lobes had
generated antipathy to transplant medicine. Further, I argued that patients
were largely disempowered in the face of rampant medical mismanagement
and that wider concerns about the alarming increase in kidney and liver
failure throughout the country could never be adequately addressed through
transplantation. In the context of a widening gap in socioeconomic classes,
organ transplantation surfaced as yet another bodily instantiation of the rich
exploiting the poor.

Audience members were interested in my arguments about the
entanglement of religious ethics, politics, medical efficacy, and larger
questions about social justice. For this highly educated audience of mostly
Muslims or people living in a Muslim country, attending a lecture from a
U.S.-trained female Muslim professor may have been an infrequent
occurrence, but it was not implausible to them that I could be a source of
information or insight. Nor was it necessarily damning for this audience that I
would approach the topic of Islam from a social science perspective,
analyzing how and why people make claims to what is Islamic. And none of
the audience members was invested in defending Egypt on nationalist
grounds.

In contrast, on the presenters’ panel, there were two faculty members from
Al Azhar University for whom my presence presented an immediate problem.
Because these are well-known figures in Egypt, I will name them: Saad El
Din Al-Hilali and Mohamed Raafat Osman. The conference organizers were
graduates of Al Azhar who went on to receive PhDs in Europe and the United



States and were intent on bridging the gap between U.S.-based academics
who work on Islam and Azhari scholars. In addition to Al Azhar’s centrality
in institutionalizing contemporary Sunni authority, it is also the site of strong
political struggles between Salafi, Muslim Brotherhood, and traditional
approaches to Islam that were madhhab-based (that is, according to classical
Islamic schools of jurisprudence).8

It happened that this conference was held on the eve of the first
presidential elections in Egypt in 2012, after the popular protests resulted in
the forced resignation of Hosni Mubarak. It was clear that the Azhari
professors, and in particular Dr. Al-Hilali, were uncomfortable with the
minute-to-minute news updates we were getting from Egypt that resulted in
the election of the Muslim Brotherhood candidate, Mohamed Morsi. Hilali’s
stance toward Tariq Ramadan, a leading public intellectual among European
Muslims, who was the keynote speaker, showed that he had little tolerance
for what he took to be Ramadan’s divergence from canonical religious
interpretations, not to mention his suspected sympathies with the Muslim
Brothers.

As I described my research in Egypt among patients with kidney failure, I
spoke of the poor management of public health, concerns about the
unreliability of water and about food quality, and dangerous labor conditions
that can predispose people to organ failure. I detailed people’s well-founded
mistrust of a corrupt medical system coupled with the government’s inability
and seeming unwillingness to curb the problem of organ selling. I also
detailed the circumstances under which the much loved television personality
and Muslim preacher Shaykh Sha’rawi had argued on Egyptian state
television that Muslims could not donate organs for transplantation because
they are not theirs to donate but rather the property of God Almighty. I
explained that Sha’rawi’s words resonated among patients and family
members and even medical professionals in the context of larger misgivings
about the transplant enterprise, not because of a scriptural or fatalistic
opposition to medicine.

Hilali’s outbursts during and immediately following my talk—beginning
with “Is she Egyptian?!”—made clear that he did not think I had any
authority to speak about Islam or to offer an opinion about Shaykh Sha’rawi.
He asked how I could present such untruths about the contamination of
Egypt’s water supply and how I could ignore the scientific accomplishments



of Egypt’s leading transplant surgeon, Dr. Mohamed Ghoneim (about whom
I had in fact spoken). His anger came from positions that I had heard many
times before during the course of my research in Egypt in official institutions
that are very much places where “ethnographers are not welcome.”9 Those
objections were based on the following assumptions:

1. To speak to foreign audiences about problems in Egypt like pollution
or corruption is a betrayal of Egyptian national interests and leaves
Egypt open to attacks by its enemies.

2. To offer perspectives on the rural poor or uneducated (e.g., patients
suffering from kidney failure) stains Egypt’s image.

3. To speak of government mismanagement or corruption is to fuel the
flames of opposition parties, such as the Muslim Brotherhood, whose
aim is to destabilize Egypt.

4. Social science is not a valuable or justifiable form of research.
5. Islam cannot be subject to social scientific analysis.
6. A figure like Shaykh Sha’rawi is above scrutiny by social scientific

methods.

Hilali’s outbursts echoed the justification of Egyptian state power and
repression against political dissidents. Thanks to the national media in Egypt,
this perspective is shared by a larger and larger majority of the population.
The defensiveness about Egypt’s “national image” now carries a particularly
dark tenor considering the erosion of outlets for public and social debate.

