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Summary

Ethnographies of traditional MENA milieus suggest that a relatively clear-cut framework for identity was provided by two key contrasts – of gender (male vs. female) and religion (Muslim vs. non-Muslim) -- that were woven through language, the etiquettes of daily life, ritual celebrations, and the cosmology of invisible beings. Age also appears to have provided salient contrasts, and in many areas, so did the contrasts between nomadic, village, and urban styles of life described by Ibn Khaldun. But if these core contrasts assigned what G. H. Mead termed a “Me” self in late childhood and early adolescence, identities based on them remained to be achieved. By late adolescence and early adulthood the “I” increasingly responded, both by investing selected features of these contrasts with individuating personal meanings, and by improvising upon them in innovative ways. Distinctive acts of honor, modesty, and fertility (or of dishonor, immodesty, and troubled fertility), and also poetic self-presentations and personalized forms of piety, confirm and individualize identities in early adulthood – and continue to do so throughout adulthood. Even in the most traditional communities, multiple cultural discourses (of honor-and-modesty, of piety, of sentimental poetry) appear to have facilitated the fashioning of multiple identities.

 
In modernizing and underdeveloping milieus, many of the traditional symbols organizing space, dress, and interaction have been lost, replaced by markers of achievement and social class. Colonization and post-independence Westernization have introduced a new duality which appears to have become the central axis of identity:  tradition, which can appear either “backwards” or “authentic,” vs. Western-style modernity, which can appear either as “progress” or “degeneration.” Many studies show that people tend to develop dual identities, based on discourses of authentic tradition and of progressive modernity, and that the contradictions between these are readily experienced as troubling and sometimes “schizophrenic.” Several researchers argue that the chaotic clash of competing values undermines identity formation and causes chronic psychological distress for many. A few suggest that the cultural dualities are not be inherently injurious, and in conditions of economic and societal development can become sources of creativity and renewal. The chapter concludes by focusing on these differing views.

My own study of identity-development suggests that young adults in MENA societies may not have more difficulty forming identities which synthesize or balance these dualities than do Americans in reconciling the dualities in which they live. In MENA societies, however, economic and political underdevelopment renders many unable to anchor their identities in life-structures which affirm and sustain them. The chronic struggle for identity which ensues – and may continue through the 20s and 30s -- differs from the acute “crisis” often associated with first formulating one, in ways that Western theories do not understand well. Several studies suggest that young adults often combine the emerging family-based achievement orientation with religious piety to form a synthesis that resembles Weber’s description of the “Protestant ethic.” This orientation to “modernize within tradition” may partly underlie youths’ return to religion in many MENA societies.
<1>  Introduction


There is a large literature on identity in MENA societies (see “Sources” at the end of this chapter). Once again, little of it is by psychologists, but political scientists and anthropologists have provided rich observations about the psychological aspects of identity development. These writings suggest that the internalization of cultural constructions of social personae in accordance with the imperatives of honor-modesty and Islam does not assign identities, but challenges individuals to fashion them in terms set by these two value systems. The development of the third level of personality organization – for which I use Erikson’s term identity – begins with the individual’s taking up the challenge to prove he or she can live up to the culturally-assigned ideals, or to revise or reject those ideals.

Writings on identity in MENA tend to emphasize its multiplicity -- both of the identities available in the culture
 and of the self-representations fashioned by single individuals. In addition, most observers emphasize the extent to which identity has become a contentious, politicized matter, animating cultural strife on the one hand and personal ambivalence on the other. Throughout this century, colonization, independence movements, and Western cultural domination have transformed both the social and the psychological character of identity. In a series of provocative works written during Algeria’s war of liberation, psychiatrist Franz Fanon explored the sense of inferiority inflicted on indigenous peoples by European colonization.
 Fanon believed that the colonized strive to repair their dignity either by abandoning their “backward” traditions and showing they can become as “civilized” as the colonizers, or by revitalizing and defending their own “authentic” traditions against the colonizers’ alien culture.
 These two responses have defined the cultural dialogue about identity in MENA societies, and in the post-Independence decades they have been set into play against each other. In the mid-1990s Akbar Ahmed writes:


A few decades ago, Nasser talked of three concentric circles that provide the Egyptian identity:  Arabian, African, and Islamic. Today the West has penetrated and scrambled the circles. Egyptians may say they hate the West because of its imperialism, in particular Britain and France, but they are also fascinated by it. Education at the American University in Cairo is seen as a right step in the marriage market. Young men wear jeans and American consumerism is the rage among the middle class. Nasser’s circles today would be replaced to two opposed positions:  Islam and the West.

My own “study of lives” research on identity in Morocco further demonstrates the multiplicity of self-representations and the importance of “traditional” / Muslim vs. “modern” / Western dualities.
 It also suggests that many individuals experience important disjunctions between more truly traditional features of their personalities and the modernist identities they seek to fashion.


Studies of identity thus make it clear that young adults in MENA societies do not simply assimilate culturally-constituted selves, but actively select elements from their hybrid cultural heritage and combine them in innovative ways. Many individuals adopt both modernist and traditionalist identities and shift between them in smoother or more conflictual manners, sometimes ignoring their contradictions or thriving on their ambiguity. But it is important not to minimize the contradictions:  Western and Islamic models diverge radically on how the body, psyche, soul, and social relations should be experienced and managed. Many writers emphasize the difficulty of reconciling these models, describing the duality as “schizophrenic”
 or as tying life into a “knot.” The chapter will focus on the character of these “knots.”


After briefly reviewing Western theories of identity, Part I examines accounts of male and female identity in traditional milieus. Part II considers contemporary contexts in which traditional and traditionalist identities (those seeking to embrace “authentic” traditions) vie with “modern” and “Western” ones, and discusses some of the developmental discontinuities experienced by those who grow up in more traditional conditions but come of age in modernizing or underdeveloping ones. It concludes by taking up the crucial question posed by Abdelkrim Ghareeb,
 about whether identity formation in a “composite” society provides rich opportunities for creativity or causes fragmentation and incoherence.

<2>  Theories of Identity

<3>  G. H. Mead’s “Social Self”


Two of the pioneers of American psychology -- William James and George Herbert Mead -- theorized that self-conceptions arise from belonging to groups, and emphasized that because individuals play many roles or belong to several groups, they develop multiple self-conceptions. Mead went on to argue that because roles and groups are ultimately integrated in an encompassing social structure, individuals gradually develop over-arching self-conceptions which integrate the specific group-based roles they play. As described in Chapter 3, he likened this to the learning of a sports game with positions and roles, suggesting that self-conceptions arise from viewing oneself from the perspective of the whole -- by taking the point of view of the “Generalized Other.” In this manner the self comes to be organized as a social structure. But Mead did not believe that all of an individual is encompassed by the self seen in the mirror of the Generalized Other, and so he distinguished between a socially-constructed “Me” pole of the self, and a subjective “I” pole which can react to the various “Me” construals.


I have suggested that the “Me” self (which I have termed “social persona” or “social self”) more-or-less consolidates by early adolescence, as the maturing child comes to automatically see him- or herself in the light of cultural values and etiquettes, and experiences a set of sentiments and motives that have been shaped by these. As described in Chapter 3, MENA cultures encompass two overlapping but also conflicting systems of values:  the honor-modesty system and Islam. Yet the “Me” selves formed by these systems do not provide ready-made identities; rather they challenge individuals to fashion identities in their terms. That is, the Generalized Other becomes a kind of internalized Grand Inquisitor, demanding, “You must become this. . .” or “Prove that you are this. . .” To view identity development in Mead’s terms:  during adolescence the games of childhood to turn real, and in later adolescence and early adulthood the “I” must respond to the challenge(s) by fashioning what Erik Erikson terms a “psycho-social identity.” In more traditional milieus, this often meant (for men) demonstrating honor-building prowess tempered by piety, and (for women) demonstrating fertility safeguarded by honorable modesty. In contemporary milieus, it has come to mean weaving together stands of modernity and tradition, individual achievement and family loyalty, Western and Muslim ways of life.

<3>  Erikson’s Theory of Identity


What Erikson’s theory adds to Mead’s account is the observation that the “task” of forming an identity is typically triggered by the biological and cognitive changes associated with puberty, which often are timed with changes in social roles. These combine to disequilibrate the personality organization developed in late childhood. The task of identity formation requires building both self-conceptions and a world-view which integrates the near-adult’s new body, new feelings, new ways of thinking, and new social roles -- in a meaningful way. The new organization comes to be anchored in a system of beliefs, values, and practices:  a world-view fashioned both as a map of reality and a model for constructing reality.
 The “newness” of this organization derives from its anchoring in an ideological/ethical system, which individuals typically develop in late adolescence and early adulthood. For some individuals this leads to a sharp break with their past. For others it entails a deepening or broadening of their values and commitments:  proving that one can become the “Me” demanded by the Generalized Other(s).


Built of cultural symbols and metaphors fused with personal feelings and images, identity as a belief system defines a cosmology which shows the temporal, spatial, and causal organization of one's world.
 Sociologist S. Eisenstadt has studied generational relations and youth cultures cross-culturally and believes that an individual's transformation in adolescence provokes a need to find meaning in larger patterns of change, in "cosmic and societal time":  “The attempt to find some meaning in personal temporal transition may often lead to identification with the rhythms of nature or history, with the cycles of the seasons, with the unfolding of some cosmic plan (whether cyclical, seasonal, or apocalyptic), or with the destiny and development of society.”
 Thus the child in late adolescence turns into a philosopher and myth-maker -- or at least into someone in need of a philosophical-mythical system to live by, something to “stand for,” a way to make one's life matter in the larger scheme of things. By linking one's place in the world with what one aspires to make of one's self, identity ideally brings the elements of life into coherence.


Above all, an identity coalesces as a moral system and a political ideology -- and Erikson insists that these are intimately related. Identity embraces some of one's feelings, motives, and self-images as worthy and empowering, and typically associates these with one's culture or in-group. At the same time it condemns other feelings, motives, and self-images as unworthy and dangerous, and associates these with groups held to be inferior.
 Identity thus integrates by creating a broadened sense of "We," but almost invariably in contrast to an immoral or abject "They," who stereotypically come to represent the undesirable qualities or potentials of one's own personality. Erikson repeatedly underscores the group-based character of identity, and the crucial role played by culture and history in providing young adults with the structure of in-group vs. out-group comparisons most rely on to organize their personalities. He sees the promise of youth as residing in its potential to struggle for more encompassing "wholistic" identities and cultures, and the danger of youth as lying in their liability to formulate "totalistic" identities which rigidly reaffirm prevailing prejudices or support totalitarian movements in the persecution of deviants and out-groups.

<3>  Narrative Theories of Identity


Recent narrative theories hold that people organize identities as life-stories or as “discourses” which position them in history and in relationships with real and fictional Others. In general accordance with Erikson’s view, evidence is accumulating that people begin to synthesize readily-tellable life-stories – and a set of early memories that loosely anchor them in a childhood origin – in adolescence.
 Theorists diverge, however, about the nature of narrative self-representation. Jerome Bruner believes that it is a life-story with good plot structure that brings coherence to personality, and that people construct these mainly by adopting plot-lines and metaphors provided by their culture.
 Dan McAdams also emphasizes the integrative importance of story-structure, but he sees these as encompassing a variety of scripts, imagoes, and motivational themes that may configure several identities as elements of an overarching life-story.
 In contrast to plot-structure theories, Hubert Hermans and Harry Kempen draw on the work of literary theorist Michael Bakhtin to argue that identity is organized as the inner (and sometimes public) dialogue people stage among contrasting self-representations, or between the self and others who represent contrasting sides of their character – usually without recognizing that the Other they debate represents aspects of “Me.”
 My own theory of identity holds that identity tends to be anchored in an often-small set of culturally-prominent symbols, metaphors, and motifs, from which people may “generate” a variety of stories and dialogues.


All three of these views capture important features of identity as imagined and rehearsed inwardly, and as performed in daily life:  key symbols, self-metaphors, and motifs, life-story structure, and dialogue among “sides” of one’s character. All emphasize the crucial role of culture in providing and sometimes imposing the elements with which individuals compose identities, and they recognize that people typically fashion several contrasting identities, which may be brought into greater or lesser coherence within a life-story.

<3>  Daniel Levinson’s Theory of “Life Structures”


Daniel Levinson and his colleagues have built on Erikson's theory and added several notions important for cross-cultural research.
 Based on life-history studies of 40 American men, they identify four key "tasks" of later adolescence and early adulthood:  forming (1) a "Dream" for one's life, (2) mentor relationships, (3) an occupation, and (4) love relationships, marriage, and family. The "Dream" forms the core of identity:


It has the quality of a vision, an imagined possibility that generates excitement and vitality. At the start it is poorly articulated and only tenuously connected to reality, although it may contain concrete images such as winning the Nobel Prize or making the all-star team. It may take a dramatic form as in the myth of the hero:  the great artist, business tycoon, athletic or intellectual superstar performing magnificent feats and receiving special honors. It may take mundane forms that are yet inspiring and sustaining:  the excellent craftsman, the husband-father in a certain kind of family, the highly respected member of one's community.

The other three elements anchor a life structure, consisting of the vocation, relationships, and the lifestyle a person works out to pursue his or her Dream. Levinson emphasizes the difference between the psychological work that goes into forming a Dream, and the more practical efforts it takes to assemble a life structure:  i.e., deciding that one wants to become a doctor forms a Dream;  getting into and through medical school anchors it in a life-structure. Developing an identity can become a crisis not only because of the psychological confusions Erikson studied, but because a young person may not be able to assemble a life structure which can sustain his or her Dream. This occurred to most of the blue-collar workers in Levinson's study:  they succeed in developing "fantasies about exciting kinds of work and accomplishment," he writes, "but the incipient Dream cannot be articulated or explored. It is gradually covered over by the more immediate problems of survival."
 In MENA societies -- as in “majority” cultures around the globe -- modernization has unleashed new Dreams, but conditions of underdevelopment dash many of them. Western psychology may well understand the normal and usually-healthy “identity crisis” of youth, but not of the crisis of identity brought about by the inability to pursue Dreams in conditions of underdevelopment.

<1>  Part I  Identity in Traditional Milieus

<2>  Selves and anti-Selves


As we saw in Chapter 7, many features of traditional MENA cultures provide continuous and often smooth transitions through a brief or nonexistent adolescence. At the same time, an array of forces can subject youths to significant strife and stress. Divisions of households, deaths, and disasters can fracture relationships they desperately want to sustain, and the decisions of patriarchs can force upon them relationships they dread, dash dreams that arise from a fluorescence of talent, or thwart romances nurtured from afar. Injuries and illnesses often frustrate the simple yearning to fulfill one's destiny as a fertile woman or an honorable man. Many scholars note that the culture's "sociocentric" emphasis on familial loyalty co-exists with powerful individualistic imperatives, and these readily come into conflict in late adolescence and early adulthood. The majority of young men and women resolve these in favor of family loyalties, making the key psychological “task” one of renouncing individualistic strivings -- rather than that of separating from familial inter-dependencies and achieving autonomy, as Western theories assume.


In traditional milieus, then, adolescents become full participants in the honor-modesty system and Islam. They began developing expertise at these discourses, which appear to anchor their identities in the richly-elaborated symbolic and ritual forms linking male and female bodily processes with ethical ideals, social roles, and grand patterns of nature and history. These symbolic and ritual forms provide an array of contrasts by which selves can be defined in contrast to anti-selves which embody despised and feared qualities. For men, the honor system set out not only prototypes of gentle-manly men, but also an idealized complement, the modest and fecund woman, and a number of abject opposites, especially the weak, cowardly, or unbalanced man and the dishonorable and/or barren woman. The image of woman as polluting, as lacking reason (caqel), subject to desire (nafs) and therefore a source of chaos and discord (fitna) provides men with a ready vehicle for projectively denying their own negative qualities as they define their identities in terms of purity, reason, and self-control.