As for the Canadian and American female members of the audience, they
were appalled by the treatment I received, convinced they had witnessed an
ugly instantiation of Arab Muslim patriarchy. While complicating Muslim
views of organ transplantation, a professor of Islamic studies at the
prestigious Al Azhar University publicly shut me down in a way that seemed
to confirm people’s worst misgivings about Islam. One of these women told
me sympathetically, “These types of men are not only used to having the last
word, but they are used to having the only word.” While I welcomed her
sympathy and I agree it is probable that Hilali’s interlocutors are mostly if not
exclusively men, I still chafed at the words “these types,” which I understood
to point to an assumed Muslim patriarchy. It was abundantly clear to me that
Hilali’s motivation to silence me came from his pro-state nationalism, not his



being Muslim or speaking in defense of the Islamic tradition. Although he
carried the weight of the Islamic authority that comes with his institutional
affiliation with Al Azhar, none of his objections to my work came from
disagreements with my analysis of Islamic theological, ethical, or legal
positions. Rather, by questioning my national allegiance, he questioned my
right to speak at all.

Given his demeanor and disregard for the female participants at the
conference, I have no doubt that Hilali also views men as superior to women
intellectually, politically, and socially and that my very presence as a speaker
on matters of Egypt and Islam was disconcerting to him. But there was
something discomfiting about the way his response could only be read by
these audience members in terms of Arab or Muslim patriarchy and not his
ultranationalist fervor. Nationalism is often both animated by and further
entrenches patriarchy, whether in the Middle East, Europe, or North America.
I felt I had little space from which to argue that political and gendered
repression are interrelated and that global political economic forces (not just
cultural ones) support systems of exclusion.

In my attempts to engage with public Anglophone audiences I often sense
that no matter what work I present, there are inevitably those who only hear
me saying “Islam prohibits …” or “Islam condemns …” even if my argument
is making the contrary claim: that people have made claims about religion
preventing this thing or that, and that these claims are better understood in
terms of particular political economic factors. Inasmuch as my ethnography is
already predetermined by structures of power within Egypt that grant or deny
my access, it is also the case that such structures of power within my
potential Anglophone audiences set the terms of receptivity and intelligibility
of my work. Thus before I can present my ethnography and describe how
things are, I must first argue what they are not. My work argues against the
received wisdom in the United States, Canada, Western Europe, and
Australia that Islam is a religion that necessarily breeds authoritarianism,
intolerance, misogyny, and violence and against the dominant view in Egypt
that only the educated middle and upper classes can speak, lest the
uneducated, illiterate, marginalized, peasant, or urban poor shame the nation,
or all Arabs, or all Muslims. Insofar as I intend to engage with a public, I
know I am not starting on neutral territory, where all people are given a fair
hearing. As much as my audience members may meet my words with



defensiveness, my anticipation of their assumptions breeds a defensive
posture in me, the ethnographer, as well.

Translating across Divided Audiences

One of the many challenges of public engagement is to know how to address
different audiences, a process that requires a translation from what is
intelligible for one public to another. Yet in the case of certain publicly
engaged scholars hoping to address—and even bridge gaps between—
multiple audiences, the continual translation of messages from one setting to
another can be met with grave suspicion. As someone whose very identity
and presence blurs boundaries—Muslim, Arab, American—my necessary
shift in discourse from Muslim-majority to Muslim-minority settings is
readily interpreted by both publics as “hypocrisy” or “double-speak.”10 For
many audience members my critique of Euro-American hegemony in the
Middle East sits uncomfortably with my willingness to simultaneously
expose problems within Middle Eastern societies. Indeed speaking against
dominant misconceptions held by one public audience risks offending
another.

In the Anglophone media the Egyptian state is often depicted as a “secular
ally” to justify and bolster the Camp David Accords of 1978 signed under
U.S. president Jimmy Carter, in which Egyptian president Anwar Sadat broke
from the pan-Arab alliance against Israel. In these media accounts the
Egyptian government’s overt attempts to control interpretations of Islam are
largely ignored. Meanwhile non-state-sanctioned versions of Islam—what the
Egyptian state regards as “bad Islam” (e.g., that of the Muslim Brotherhood
and Salafi groups)—are often regarded in Anglophone media outlets as
unproblematized representations of Islam writ large, whose putatively
intolerant views and volatile potential are used as justification for the
superiority of secular democracy. In fact these political actors are violently
and brutally repressed by the (undemocratic) Egyptian state, and their
(unpalatable, in my view) use of “Islamic” rhetoric cannot be properly
understood outside of this context.

Thus global media accounts misconstrue the fact that politicized groups in
Egypt that identify under the banner of Islam are not opposing a secular
democracy but rather are opposing an authoritarian government that attempts



to tightly control interpretations and practices of Islam. In eliding the
Egyptian state’s orchestration of an official Islam, U.S.-centered media
accounts further conflate Islam-at-large with the Islam of oppositional
politicized groups. By labeling the self-consciously modern, rational version
of Islam promoted by the Egyptian state11 with something like secularism
itself, U.S.-centered narratives fail to recognize overlaps between secular
liberalism and Islam and reserve the label Islam for that which is alien or
antithetical to U.S. political interests and cultural dispositions.