Women can define themselves as honorably modest in worthy contrast to abject images of dishonorable women, and as honorable complements to honorable men. It is not clear how women in traditional milieus “use” images of men to define themselves as women, but the many ethnographies which capture and translate women’s voices make it clear that they have no difficulty disdaining men as flawed, inferior creatures and celebrating the virtues of women. But they also appear to internalize the stereotypes of themselves as weak, impure, and troublesome. Boddy reports that Hofriyati women frequently said of themselves, nihna bahaim, or “we are cattle” (which we often heard from Imeghrani women), which grows from a deep self-defining association of woman with Nature -- as near-sacred source of fecundity and nurturance, but also as bestial. Boddy emphasizes the meaningful ambiguity of this metaphor:  that women use it both in resentment that, “they live like their goats, pent up in tiny crowded rooms and hoshs in the dust of the desert, tethered to men by the nuptial rope, forced to subsist on the poorest of foods,” but also to describe their value:  “They are the inner core of village life:  fertile, enclosed, domesticated…  Hofriyati women bestow the effects of generative and socially reproductive power onto men.”
 And as mentioned in the last chapter, the symbols of gender differentiation – white vs. red, meat vs. milk, exposure vs. concealment, right vs. left, interior vs. exterior spaces within the house, village or neighborhood -- appear to provide the traditional materials from which women (and men) fashioned identities.
 These assign more positive qualities to men, but women can reconfigure them to articulate contradictory identities:  as superior, precious, and sacred on the one hand, but as inferior, worthless, and profane on the other.


It is motherhood, of course, which affirms this rich reproductive symbolism. If marriage traditionally served as a rite of passage for women around the time of puberty, it did not yet confer an identity but challenged them to prove their fertility by bearing children – especially boys who survive. Motherhood then secures a woman’s marriage, establishes her status in her new family, and affirms her identity. “The birth of the first boy is much more important than marriage,” writes Lacoste-Dujardin, as it marks the great turning point in a woman’s life:  “conferring the only status possible for a woman, the only permitted identity.”
 As El Khayat-Bennai points out, a mother usually takes a “teknonym,” so that if she has given birth to “Mohammed” she comes to be known as “um-Mohammed” or “Mother of Mohammed”
 – which along with clothing, color, and spatial symbolism anchors her identity. As Marcia Inhorn and others report, women who fail to conceive or whose infants die find their marriages, statuses, and identities in desperate jeopardy, and some percentage live broken lives with no respected social role and with “spoiled” identities. But she also found that a surprising number of infertile poor couples in Egypt resisted family pressures to divorce and chose to “nurture conjugal relationships characterized by love, involvement, and commitment.”


As described in Chapter 3, Islam provides another set of ideal and anti-self images. The Prophet perfectly combines honor and piety, and provides the model all should seek to emulate. Earlier prophets, later religious leaders, and a great variety of saints provide additional models, each embodying a few admired powers or virtues. A set of prominent anti-self images take shape in the jahiliyya, or “time of ignorance,” before the revelation of the Quran to the Prophet. This is widely viewed as a time when all the impulses antithetical to civilization were given free reign:  violence, idolatry, infanticide, tyranny, intoxication, illicit fornication, etc. These same impulses also are associated with non-Muslims who live outside the house of Islam, such as supposedly primitive Africans, cow-worshipping Hindus, and pork-eating, whiskey-drinking, body-exposing Europeans. The beliefs and practices of Islam thus construct a sense of self-mastery and control (caqel) over desires (nefs) which are perceived to be indulged by non-Muslims. These contrasts also get drawn within the Muslim world as well:  other families, villages, tribes, and nations can be accused of being “not real Muslims” or “children of sin.” Religious reformers have long made use of this rhetoric, as Islamist activists effectively do today, casting the present era as having devolved into a new jahiliya of ignorance and unbelief, its rulers acting as “pharaohs,” the archetype of pagan tyranny.


The jinn spirits also provide an important repertoire of traditional anti-self images, as their habits and tastes are exactly the opposite of civilized humans. Their characters range from mischievous to malevolent, they serve as agents of sorcery, and they indulge desires for the forbidden, drinking the blood of butchered animals and seducing humans in their sleep. The purity, self-control, and licit behavior of a believer, then, appears in contrast to the world of jinn-s, where representations of impure, chaotic, illicit impulses can be projectively set into play. And as Crapanzano and Boddy point out, in spirit possession, the structure terrifyingly reverses as an anti-self enters and takes control.

<2>  Gender Ideology in Afghanistan


In the mid-1970s, Audrey Shalinsky explored gender ideology in Afghanistan, and makes two important observations about how men and women flexibly use it to organize identities.
 First, she found that the ideology has two aspects, between which Afghans switch:  one based in stereotypes about the essential “nature” of men and women, and one based on evaluations of specific men’s and women’s actions. Second, she found that the stereotypes are often linked with ethnic and human-jinn contrasts:  the most negative, abject, and fearful representations tend to be located in other ethnic groups, and in the image of the almasti, a “witch-like” jinn figure. According to the view of the psyche taught by local religious authorities, desire (nafs) must be controlled by reason (caqel) or chaos and disorder (fitna) will result. This provides the basis for everyday judgments of morality and character. But the ideology also associates men with reason and women with desire and disorder:  “Men may consistently increase their caqel through their lifetime by the study of the Qur’an, while women who have more caqel in childhood lose it after marriage as their sexual desires awaken.”
 (Daisy Dwyer reports this belief from southern Morocco.
) Yet among themselves, women often reverse these images, emphasizing their self-control and indicting men for being ruled by their desires.


When they speak of men and women “in the abstract,” Shalinsky observes, Afghans make rich use of the stereotypes;  but when they speak of “specific cases,” they tend to use the ideology in a gender-neutral way. In addition, men “do not necessarily think that their own women are as uncontrolled as the abstract statements indicate. It is the women from other ethnic groups who are the temptresses. . .”
 Women similarly fear the “wild and evil” men from neighboring ethnic groups. In classic stereotypic form, “Negative sexuality, nafs, is attributed to the opposite sex or to those outside the ethnic group.”
 Negative sexuality is most vividly represented in the figure of the almasti, a wild, evil, non-Muslim, female jinn-like being she says resembles the North African Aisha Qandisha jinniya (believed there to have come across the desert from Sudan). Men thus associate unconstrained desire with women, women associate it with men, and both attribute it to out-groups and non-Muslim spirit beings.


Shalinsky’s account of the way people shift between using their theory of the psyche in a flexible, non-stereotypic way when they deal with individual cases, and in stereotypic ways when they deal with others as groups, fits well with the “social identity theory” developed by Henri Tajfel.
 In a now-classic series of laboratory and cross-cultural studies, Tajfel and his colleagues have shown that when relationships are construed as person-to-person, individuals represent them in terms of individual characteristics. But as soon as they are construed as group-to-group relationships, they shift to stereotypic representations:  first de-personalizing others by ignoring their individuating qualities, and then re-personalizing them in a prejudicial way by attributing purported group qualities to them. Shalinsky shows that men and women use the shared view of the human psyche to monitor their inner lives and evaluate the character of others. But identity tends to be anchored in the matrix of group stereotypes, built of gender, ethnicity, and religious oppositions which define a moral, orderly, pure self ruled by reason (caqel) in contrast to stereotypic images of immoral, impure Others who, ruled by desire (nafs), spread chaos.

<2>  Poetic Constructions of Identity


Ethnographies repeatedly suggest that traditional identities do not consist only of these social oppositions, but also of more individual qualities. Individuals develop reputations for personal traits, talents, and peculiarities, and often get nicknames based on these that stick throughout their lives. They also may perform what Meeker terms “glorious acts” that win them honor,
 or they may fail to meet a challenge and dishonor themselves. Young adults also traditionally began participating in the poetic life of their community, and various forms of oral poetry and song provided them opportunities to assert their individual qualities. Bedouin societies are renowned for their improvisational poetry, song, and epic, and the oral arts permeate all aspects of life -- as they do nearly as much for villagers and city-dwellers. Not only do an individual’s actions count towards a reputation, but so do his or her poetic skill at dramatizing them.