I find it difficult in public settings to explain my position on Islam and the
Egyptian state because the dominant Arabic-speaking and English-speaking
mass media render such a position impossible. That is to say, I am critical of
how the Egyptian state wields its power to define the “true” place and
interpretation of Islam—in part via state surveillance of Al Azhar—and of the
Egyptian state’s right to rid the nation of all its opponents who are cast as
dangerous terrorists who threaten national security. At the same time, I also
refuse to defend or apologize for certain antistate actors in Egypt with whom
I adamantly disagree who mobilize in the name of Islam. Many public
audiences find it unintelligible that one would mobilize a critique against the
Egyptian state’s use of national security to quash dissent and simultaneously
critique Egyptian antistate actors’ use of religious identity politics. I abhor the
religiopolitical movements that cause major social divisions and strife within
Egyptian society. Yet I refute the notion that there is something problematic
and violent-prone about Islam writ large—or its place in the modern world—
that determines these problems. In these politicized depictions of Islam,
which inevitably influence scholarly output, little attention is paid to
everyday Muslim practices and beliefs that are neither oppositional to nor
directly promoted by the Egyptian state.12

In the global Anglophone media the “good Muslim” assimilates and
naturalizes Euro-American hegemony and its attendant dispositions and
affective sensibilities, while the “bad Muslim” rejects both Euro-American
hegemony and its accompanying enlightenment ideals.13 Hilali, wearing a suit
and tie, not the traditional robe of an Azhari sheikh, can be easily glossed as a
“good Muslim” according to this calculus. He is a vociferous opponent of the
politicization of Islam in the form the Muslim Brotherhood has taken. It is
not until the massacre of nearly one thousand people during August 2013,
following the overthrow of Egypt’s short-lived President Morsi, that this



form of nationalist, modernist, secular politicization of Islam begins to appear
troublesome in the Anglophone media. Only recently might we begin to
wonder how Islam in Egypt can be so overtly politicized for two opposing
aims: those of the military-state that uphold Euro-American political
dominance and those agitating against the current state and military regime.

One year after I met Hilali at the Qatar conference, in February 2014, he
was a speaker at an official state commemoration for the two hundred fallen
and wounded members of the police force during the conflicts that followed
the removal of Morsi from power. (It should go without saying that there was
no official state commemoration for the hundreds of protestors who were
killed by the state security during this conflict.) Speaking to officials serving
a military state, Hilali justified not only the past killing of state opponents but
also any future killing for the sake of Egypt’s stability. He then went as far as
to lift the military general who led the massacre to the status of a religious
prophet.14

Hilali was addressing members of the Ministry of the Interior in the
presence of the minister himself, Muhammad Ibrahim. In this speech he
stated that history, ordained by God, repeats itself. God commanded on more
than one occasion that there would be (false) leaders who try to force a
religion upon the people of Egypt and pretend that it is the religion of God.
The first time God sent Prophet Aaron and Prophet Moses to help Egyptians
confront these false leaders so they could practice the “true religion of God.”
Today God sent General Abdul Fattah Al-Sisi (then the minister of defense)
and Muhammad Ibrahim (then minister of the interior).15 Hilali’s speech and
attendance at the event highlights for me the role of the Egyptian state
apparatus and media in fueling a stark polarization between Egypt’s
supporters and detractors, of Egypt’s worthy and despised, of those who
count and those who must be silenced and rendered invisible.

Rejecting Cynicism

In my book Our Bodies Belong to God I presented an unlikely success story
of organ transplants in the Nile Delta provincial city of Mansoura. In this
anomalous tertiary medical care center, founded by the illustrious Dr.
Ghoneim, almost all organ donations happened within families, and pious
Muslim patients readily saw the good in organ donation. Predictably



colleagues in critical Middle East ethnography were skeptical of the
Mansoura story; surely we are more sophisticated and cynical than to believe
in such things as success stories! If those who represent the interests of the
political ruling class in the Arab world, like Hilali, refuse to hear or
acknowledge political and social failures of their society, critical scholars in
the U.S. academy can represent the opposite: a refusal to believe in positive
social developments that can occur within the context of Euro-American
hegemony and state authoritarianism. Critics questioned the source of the
money for the Mansoura Kidney Center, as there had to be a more sinister
story behind such an anomalous case.