Steven Caton studied how the poetry contests at weddings in Yemen (termed balah) enable men to construct individualized selves. After a drum signal, a group of men form a circle with their arms linked around each other’s waists. One begins a tune and if the others may join in:


The circle of men acts as a chorus in the performance. One half of the chorus chants a standard refrain line, the other half picks up part of the poetic turn delivered by a poet in the center of the circle, and together they alternate in the chanting of refrain and verse until a new poet or the same one enters the circle to take another performance turn. . . . Ideally, everyone should try to compose at least one verse as a “gift” to the groom…

The verses are highly formulaic but also allow latitude for individual expression, and poets soon begin a “challenge and retort” period in which they tease and provoke each other:


Herein, it is said by tribesmen, comes the real test of the oral poet:  that is, has he not only mastered the traditional rhetorical devices but does he also possess the wit, imagination and stamina to compose verse lines in an improvisational manner?. . . Only the best and bravest poets dare to enter the circle when it is clear to everyone that a contest of challenge and retort has begun. . . . Built into the composition of the poem is an exchange of challenges between equals which is exactly parallel to the exchange of glorious deeds between honorable men. What is created in this performance is not only a poem, it is also social honor. . . an honorable self.

Caton draws on G. H. Mead’s distinction between the socially-constructed “Me” and individual “I” to describe how this form of Arab poetry provides conventions (organizing the “Me” pole) within which improvisational freedom encourages individualistic assertions (of the “I” pole):


This “I” emerges in the course of a balah performance when an opponent challenges the honorable self of an individual in a non-formulaic, particularly witty or otherwise spontaneous fashion, and the “I” of that individual’s self must devise an apt reply. . . The construction of the honor-bound self depends largely on the poetic “I” rather than the poetic “me” responsible for the formulaic, predictable parts. . .


John Anderson explored constructions of self -- he prefers the term persona -- in jinn beliefs, love poems, proverbs and Quranic verses that enliven everyday speech among the Pakhtun in Afghanistan.
 These operate with the same theory of caqel (reason, social maturity) and nafsh (desire), described by Shalinsky. In what he terms the “discourse of affliction,” jinn-s are blamed for breakdowns in social life:  illnesses, accidents, strife, outbursts of temper, sexual deviance, etc. The jinn-s represent “disorderliness in the form of random vitality,” he writes, so “the actions of jinn on humans are opposed to states of grace articulated by caqel. . .” and the disruptions they cause stand out as “counterpoints to the ideology of honor, which stresses orderly presence and composed personae. . .”
 In the “discourse of love,” a genre of rhymed couplets known as landay give voice to “an erotic sentimentality of bursting passions. . . they are the preferred voice for speaking of vitality, passion, exuberance and other qualities made problematic by caqel.”
 Proverbs bring a kind of street wise cynicism into everyday conversation, sometimes expressing the urgings of love like landay couplets, but more often “they are used to emphasize regardfulness and sanction respect for values.”
 Quotations from the Quran and hadith (teachings of the Prophet) state the core moral imperative for reason to rule desire. Each of these discourses entails a “dialectic of caqel and nafsh,” which recruits the vital but disorderly forces of desire to different purposes -- constructing different personae in the process. Anderson does not view any of these as expressing an “inner self” as against an “outer experience,” or a personal “I” against a social “Me” as does Caton. Rather, he sees each as fashioning a persona:  “Multiple discourses mark the multiplicity of personae” which one can enact in different social settings.


Abu-Lughod emphasizes a different function of the ghinnawa genre of poetry she studied among Bedouin women in Egypt:  that it gives voice to sentiments of weakness and vulnerability silenced by the core values of honor and modesty (see Chapter 3). Sung at weddings and spontaneously in the company of some family and friends, these have both formulaic structures and freedom for improvisation, allowing women, juniors, and sometimes adult men to voice personal and subversive feelings. They form a “discourse of defiance” which is not condemned or even grudgingly tolerated, but “culturally elaborated and sanctioned.”


People are thrilled by poetry. They are drawn to ghinnawas, and at the same time they consider them risque, against religion, and slightly improper -- as befits something antistructural. . . . People admire poetry in the same way they secretly admire youths’ or women’s refusals to submit to tyranny or to accept domination by the system or its representatives.

Especially for women and juniors who cannot fully participate in men’s game of honor, Abu-Lughod sees the ghinnawa as providing a vehicle for individual creativity.


Islam similarly provides a wealth of concepts, symbols, and paths of piety with which individuals can tailor belief and practice to their idiosyncratic qualities. As described in Chapter 3, the contrast between more orthodox and mystical forms of Islam stretches back to the Prophet and across the breadth of the Muslim world. Individuals differ in the importance they give prayer, fasting, the jinn-s, and purification, and in which suras from the Quran and which incidents in the life of the Prophet they find moving and meaningful. Many young men traditionally joined Sufi orders or religious brotherhoods, and in the personal relationships they form with a teacher and the order’s patron saint, they find their own path toward hasana, self-improvement and virtue. Many women (and some men) have dreams in which a saint appears, and they subsequently become “tied” to the saint -- following his teachings, praying to him as an intercessor, and making pilgrimages to his tomb. All of these provide material for individualizing traditional identities. Thus the cultural systems which seem to stamp individuals with pre-formed identities -- especially gender and religion -- either incorporate or exist alongside other discourses which facilitate the expression and recognition of idiosyncratic, personal qualities.


Traditional MENA societies appear to have shared the anchoring of identity in elaborately symbolized gender, religion, and age contrasts with most other pre-industrial cultures, though its specific constructions were distinctive. Nearly all ethnographers concur that African family systems and gender constructions differ from those typical of MENA (and of Eurasian “classic patriarchy” in general). Given that sub-Saharan Africa was home to a great many “little tradition” cultures with their own languages and cosmologies, it appears likely that “ethnic” group was a more salient ingredient of identity there than in most of MENA. And many sub-Saharan African societies had age-grade systems, which likely highlighted age in defining identities. In Hindu India, the caste system and its related marriage and pollution-purification practices undoubtedly played a central role in identity. The gender and age contrasts of pre-industrial Mediterranean Europe appear to have been quite similar to those found in MENA. MENA differed from bordering culture areas most distinctively in its Muslim cosmology and practices. Until their Islamization, African cultures tended to be “animist,” with invisible realms populated by ghosts and witches rather than jinn-s and the Evil Eye. The Hindu cosmology provided a dramatically different scheme of time and space, and thousands of divinities to which an individual might be “devoted.”

<1>  Part II  Identity in “Modernizing” Milieus

<2>  Multiple Self-Representations


As Halim Barakat points out, MENA cultures have never been repositories of traditions resisting innovation, but always were animated by struggles between the old and the new.
 In this century, colonialism, nationalism, and globalization have redrawn the lines of this struggle, pitting Islam against the West. Aziz Krichen is correct to see that there are now two ways to do everything, from dressing, eating, and speaking to managing one’s sexuality and interpreting one’s dreams.
 This has become the matrix of conflicting values, styles, and symbols within which young people fashion identities. The traditional repertoire (male vs. female, right vs. left, white vs. red, Muslim vs. non-believer, human vs. jinn, etc.) has not been displaced but incorporated within the new, while some elements have faded in salience and others assumed new prominence, and all have been redefined in relation to the “modern” and the Western.


Not only do individuals take up different positions within this matrix -- some more “modern,” others more “traditional,” some staking out middle grounds -- but many develop contrasting or contradictory identities among which they shift. There is nothing specifically modern or Middle Eastern about shifting among multiple self-representations, as identity everywhere coalesces as a kind of dialogue among contrasting and often opposed voices.
 Typically an individual presents some of the voices as alternative representations of his or her “true self,” and other voices as radically Other “anti-selves.” What is distinctive about MENA cultures is (1) the content of self- and anti-self representations, and (2) the kinds of dialogue, cacophony, or synthesis among voices that individuals work out. Interestingly, the fundamental polarity described by Ibn Khaldun in the 14th century -- between strong, virile, ascetic Bedouins and senescent, corrupt, indulgent urbanites, or (to view it from the city-dwellers’ point of view) that between civilized, sophisticated, cultured urbanites and ignorant, brutish, beastial Bedouins -- continues to appear in many forms. Not only may rural peoples and urbanites still hold these stereotypes of each other, but the popular classes and Westernized elites may contrast themselves in similar terms.