After Edward Said’s (1978) explication of the ways Euro-American
hegemony-as-telos has saturated the production of scholarship on the Middle
East, the post-Orientalist counterdiscourse has asserted the centrality of Euro-
American hegemony as a form of unjust neocolonialism with profound social
implications at nearly every micro level of social practice. Western
imperialism thus looms large as the meta-object of our critique, and as such
impinges on our ability to present micro successes (particularly if they are
part and parcel of larger systems sustaining Western imperialism—but then
what isn’t?). There can be other options and possibilities besides the
oversimplified binary of resistance versus power, such as when forms of
Western imperialism can be repurposed to open up new possibilities. If an
analyst is looking only for that moment of grand dismantling, then surely
everything will fail that test, leaving us with nothing but cynicism (and self-
satisfaction, perhaps, at our predictive powers). This stance also impinges on
our ability to critique internal forms of violence and strife on their own terms.

This tendency is perfectly exemplified by a controversial debate that
appeared in the popular Middle East online magazine Jadaliyya between the
Palestinian hip-hop artists DAM and two U.S. academic colleagues who work
on the Middle East, Lila Abu-Lughod and Maya Mikdashi. The hip-hop
artists produced an Arabic music video as a social critique against domestic
violence and, more specifically, against so-called honor crimes. The video
presented a story, in reverse, of a young woman killed by her father and
brother after refusing an arranged marriage and attempting to elope with her
beloved. In the world of Palestinian social activism the Arabic-language
media and popular music are powerful tools to broach sensitive topics like
domestic violence. The DAM video asks how killing women can be linked



with honor and asks its fans to take a stand against violence against women.
In the United States, where Islamophobic discourse looms large,

sensationalist ideas about an oppressive Islamic structure that supposedly
glorifies the killing and disposal of women circulate to bolster a sense of
Euro-American moral superiority as well as to justify political interventions
in the region. In this context Abu-Lughod and Mikdashi wrote an open letter
to DAM critiquing their video for presenting an ahistorical and overly cultural
view of honor killings, and hence of serving Western imperialist interests by
depicting the Arab world as a caricature of angry violent men. They called for
situating honor killings within the context of a brutal Israeli colonial
occupation, the ultimate culprit in violating women’s and men’s social
freedoms. The Abu-Lughod and Mikdashi piece sparked outrage from
Jadaliyya’s readers and a rejoinder from DAM, who felt the sting of
condescension from two academics unnecessarily reminding them, as
Palestinians living under occupation, of the social detriments of that
occupation.

As this debate unfolded on Jadaliyya’s website, I was reminded of Hilali,
both of his refusal to allow for my exposure of Egypt’s social ills and of my
own embarrassment and refusal to vilify him as a sexist Arab man. These are
the tight spaces of critical ethnography: the ethnographer is silenced by Arab
political elites who refuse the airing of dirty laundry, but are also wary of the
eager consumption by Euro-American publics of every social ill as evidence
of Arab and Muslim backwardness. In this crowded space Abu-Lughod and
Mikdashi’s critique is, to my mind, nevertheless misplaced; it would be better
pointed at self-gratified Euro-American feminists who want to “save”
Muslim women than at Palestinian social activists working in their local
communities.16 Further their critique exonerates hypernationalists of the Arab
political ruling class who cause direct suffering to people’s daily lives and
even echoes its mechanisms of silencing the local idioms and practices that
naturalize gender-based and other social inequalities. Their misfiring is a
clear symptom of the structural obstacles that stand in the way of translation
across divided audiences, particularly when audiences’ differences can be
flattened across time and space. When a single article, post, letter, or lecture
is delivered to an audience divided into vastly different social and political
worlds, it becomes all the more challenging to perform the necessary act of
translation to each different subdivision of that audience.



Reconstructing a Form of Critical Hopefulness

These thoughts roughly reflect my presentation at the May 2014 workshop
organized by Didier Fassin on the various challenges to public ethnography.
Yet since that time I have come to have a more tempered and more hopeful
view after working alongside a new colleague in my field, Sa’ed Atshan. An
ethnographer of the occupied Palestinian territories who grew up in the West
Bank, Atshan tirelessly engages with publics that include those predisposed
to justify Israeli occupation and to brand all Palestinians as terrorists. I have
seen him numerous times speak to large audiences in which extreme
supporters and defenders of Israel stand up to accuse him of lies and of
engaging in Palestinians’ convenient invention of the term Palestine simply
to thwart the establishment of a Jewish homeland. The Israel-Palestine topic,
as Lara Deeb and Jessica Winegar (2015) have recently documented, casts a
shadow on the entire field of Middle East anthropology. It is the minefield
around which we are required to dance in order to survive in the U.S.
academy. My own engagement on Palestinian justice waxes and wanes, as
the untenable and unsustainable situation of people living in Gaza and the
West Bank so infuriates me that I quickly burn out. Atshan not only
continues to engage on the issue, but he is relentlessly cheerful. He laughs
readily and heartily. At first I didn’t know what to make of his bubbly affect
as he spoke of gross injustices. The bumper sticker “If you are not outraged
you are not paying attention” came to mind. Why wasn’t he more outraged?
Wasn’t he paying attention?

My friend and colleague Soha Bayoumi taught me the Arabic word
muzayada, which is commonly spoken in Egyptian leftist activist circles, for
which there is no ready English equivalent.17 People who engage in
muzayada are constantly upping the ante, asserting that they are even more
morally pure and politically committed than their comrades. In addition to
describing a form of political and moral competition, the term also suggests a
cynical skepticism, an anticipation that what is to come is further oppression
that must be condemned. Those who engage in muzayada are judgmental and
suspicious of others’ levels of commitment; they are always more committed,
more dedicated than everyone else. If one expresses joy or a sense of
accomplishment over a battle won, those practicing muzayada are suspicious



that one could ever feel victory and still be a morally and politically
committed subject who has not naïvely capitulated to the ploys of the
oppressor. Like all political positions in the U.S. academy, solidarity with the
freedoms and basic rights of people living in the Middle East, including
Palestinians’ struggle against the Israeli occupation, is riddled with
muzayada.18

Muzayada disciplines affect; cynicism and negativity become markers of
one’s critical capacities; cheerfulness (gendered feminine) reeks of naïveté
and a lack of political or moral commitment.19 There has been much talk
about cynicism, hope, and the “promise of happiness” in the academy and
among leftists in general.20 Among critics of hope and happiness, I suggest
that hope is now regarded with the same suspicion as religion, providing an
opium for the masses, anaesthetizing marginalized people to the brutality of
their own exploitation. Indeed there is a temporal dimension to the call for
cynicism that reasserts the finality of the secular world, denying an
eschatological or other futuristic time and place in which true justice,
equality, and bliss will one day become manifest.

For Lauren Berlant hope, anxiety, or stress can be the manifestation of a
“cruel optimism” in our neoliberal era that produces desires for objects that in
reality are unattainable and hence become obstacles to human flourishing.21

Hope can be a disempowering form of magical thinking, leading someone to
place her own autonomy and agency in someone else’s hands (or God’s?) in
the hopes that it will all work out in the end. Following Berlant, Lisa Duggan
critically reflects on her own discomfort with hope: “As a queer feminist anti-
imperialist and utterly contrary and cranky leftist, I have my doubts about the
political valences of hope. I’m suspicious of it. I associate it with normative
prescriptions about the future I ought to want, with coercive groupthink, with
compulsory cheerfulness, with subtly coercive blandness. I find a lot of
pleasure in bitterness, cynicism, depressiveness and bitchiness. I raise my
defenses against earnest optimism and its normative compulsions. It is within
this framework of temperament and politics that I defend myself as a
specifically queer leftist.” Duggan later asks, “But must hope be made of
these materials?” and turns to her interlocutor, José Muñoz, who affirms the
dangers of ungrounded, abstract hope. But Muñoz too asserts, “We need hope
to counter a climate of hopelessness that immobilizes us both on the level of
thought and transformative behaviors. None of this is to say that hope is easy



to find or never misleading or potentially appropriated by reactionary agents
and movements. Hope is a risk. But if the point is to change the world we
must risk hope.”22

Hope and happiness, as Duggan poignantly writes, can be posited as “the
affective reward for conformity, the privatized emotional bonus for the right
kind of investments in the family, private property and the state.” Duggan
writes, “When I think about hope, I set it alongside happiness and optimism,
which I immediately associate with race and class privilege, with imperial
hubris, with gender and sexual conventions, with maldistributed forms of
security both national and personal.”23 For those working on the
contemporary Middle East there is much to be outraged and upset about: the
“imperial hubris” of hope and happiness resonate poorly with economic
insecurity, brutal political repression, civil wars, sectarian violence, Israeli
settler-colonialism, nationalist fascism, religious intolerance, and the double
standards of the international community regarding the rights and freedoms
of Arabs and Muslims.

Yet asserting our right to be angry and outraged need not establish this
affective disposition as an index of political or moral commitment to the lives
and freedoms of people living in the Middle East today. The more we do so,
the more we are likely to turn off the publics we most strive to engage. The
intolerance of affective diversity and real-life complexity leaves those who
practice muzayada with no other choice than to simply talk among
themselves, preaching to choirs. Engagement requires messiness in that
meeting space between speaker and audience. Those who practice muzayada
are intolerant of the contamination that both precedes and follows
engagement with others who do not share the same moral high ground.