<2>  Social Identity in Cairo


Sawsan El-Messiri's study of social identities in Egypt examined the idealized character of Cairo's popular or working classes -- Ibn al-Balad or "son of the homeland" -- and how it is defined in contrast to the upper-class effendi who adopted the "foreign" ways of their Turkish rulers, and to the fellahin, the rural peasants they see as backwards, naive, and crude. This image took shape in response to the centuries-long domination by foreign rulers (Turks, French, and British), as "it was in the face of these alien Cairo-based elements that the indigenous inhabitant sought to preserve and assert his particular identity."
 It coalesced from a cast of folk characters, "rebel heroes resisting the exploiting foreign elite, protecting the weak and poor, and dispensing justice amongst their people."
 The ibn al-balad is the "real," authentic Egyptian, who speaks the Egyptian dialect of Arabic (rather than Classical Arabic or Arabic mixed with foreign phrases), wears a djellaba robe and teqiya headcap (rather than a Western suit) in a clean, stylish, and elegant fashion (in contrast to the peasants’ dirty garb). He works as a small merchant or craftsman (rather than as a bureaucrat or farmer), has a shrewd and clever intellect (rather than the elites’ educations or the peasants’ simple-mindedness). He shows manly strength and courage (unlike the "cowardly," "weak," "effiminate" elite, and the passive peasants), and he practices religion (as opposed to the elite who have abandoned it, and the peasants who do not understand what they practice).


The ibn al-balad are the futuwa (tough youths – Chapter 7) grown into adults, and el-Messiri writes that the most prominent traits forming their character are gallantry, cleverness, and masculinity:  "Many interviews described the ibn al-balad as 'the person who is manly.’"


He is particular about his behavior and his appearance. He never shaves his moustache, nor plucks his eyebrows. He will not walk in the street arm in arm with a friend nor talk in a soft manner or tone…  This strong awareness of his manliness is expressed in his relation to others, especially his wife. Most of the interviewees thought of the ibn al-balad as the person who has complete authority in his home and who keeps his home and his wife completely under control.

As one bint al-balad (“daughter of the homeland”) commented on an elite man who's wife carried on an affair, "As long as the husband is soft, the woman will do what she wants. Unless he is like a 'lion,' the woman will neither fear nor respect him."
 Yet women also embrace lion-like qualities, and the bint al-balad also sees herself as "courageous and outspoken in words and actions" -- like the woman he interviewed who recounted attacking and beating a man who harassed her on the street, forcing him to move out of the neighborhood in shame. By contrast, she regards the peasant woman "as awkward, inept, stupid and narrow-minded," and views "her aristocratic counterpart as one who wears an elegant exterior to cloak an immoral self 'of which only God is aware.'"
 The ibn al-balad, el-Messiri explains, regard themselves as repositories of authentic Egyptian values, and the foreignized elite as "the source of corruption and immorality in Egyptian society."


El Messiri ends by noting that this identity has been undergoing change, especially in the post-War decades.  As important segments of the popular classes have obtained educations and office jobs, they have sought to "negate" their ibn al-balad identities and "relate themselves to a completely Western frame of reference.” They increasingly have seen themselves as a vanguard of modernization, and "Western education, fashions and life styles became means and symbols of status and progress.” The ibn al-balad have increased in number but declined in status. Independence and nationalism led paradoxically to "a reinforcement of the Western elitist tendencies rather than those emanating from the masses," he writes, ending the book in the mid-1970s with the prescient observation that, “When and how the traditional past will meet with the modern present to produce an authentic identity is the dilemma of the awlad al-balad [children of the homeland], and perhaps this is also the main crisis of Egyptians in the twentieth century.”

<2>  Acculturation in Algeria


A little-known study of psychological "acculturation" in 1950s Algeria ends with some provocative observations about the duality of identity created by French colonization and popular resistance. Horace Miner and George DeVos' Oasis and Casbah embodies much that was wrong with the "basic personality" approach, but the researchers creatively re-thought their data when it failed to confirm their main hypotheses. They initially asked a Rorschach expert unfamiliar with North Africa to formulate a series of predictions about personality differences between men living in a southern oasis community and their neighbors who had moved to urban Algiers. They hired French-speaking Algerian assistants to administer Rorschach tests and conduct brief life-history interviews with 20 men in the oasis and 26 in Algiers. They then had the Rorschach protocols blind scored and coded for the relevant traits, and statistically tested the hypotheses.


Though Miner did fieldwork in the sites, neither spoke Arabic and by current standards had little familiarity with MENA cultures. Perhaps as a consequence, the book is rife with what today appear as “orientalist” statements (the Algerians exhibit "a tendency. . . toward illogical, rather than systematic thought. . ."
). But when statistical tests confirmed only a chance percentage of the predictions, Miner and DeVos concluded that a range of religious and social attitudes can change (for the city-dwellers did espouse generally more "modern" views in a number of areas) without concomitant changes in deeper layers of personality. They then conducted post hoc analyses of their data to identify Algerian vs. American and rural vs. urban differences, and wrote a series of case histories to illustrate the diversity of personal adaptations.


First of all, they report finding more signs of psychological distress and constriction among Algerians than among "normal" Americans. This may well reflect only the Eurocentric norms of Rorschach interpretation and the greater anxiety experienced by the Algerians in the testing situation. But populations that experience malnutrition, a 30% childhood mortality rate, a high prevalence of chronic and debilitating diseases, and a century of colonial despoliation and military oppression may indeed be expected to experience higher levels of psychological distress and constriction. They also found greater use of externalizing and projective defenses among Algerians, which may again reflect Eurocentric norms, but also might be predicted where parents teach children to fear invisible beings and where there is greater physical suffering, emotional loss, and political oppression.


Second, contrary to the Rorschach expert's prediction, they found an association between disbelief in supernatural forces (jinn spirits, ogres and the like) and higher levels of psychological distress -- mostly among residents of Algiers:  “The attenuation of traditional beliefs among the urbanized Arabs is related to increasing intrapsychic tensions. . . The minority position of the more acculturated urban Arab is reflected in his perception of the social environment as hostile and threatening.”
 While this correlation could be an artifact of other associations, Miner and DeVos also might be correct to argue that disbelief increases distress:  "The decline of supernatural beliefs decreases the protection from stress which they provide in the oasis."
 As Franz Fanon argued, belief in supernatural beings integrates individuals into traditional communities, and because these beliefs come with protective rituals, they may provide an important source of psychological security. Many of the adolescents studied by Davis and Davis,
 and most of the young Moroccans I interviewed were troubled by uncanny experiences -- nightmares, "hysterical" paralyses, illicit sexual thoughts, accidents and injuries, impotence, etc. -- that in traditional milieus would have been explained as caused by Satan, the Eye, sorcery, or jinn-s. Their educations had led them to reject supernatural explanations, but they searched in vain for modern, scientific interpretations. They appeared to be caught in an important developmental disjunction:  their early training in attributing anxiety to external forces led them to have uncanny experiences for which they had no "modern" explanation or means of self-protection. Since religious practice provides protection (see Chapter 3), the need to interpret and manage uncanny experiences may be an important motive drawing young people back to Islam -- a motive unrecognized by most observers of the "Islamic revival."


Third, as brief and clinical as are the case histories, they suggest the researchers were intrigued by the Algerian men's attempts to work out niches in the colonial world, several of them struggling to define themselves in terms of symbols of Frenchness and Algerianness. They describe "Ali" as traditional in most features of his personality and beliefs, but after he had worked for four months in France,


. . .we see him as a teen-aged, oasis youth who intensely desires to identify with the French way of life. He uses a mixture of European and Arab dress and is vain about his wristwatch, a certain mark of French contact. He wears a fez like an Arab urbanite and swears that he will never wear the more rural turban. . . . Beneath the clothes and speech, however, we find a core of cultural belief which is characteristically like that of the unacculturated oasis Arabs.

"Ahmed" spent only a few years in the local French school, but more skillfully blends French and Arab elements. An innovator in the oasis community, they note that he shifts between emphasizing one style or the other according to circumstances. "Benazouz" was a young nationalist they suspect perished in the subsequent war of independence. They describe him as having an "ambivalent" social identity, as "looking both ways in his acculturation.” By this they mean that while highly Westernized in many respects, he vehemently defends Arab culture and orthodox Islam, "looking down on groups he considers primitive or simple" -- which include "backward" Arabs, the "Negro" heads he perceives in one of the Rorschach ink blots, and American Indians.


The case studies show that Miner and DeVos were most struck by the struggle for identity they saw being waged in terms of French vs. Arab cultural concepts, styles, and symbols. The portraits outline the binary (self vs. anti-self) and shifting nature of self-representation:  Ali strives to be solidly "French, not-Arab";  Ahmed mixes cultural genres and shifts flexibly between "French, not-Arab" and "Arab, not-French"; and Benazouz vehemently asserts himself to be "Arab/Muslim" and "not French" in some contexts, and "not-primitive" in others. The portraits provide precious few details, but enough to see that prominent self-symbols (clothes, manners of speech, stereotypic group representations, etc.) sometimes mean French vs. Arab, sometimes Muslim vs. heathen, sometimes urban modernity vs. rural backwardness.

<2>  The Politics of Clothing in Turkey


Historical events in Turkey and Iran show how contentious the wearing of clothes symbolizing “tradition” and “modernity” can become. In the 1920s Mustafa Kamal (“Ataturk”), set out to modernize the country along European lines. Writing in the 1950s, Daniel Lerner praised Ataturk’s attack on “the ‘oriental mentality’ which interdicted republican development”:


Ataturk aimed at nothing less than reshaping a traditionalized society by transforming the daily deeds and desires of the people -- first the new elite, then the ancient mass. From the very start, Ataturk preoccupied himself with details of deportment that seemed picayune to his more rigidly ideological contemporaries. . . His model was the “modern Western style” and his method was the production of “new Turks.”

In addition to adopting a new legal code modeled on the Swiss, creating a compulsory public education system, building a network of roads, providing villages with radios, and closing down religious shrines and brotherhoods, Ataturk set out to modernize the fine details of dress. In 1925 the “Hat Law” prohibited men from wearing the traditional Fez and designated Euoprean-style hats as the official headwear. Ataturk explained in a 1927 speech:


Gentlemen, it was necessary to abolish the fez, which sat on the heads of our nation as an emblem of ignorance, negligence, fanaticism, and hatred of progress and civilization, to accept in its place the hat, the headgear used by the whole civilized world, and in this way to demonstrate that the Turkish nation, in its mentality as in other respects, in no way diverges from civilized life.

The law also allowed women not to veil, and Western-style dress soon became the norm for urban men and women.


Turks transformed the minutest details of their comportment, sociologist Nilufer Gole writes, “as if European eyes are watching over their daily lives.”
 She cites the writings of Ahmet Tanpinar as capturing the psychological duality introduced by Westernism -- at times intensifying into a “psychosis” affecting the “inner self.” “We have moved toward the West with a will reinforced by the requirements of history,” Tanpinar wrote, “yet at the same time, we own a past such that it is impossible to close our ears once it starts to talk to us with all its quality.” The duality of inner voices ties life into a “knot,” so that the Turk lives “in the middle of two different but overlapping worlds, unaware of each other.”
 In popular speech the duality came to be known by borrowed French terms:  alafranka (European) ways vs. alaturka (Turkish) ways.


The Kemalists maintained one-party rule until the 1950s, when as historian Hugh Poulton describes, “the continuing Islamic sensibilities of the large majority of the population began to make themselves evident.”
 In the 1970s, cultural and political strife grew intense, with leftists, rightists, and religious activists attacking the Western-oriented government, and conflict intensifying between the Kurdish minority and Turkish majority and between the Alevi (Shi’i) minority and Sunni majority. Nearly all features of dress became political symbols and “by the end of the decade,” Emelie Olson writes, “even the curve or droop of a man’s mustache was carefully calibrated for its political significance.”
 As street violence, terror attacks, and assassinations escalated toward civil war, the military seized power in 1980 and used force to impose order. To defuse the explosive identity politics, it issued a “Dress and Appearance Regulation” for all public employees which prohibited men from wearing mustaches, beards, or long hair, and women from wearing short skirts, low-cut dresses, and headscarves.


But as part of the regime’s effort to counter the leftists, it also reintroduced religious instruction in the public schools -- and this combined with the success of the revolution in Iran strengthened the Islamists. In 1984 newspapers carried stories about the valedictorian of the University of Ankara medical school who was not allowed to give a graduation address because she insisted on wearing a headscarf, and then about an engineering professor threatened with dismissal because she wore a headscarf while teaching. These set off what came to be known as the “headscarf” dispute, in which large numbers of women students protested and demonstrated to win the right to veil. Westernized students and professional women opposed them, and the entire nation debated the matter. As Gole points out, paradoxes abound:  that women’s bodies have re-emerged as the foci of morality and politics shows the strength of tradition beneath decades of state-imposed modernism;  but that the Islamist women are taking fully-modern roles in the public political process, shows that modernism has triumphed. The self-conscious veiling of students and professional women differs in both style and meaning from that practiced as custom by village and poor urban women. Though defending the “authenticity” of tradition, the professionals condemn truly traditional veiling styles as not reflecting true Islam, and their veiling appears as a fully-modern statement of fashion-based identity and political commitment.


The headscarf dispute signaled another round in the politicization of dress -- which affects men’s clothing and hairstyles as well -- and the latest “re-emergence” of Islam as a cultural and political movement. In 1994 the Islamic Welfare party won many local elections, including the mayorships of Istanbul and Ankara, and in 1995 got over 20% of the vote in parliamentary elections. The struggle between Western-style modernity and Turkish backwardness has refused to go away, but grown into a conflict between Western and Muslim visions of modernity.

In the 1950s Lerner believed that his survey data showed that between the “moderns” and the “traditionals” were a large group of “transitionals,” who


exhibit ambivalent feelings about the choices between old and new. It is this conflict of values -- continued loyalty to the old, growing desire for the new -- which differentiates the decisions and shapes the behavior of the Transitionals. The conflict exhibits various forms. Sometimes ambivalence takes the form of uncertainty and indecision. . . Ambivalence also takes the form of self-contradictory preferences. . . Among younger Transitionals, ambivalence often shows itself in incompleteness and inconsistency of attitudinal structures. . . .

Poulton believes that much of the populace supports the “Turkish-Islamic synthesis” promoted as a middle course by governments in the 1980s, and that most are willing to ignore the contradictions between the Kemalists’ Turkish nationalism and Islamism in order to embrace features of both.
 But a great many remain ambivalent. “There is a readily observable struggle in process for ‘the soul’ of Turkey,” he writes toward the end of the 1990s, “between the previous Kemalist elites, who for decades have been used to paternally defining the essence of ‘Turkishness’, even down to what constitutes ‘real Turkish music’, and the new Islamic challengers.”
 This struggle forms the primary axis of identity, along which Turks can move in either direction:  overcoming backward alaturk traditions and becoming modern in accordance with the Kemalist program of alafrank Westernization;  or resisting the corrupt influences of the West and becoming authentic by revitalizing Islam.

<2>  “Euromania” in Iran


In 1925, the year of the “Hat Law” in Turkey, the commander of Persia’s Cossack Brigade, Reza Pahlavi became shah of shahs -- king of kings -- and began a similar program of modernization in the nation he insisted be called Iran. He first built a modern army, and used it to settle the nomads, crush resistance, and mobilize the population for government projects. Taking many of Ataturk’s reforms as examples, he put in place new Western-style legal, financial, and education systems and began building an infrastructure of roads, communications lines, and factories. In 1929 his government ordered men to dress in Western clothes, and in 1936 became the first to outlaw veiling. His soldiers and police enforced these rules, sometimes tearing veils off women in the streets. There was one religious protest, in which a large crowd came to one of Iran’s holiest shrines to hear preachers criticize the shah’s policies:  “When they did not disperse, Reza Shah’s troops mounted machine guns on the roofs overlooking the courtyard and opened fire. Over one hundred people were killed. Three soldiers who had refused to fire were shot. No further hostile religious demonstrations of any significance took place in Reza Shah’s reign.”