In contrast Atshan’s continual public speaking engagements make those
who practice muzayada uncomfortable on many levels. He asks people to sit
with the complexities of U.S. humanitarian assistance to occupied Palestine
that enables Palestinians to survive and resist the occupation, as well as
sustaining and naturalizing that occupation. Atshan espouses nonviolence as
a strategy for Palestinian self-determination, while some aligned with the
cause of Palestine believe this stance denies Palestinians the right, recognized
in international law, to counter military occupation with means that include
violence.24 He distances himself from the tactics of Hamas, which some in the
movement feel justifies Islamophobic double standards that stigmatize the



political mobilization of Islamist groups. Atshan travels often on solidarity
trips to Palestinian lands and communities, introducing groups committed to
struggling against racism, homophobia, postcolonial violence, or sexism in
the areas that were captured in 1948 as well as the areas occupied since 1967;
his critics say that bringing observers to the Occupied Palestinian Territories
is not helpful to the movement, that it turns Palestinians into objects to be
observed and pitied rather than allies whose struggle should be shared.
(Having taken part in such a trip, I believe this critique is unfair.)25

Atshan also addresses problems within Palestinian and Arab society, such
as violence that occurs in families against women and youth; his U.S.-based
critics attack him for allowing further justification for Israeli occupation by
exposing the “backwardness” and patriarchy of Arab culture. Local Arab
activists working to confront social problems such as violence against women
and homosexuals can increasingly find themselves the objects of U.S.
academic critiques that they are reifying Orientalist tropes about the Middle
East and naïvely participating in larger imperialist projects. Ironically this
stance relies on an outdated and static (and hence Orientalist, in the Saidian
sense) view of Middle Eastern societies that is unwilling to grapple with the
complexity of contemporary social change.

Muzayada privileges the purity of an ideological position over recognizing
a good. When we practice muzayada, we refuse to celebrate any small gain as
long as larger structural inequality persists. I understand muzayada to both
contribute to political impotence and to result from it. Shunted from effective
significant change, participants turn on one another and attempt to claim the
pleasure of being the most radical and ideologically pure. The ethnographer’s
attention to the consolidation of global power and inequality, I fear, can
easily lead to cynicism, intellectual laziness, and self-righteous moralizing.
Has this particular affective disposition about the increase in militarism and
social inequality permeated our intellectual endeavor as public
ethnographers? What work is it doing? How is cynicism in particular shaped
by the audiences we hope to engage, and how does it in turn shape our ability
to engage them?26

Working alongside Atshan I encountered in his critics surprising levels of
vitriol, cynicism, and suspicion. These were leveled against someone who I
came to know as deeply committed, knowledgeable, and insightful about his
material. His perseverance cast a new light on my earlier frustrations and



feeling that there was simply no space in which I could maneuver my own
work. In my own case muzayada was a knee-jerk response to being crowded
out by heavy-handed ideologues—nationalist reactionaries on the one hand
and Orientalists on the other. What I learned from Atshan was that a politics
of compassion, aside from being a more pleasant way to see and be in the
world, can be a powerful way to level one’s political mobilization for social
justice as well as remaining true to the complexities and contradictions of
one’s ethnographic findings.

Atshan continues his engagement with publics no matter how hostile and
is able to appreciate and celebrate small gains in movements toward greater
tolerance, egalitarianism, and social justice, even when he is attuned to the
fact that Western imperialism and Euro-American hegemony persist. I
learned from him that these small celebrations are not the same as
complacency; on the contrary they fuel one’s persistence. His scholarly work
demonstrates how sovereignty is contested in the lives of Palestinians living
under occupation—from the sovereignty of the Israeli state to the Palestinian
Authority, international humanitarian organizations, family structures, and
individual psyches. His ability to connect with so many different kinds of
people at so many different levels is a model for a multiscalar approach to
egalitarian social justice, specifically in the micro levels of everyday social
encounters. In this Atshan enacts the Palestinian discourse of sumud—the
steadfastness and fortitude required to see that the everyday acts of surviving
and existing can be the greatest form of resistance. With sumud, people living
under occupation replant their uprooted olive trees; with sumud they rebuild
their demolished homes.

I am not suggesting that activists and academics merge roles entirely; for
many pursuits separating labor and the exigencies of working at different
paces and toward different goals makes sense. I am simply reasserting the
truism that we each have much to learn from one another, particularly how to
translate one’s work across divided audiences. It does not take great intellect
or moral integrity to practice muzayada and to feel self-righteous; it is much
harder to maintain scholarly rigor while building solidarity for social justice
struggles that require building people up, particularly in the face of the many
political, social, and economic forces intent on tearing them down.

Conclusion



In situations in which political polarization is stark and there is little social
space for public debate, how can ethnographers avoid being interpellated into
this or that political faction? How does an ethnographer render her work with
marginalized communities meaningful to the very public that has denied
those communities the right of being represented? How can anthropologists
consider themselves part of a critical discipline, presenting perspectives that
challenge or upset dominant narratives, while at the same time hoping to
engage with publics that are beholden to those narratives? Anthropologists’
own ethnographic portrayals of seemingly pro-egalitarian efforts, such as
development programs, human rights organizations, and humanitarian
interventions, have revealed that even institutions meant to address inequality
and injustice have to a large extent sustained the power structures in place.
Hence, to some extent, anthropologists are doomed to frustration if their goal
is to work toward egalitarian social justice by engaging publics with their
scholarship.