The shah and his followers also developed what Roy Mottahedeh calls a “cult” of Iran’s pre-Islamic past to legitimate the ruler’s kingship and to provide a nationalist, non-religious identity with which Western ways might be grafted. Mostafa Vaziri has traced how they were inspired by German theories of nation-building and followed the racist theories of 19th century Western “Orientalist” scholars who argued that an Iranian nation had been founded in the sixth century B.C. by light-skinned Aryans, who were superior to the darker Semitic Arabs to the West and Dravidian Indians to the East. The shah’s regime celebrated the heroes of the national epic, “The Book of Kings,” the new public school texts gave pride of place to the sixth century B.C. kingdom founded by Cyrus, and Arabic words were purged from the language in favor of “pure” Farsi. Vaziri writes that,


The constitution of a national memory of the glorious past was a central element of Pahlavi policies designed to give a distinct sense of identity to the people of Iran. Pre-Islamic Zoroastrian emblems appeared on government agencies and buildings and special attention was paid to Zoroastrian festivals -- all in order to revive the past and to connect with it.

Mottahedeh describes how the naming of children inscribed the hopes of modernization in new identities:


From the 1930s on, middle- and upper-class Iranians, duly impressed by the role of Iran in ancient history, gave their sons such names as Cyrus and Cambyses, names that would have been outlandish and virtually meaningless to Muslim Iranians before the translation of modern European books in the nineteenth century. In fact, by the next generation, when the Cyruses of the 1930s had grown up and had named many of their children after ancient Iranians, the newly engrafted historicist cult seemed to have taken.

After the second world war, Mohammed Reza Shah continued his father’s programs of modernization, Westernization, and propagation of a pre-Islamic ideology. In 1971 he celebrated the 2500th anniversary of Iranian kingship, and “at the ceremony that was meant to be the symbolic heart of the celebration, the shah stood before the tomb of Cyrus and said, ‘Sleep easily, Cyrus, for we are awake.’”
 Then:


In the boldest gesture of all, the government changed the calendar from the Islamic era to an era based on the supposed date of the foundation of Iranian kingship by Cyrus. In 1976 Iranians found themselves no longer in 1355 of the Islamic era but in 2535 of “the era of the King of Kings.” It was an act of defiance to religion that only a time like the French Revolution could produce in the West.


In spite of the state’s massive propaganda, Mottahedeh writes that “the third generation of Cyruses does not seem to have been significantly larger than the second. . . Something had gone sour. . .”
 The most influential diagnosis came from Al e Ahmad, an educator from a rural village who eventually studied in Moscow and at Harvard, who came to feel alienated in Teheran and spent most of the 1950s studying and writing about village life. He saw an authenticity in the villages that had been lost in the modern cities, and in 1962 wrote a book entitled gharbzadegi -- literally “West-stricken-ness” -- to describe the “illness” that afflicted Iran:  “I say that gharbzadegi is like cholera [or] frostbite. But no. It’s at least as bad as sawflies in the wheat fields. Have you ever seen how they infest wheat? From within.”
 Mottahedeh explains:


To be “stricken” in Persian means not only to be afflicted with a disease or to be stung by an insect but it also means to be infatuated and bedazzled;  “West-stricken-ness,” therefore, has sometimes been translated as “Wextoxication.” But a less outlandish word, “Euromania,” captures enough of the sense of the Persian to be a passable stand-in for the nearly untranslatable Persian original.

Al e Ahmad wrote that Satan’s modern incarnation is the machine, manufactured in the West, which enslaves those who consume its products. Even more powerful forms of enslavement come from the superficial cravings Westernization implants in Iranian minds, and from the way Iranians come to see and know themselves through the gaze of Europeans. The Euromaniac “has no personality -- he is an object with no authentic origin.”
 And in spite of Al e Ahmad’s dislike for the rigidity of the religious elite, he believed that traditional Islam remained the reservoir of Iranian authenticity.


Especially with modernization so brutally enforced by Reza shah’s army and Mohammed shah’s secret police (SAVAK), Al e Ahmad’s Westoxication struck responsive chords. In the following two decades -- leading to the 1979 revolution -- it provided much of the language adopted by nearly all opposition groups, from leftists to Islamists. His heritage quickly “split into a hundred parts espoused by a hundred groups,” Mottahedeh writes, “all of which were against Euromania but otherwise agreed on very little.”
 Many modernized urbanites continued to support the shah’s Westernization programs, even if they opposed his dictatorship, and this then formed the highly-charged matrix of identity for the pre-Revolutionary generation. An Iranian could opt for Western-style modernization in opposition to “backward” and “superstitious” traditions or “fanatical” religious movements. Or, s/he could choose “authentic” tradition over the soulless materialism of Euromania. Vaziri describes this as a form of “cultural schizophrenia,” in which many Iranians “endorsed both Aryanism and Shi’ism as their source of identity.”
 Shayegan similarly describes the “cultural schizophrenia” of…


the individual clamped in the jaws of this split and wrestling with a contradictory double fascination:  the enchanted vision of a world still infused with the aura of collective memory, and the equally compelling allure of the new and unknown…  racked between new ideas which evaporate for lack of a context and ancient ideas arthritic with the failure to adapt.


Mottahedeh writes as an historian rather than as a psychologist, but he points out that while some Iranians played out the role of pious believer and others the role of modernizer, a great many found ways to combine and move between the two poles. He repeatedly comments on the Iranian “love of ambiguity” that enabled the majority of Iranians to “shift roles from devotee to cynic,” from Cyrus (the pre-Islamic King) to Hosein (the Shi’i martyr), from the modern to the traditional -- a “freedom” he believes the Revolution brought to an end. The polarization prior to it forced choices and hardened identities, and the Revolutionary government quickly set about reversing the half-century of state-directed Westernization. A great many Westernized Iranians left the country, and the Revolutionary government enforced the purity of Islamic tradition on those who remained. “The inner spaces created by ambiguity no longer exist,” Mottahedeh writes, “and the attraction of ambiguity is forever dead.”

<2>  Religious Revival in Egypt


In the decades since el Messiri wrote about the gathering crisis of the awlad al-balad, Egyptian society became more Westernized, but also emerged as a center of Islam’s resurgence. Egypt has developed MENA’s largest media industry, and its movies and TV shows -- the vast majority depicting Westernized styles of life -- are avidly watched throughout the region. At the same time, Egypt saw the emergence of the first and still-prototypic Islamist political movement, whose activists assassinated Anwar Sadat in 1981 and staged spectacular attacks on tourists and government officials in the 1990s. “Egypt has since the end of the eighteenth century born the brunt of the intercultural confrontation between the technological-scientific West and the preindustrial Middle East,” Bassam Tibi writes, and “Cairo still remains by and large the center of religio-ideological reaction against European incursion into the region.”
 This reaction is most readily seen in the history of the Muslim Brotherhood and other activist groups, but it also has been occurring among the great number of Egyptians who have turned to piety as part of a less visible but more steady grassroots movement. Still following Islamist doctrines but rejecting armed attacks, Geneive Abdo describes this “Popular Islam” as aiming “to transform the social structure of Egyptian society from the bottom up, creating an Islamic order.”

From the 1880s through the 1930s, a line of theologians at Egypt’s al Azhar University -- especially Jamal al-Afghani, Muhammad ‘Abduh, amd Mohammad Rida -- argued for resisting Western domination by revitalizing Islam. Even many secular nationalists came to appreciate the power of invoking Islam to mobilize popular support. But religious renewal went much further than recruitment to anti-colonialism, and nationalist movements in most MENA societies also entailed efforts to purify Islam of the unorthodox practices that were seen to have made it vulnerable to Western powers. “Purified,” “real” Islam -- a modern creation -- became the tradition that modernizing peoples rallied to defend.