If the mid-1980s have been characterized by a crisis in anthropology’s
identity (How do we avoid our own ethnography reflecting and perpetuating
the political-economic hierarchies through which it was produced?), the
2010s have provoked our questioning of anthropological practice and
engagement.27 Writing of people living near France’s housing projects who
had little knowledge of the life there, Fassin suggests, “Ethnography can
perhaps partially fill this cognitive gap.”28 Yet he also points to the very real
impediments to this potential benefit, for instance the general lack of appetite
for social critique, the fact that academic scholarship invites few readers and
that when its content is made publicly available via the news media, the
content is often radically transformed.

These impediments are real enough when people acknowledge that a lack
of understanding of the lives of others is a problem; what about when there is
an explicit rejection of understanding the Other? In the academy and beyond,
the field of Middle East studies is so polarized that Palestinian narratives and
voices are denounced at the outset as “dangerous” and “one-sided.” Similarly
in Egypt the current moment of intense political paranoia and xenophobia is
hostile to critique. Any form of questioning is readily interpreted as an attack
on the state and the Egyptian nation writ large and as the potential cause of
further economic and political instability. Not only are ethnographers
unwelcome; their words are also dangerous, as there is no agreed upon



neutral territory one might claim. In such a context one can hardly hope for a
public ethnography. If ethnography is a way to make audible the claims of
marginalized people whose voices are readily dismissed, to make appeals
toward social justice, then it is doomed from the start as it hinges on being
acknowledged by the very powers that seek to silence these groups.

In this essay I have called for greater recognition and discussion of how
publics come in with their own ideas, ideological commitments, and affective
stakes that shape the ability of the ethnographer to engage audiences, as well
as audiences’ own receptivity to the alternative visions ethnography can
produce. The obstacles to public ethnography—mainly of access, receptivity,
and intelligibility—are real; I am not suggesting they are merely the effect of
an overly cynical affective regime in the academy. But working alongside
Sa’ed Atshan helped me see a model of continual engagement despite these
obstacles. Doing so requires tremendous humility as well as faith in the
soundness of one’s own scholarship and trust in one’s own moral and
political commitments.

When presenting perspectives on Palestinian self-determination, Atshan
speaks with compassion to his audience, but he also knows when to hold his
ground; he strictly sidelines those who are there only to derail and obstruct
conversations. It is true that we can never appeal to all publics evenly, and in
that sense there is no use in trying. But it is also true that if we approach our
positions with the sensibility of muzayada, fearful of contaminating our
moral high ground, or of cynicism—already knowing that we will fail—then
we will never know who or what we may be able to reach. Atshan’s methods
of engagement echoed the words of Howard Zinn:29

To be hopeful in bad times is not just foolishly romantic. It is based on the
fact that human history is a history not only of cruelty, but also of
compassion, sacrifice, courage, kindness. What we choose to emphasize in
this complex history will determine our lives. If we see only the worst, it
destroys our capacity to do something. If we remember those times and
places—and there are so many—where people have behaved
magnificently, this gives us the energy to act, and at least the possibility of
sending this spinning top of a world in a different direction. And if we do
act, in however small a way, we don’t have to wait for some grand utopian
future. The future is an infinite succession of presents, and to live now as



we think human beings should live, in defiance of all that is bad around us,
is itself a marvelous victory.

If our goal as ethnographers is to illuminate and analyze, reinterpret and
reframe particular moments, then perhaps it is enough to settle for knowing
that at certain moments and in certain contexts ethnography’s greatest value
lies in its potential rather than immediate realization of moving conversations
forward.

Notes

I would like to thank Didier Fassin for organizing these important discussions on public ethnography
and all the workshop participants. I would also like to thank my many friends and colleagues who
provided feedback during the writing process: Soha Bayoumi, Adia Benton, Amahl Bishara, Rina Bliss,
Keith Brown, Manuela Cruz-Cunha, Margaret Cruz, Didier Fassin, Toby Craig Jones, David Kertzer,
Yasmin Mol, Coleman Nye, Eve Spangler, Justin Stearns, Ian Straughn, and Kabir Tambar.
1     For example, Nicholas Kristoff’s (2014) piece in which he contends that “Ph.D. programs have

fostered a culture that glorifies arcane unintelligibility while disdaining impact and audience.”
2     I use Sa’ed Atshan’s actual name in this piece with his permission.
3     I succeeded in gaining access only by avoiding Cairo, where such nationalist fervor was most

pronounced, and situating myself in provincial cities along the Nile Delta. In many cases it took
me months and months of repeated requests before wearing down clinicians into granting me
access.

4     Trouillot 1995.
5     Narayan 1993.
6     For discussions of this phenomenon in Egypt, see Abu-Lughod 1998; Saad 1998; Sholkamy 1999.

For a more general discussion on the problem of “native” positionality and concerns about “airing
dirty laundry,” see Jacobs-Huey 2002.

7     The anthropologist Michael Herzfeld has described this phenomenon as “cultural intimacy.”
8     The conference organizers had been optimistic about the possibility of setting aside political

differences in the name of academic dialogue, for they had also invited Shaykh Yusuf Al-
Qaradawi to attend (a leading religious scholar who had been exiled from Egypt for decades), but
he declined due to a death in the family. Qaradawi is a globally recognized Egyptian figure in
Islamic jurisprudence who is based in Doha. He is also an ideological supporter of the Muslim
Brotherhood in Egypt and appears on the Al Jazeera show Sharia and Life, which boasts an
estimated sixty million viewers across the Arabic-speaking world.

9     Fassin 2013: 630.
10    See, for example, Ian Buruma’s (2007) article, which begins, “Tariq Ramadan, Muslim, scholar,

activist, Swiss citizen, resident of Britain, active on several continents, is a hard man to pin down.
People call him ‘slippery,’ ‘double-faced,’ ‘dangerous,’ but also ‘brilliant,’ a ‘bridge-builder,’ a
‘Muslim Martin Luther.’ ” Later in the article Buruma cites Scott Appleby from Notre Dame, who



says, “He’s doing something extraordinarily difficult if not impossible, but it needs to be done. He
is accused of being Janus-faced. Well, of course he presents different faces to different audiences.
He is trying to bridge a divide and bring together people of diverse backgrounds and worldviews.
He considers the opening he finds in his audience. Ramadan is in that sense a politician. He
cultivates various publics in the Muslim world on a variety of issues; he wants to provide
leadership and inspiration.”

11    Skovgaard-Petersen 1997.
12    An exception is Hussein Agrama (2012), who describes these spaces indifferent to the policing of

the boundary between religious and secular domains as asecular.
13    Hirschkind 2006; Mahmood 2005; Mamdani 2002.
14    Hilali was later criticized by the rector of Al Azhar for taking this stance; see Ali 2014.
15    https://youtube/kAkYzmi6fBM. Hilali says, “No one would imagine how God’s will replays

itself, that there would be those who came to say there is no Islam besides that which we force
upon you. And that there is no religion except for that which we make known to you. And that
God would stipulate for Egyptians that there would be those who stand up and confront them, so
that they could achieve the religion that God had ordered. God sent also two men. As he had sent
before two men: Moses and Aaron. He sent again two men. There was no one among Egyptians
who would have imagined these messengers that God had sent [as stated in the Holy Qur’an
74:31] ‘And no one knows who those fighting on God’s behalf are except for Him.’ The ones who
came forth were Al-Sisi [minister of defense] and Muhammad Ibrahim [minister of the interior]. In
order to accomplish the command of God, exalted be He. [quotes from Qur’an 2:193] ‘Fight them
until there is no more fitnah and until worship is acknowledged to be for God alone.’” At that
point, at least on the YouTube video that documents this speech, a woman in the audience audibly
protests, but Hilali continues to speak over her until she is removed from the building.

16    Abu-Lughod 2002.
17    Yasmin Mol reports that this term is also used in Islamist circles (personal communication, 2015).
18    Eve Spangler (personal communication, 2015) refers to muzayada among American leftists as

being “more Mao than thou.”
19    For how these gendered affective dispositions in the academy are policed, see the interesting piece

by Kelsky (2011).
20    Ahmed 2009.
21    Berlant 2011.
22    Duggan and Muñoz 2009: 279.
23    Duggan and Muñoz 2009: 276.
24    Of course the burden on Palestinians to be only the recipients of violence is itself a cynical way to

further delegitimize their liberation struggle. The various strategies of struggle against occupation,
however, should not be indices of people’s commitment to their liberation.

25    For example, Jennifer Lynn Kelley (2014) argues that solidarity tourism through the Occupied
Palestinian Territories avoids positing more privileged tourists or observers as the “saviors” come
to “fix” Palestine by explicitly positioning their role in the struggle back in their own communities:
the tours are meant to inspire people to return to their country of origin and mobilize their activism
from there.

26    I thank Eve Spangler for sharing these ideas and for helping me to think of muzayada as both a
structural and personality-driven phenomenon.

27    Of course, as Behar and Gordon (1996) demonstrate, these questions were raised long before the

https://youtube/kAkYzmi6fBM


1980s, even though James Clifford and George Marcus’s (1986) book Writing Culture is often
associated with this turn in anthropology.

28    Fassin 2013: 631.
29    Zinn 2010: 208.
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