Hasan Banna was a devout young teacher from a rural village who came to Cairo to study and participated in the 1919 uprising against British rule. Ten years later, in his post in a village near the Suez Canal, he founded the Muslim Brotherhood (ikhwan muslimun) when a handful of laborers working at a British camp came to him and took an oath to be “troops for the message of Islam.” They began recruiting and soon expanded to Cairo, where by the late 1940s they had a half million members and branches in other countries.
 The ikhwan were suppressed in 1949, and Banna assassinated. It re-emerged and was suppressed again by Nasser in the 1960s, and its leader Siyyid Qutb hanged. It was again allowed to organize a few years later by Sadat, in the hope that it might offset a growing leftist movement.


Gilles Kepel describes how Islamism found roots in the 1970s among the youth of a new generation suffering from “profound malaise.” The 1967 and 1973 wars with Israel had rendered the ideologies of Westernization, Arab nationalism, and Soviet communism all hollow, and served as a catalyst for the religious revival. According to Fadwa el Guindi, “In the aftermath of the 1967 Arab-Israeli War a climate of intense and visible religiousness developed in Egypt which continues up to the present among the urban population in general. . . . women resumed veiling after the 1973 Ramadan War. . .”
 Economic growth failed to keep pace with population growth. Kepel writes:


It was in this period that the first generation coming out of the demographic explosion and the rural exodus became adults -- the first generation never to have known direct colonial domination and to be massively literate (at least the males). Arriving on the labor market, they faced the bitter experience of general underemployment. . ., which was all the more painful owing to its contrast with the hopes placed in education as a means to upward mobility, hopes fostered by the rhetoric of the post-independence regimes.

The ikhwan offered this post-independence generation a new rhetoric, and grew in the 1970s by propagating Siyyid Qutb’s view that Egypt (and other Muslim societies) had fallen into a new state of jahiliya -- the term used for the pre-Islamic era of “ignorance” -- ruled by a corrupt “Pharoah,” against whom a new jihad -- “Holy War” -- must be waged.


The Brotherhood thus appears to have captured the historical ibn al-balad resentment of the foreignized elite and refashioned it in sharply religious terms. The Islamist critique begins, writes Richard Mitchell, in “the cultural, religious, societal, or personal question of inferiority and humiliation -- an angry response to the conspicuous contempt of the foreign ‘economic overlord’ for the Egyptian. . .”
 It indicts the West for its cultural “materialism” and its international “greed and tyranny,” against which it counterposes the moral and spiritual superiority of indigenous religion and culture -- at least in the era of the Prophet and his successors. It indicts as apostates the Egyptian elites who adopt Western ways.


Many observers have seen Islamism as a “nativist movement” resembling revivals of tradition in the face of Western domination
 which have been studied in many non-Western societies, including Japan,
 India,
 New Guinea,
 and among Native Americans.
 While many of the leaders have been professionals, technicians, and students, the movement has found great popular support among the recently urbanized, whether they be students, day laborers, or unemployed residents of the sprawling shantytowns. The multitudes who find themselves trapped in underdevelopment while others enjoy the fruits of modernization especially perceive Islam to be “the heart of a heartless world,” Gilsenan writes, as providing a dignified identity and the promise of a better eternal life.
 Studies of students who join and support Islamist groups find that many come from rural villages or families that recently moved into cities, and have high aspirations for school and career achievement, often in scientific and technical fields. For both men and women, less educated mothers appeared to have been sources of traditional and religious values. Leila Ahmad writes that:


Joining Islamic groups or, as is the case for most women, informally affiliating with the trend, then, evidently carries the comfort of bringing the values of home and childhood to the city and its foreign and morally overwhelming ways. This psychological and social dimension appears to be among the most important elements underlying the trend. Inner ease and resolution, often described as a feeling of peace, of centeredness, brought about by the formal or public aligning of oneself with Islam, are prominent features of women’s and men’s accounts. . .

Young women who veil also say it protects them from the near-constant harassment unveiled women receive in public, and enables them to engage men as equals in classroom and campus conversation. Like many observers, Ahmed points out that women are “returning” to the veil to claim their right to traditionally male public spaces, schools, and jobs:


Islamic dress can be seen as the uniform, not of reaction, but of transition;  it can be seen, not as a return to traditional dress, but as the adoption of Western dress -- with modifications to make it acceptable to the wearer’s notions of propriety. Far from indicating that the wearers remain fixed in the world of tradition and the past, then, Islamic dress is the uniform of arrival, signaling entrance into, and determination to move forward in, modernity.


Ali Lila shows how an earlier generation of Egyptian youth led the adoption of Western ways in rejection of seemingly-backward traditions, while the current one is leading the religious revival. But he too sees continuity in their striving for modernization:  against the apparent failure of Nasser’s socialism and Sadat’s and Mubarek’s capitalism – both Western imports -- the religious revival is being animated by the decisions of many youth to “progress from within our tradition.”

<2>  Professionals and Saints in Pakistan


Katherine Ewing has been one of the few anthropologists to investigate the cultural shaping of self by studying individual life-histories, and to show the importance of multiple, often contradictory self-representations. In “The Illusion of Wholeness,” she analyzes interviews she conducted with Shamim, a Pakistani woman studying for her Ph.D. and struggling both to chart her own life and remain a dutiful daughter. These show her “rapidly shifting self-representations,” mainly between, “two self-images that are based on inconsistent premises. At some moments she presents an image of herself as a good, obedient daughter who will, hopefully, become a good wife. At other times her self-representation is that of a “politician” who can employ various strategies to meet her personal needs and wishes.”
 The first is rooted in the sociocentric concept of personhood familiar throughout South Asia, Ewing writes, “in which persons are regarded, not as individuals with personal needs, but rather as units of the social order.” This self is articulated in terms of Muslim principles of filial piety and control of nafs (desire) by caqel (reason/social maturity).
 The second draws on a cultural model of everyday political maneuvering, according to which “each person operates to maximize his or her advantage (or that of his or her family) vis-a-vis others in order to realize personal or familial wishes and goals.”
 These juxtaposed “good Muslim” and “clever politician” models (which roughly parallel the contrast I have described as between “piety” and “honor”) cause conflict and guilt for many Pakistanis, Ewing observes, and lead Shamim and others to see the same qualities and acts from contrasting perspectives:  “the good Muslim may explain manifestations of ‘political’ action as the excessive indulgence of a person’s nafs. Alternatively, from the political standpoint a person’s actions, though proper behavior for a good Muslim, might be branded as ‘boorish’ or stupid or, more benignly, labeled ‘simple’. . .”
 Ewing notes that when Shamim changes self-images, she also changes her images of her parents and the personal memories that go with them, so that each of the two self-representations comprises a complete “frame of reference.” Because she (and others) generally are unaware of their shifts, each frame of reference creates a feeling -- or illusion -- that the self is whole:


People construct a series of self-representations that are based on selected cultural concepts of person and selected “chains” of personal memories. Each self-concept is experienced as whole and continuous, with its own history and memories that emerge in a specific context, to be replaced by another self-representation when the context changes.


In a subsequent paper on “The Dream of Spiritual Initiation,” Ewing shows how educated Pakistanis may develop contrasting “modern” and “traditional” self-representations, and how dreams about Sufi pir-s (masters) may bring about a reorganization of the prominence given to each. In post-colonial Pakistan, she writes,


many people are forced into situations in which they must organize strands of their lives that are highly inconsistent with one another. Many Pakistanis have found that self representations developed in a traditional Muslim family are difficult to reconcile with those formed in British-dominated educational, governmental, and business settings.

She presents the life-histories of two Western-educated Pakistani professional men for whom the duality had become conflict, though she points out that many individuals shift so smoothly between even “radically inconsistent” self-representations that they do not notice themselves doing so. These men, however, struggled consciously with the conflict, and ultimately resolved them in favor of traditional religion by means of a centuries-old cultural schema in which they dreamed of a Sufi master and then became his disciple. Where they previously gave priority to their Westernized professional self-representations, the dreams served as catalysts for reversing the emphasis and bringing their religious selves into the foreground. Together these papers show not only how contrasting cultural models may be internalized as contrasting identities, but how traditional contrasts (“good Muslim” vs. “clever politician”) may be transformed by colonial and post-colonial influences into modern ones (“Westernized modernity” vs. “traditional religiosity”).

<2>  Identity in Morocco


Mounia Bennani-Chraibi had begun a study of youth and media in Morocco when youth-led riots broke out at the end of 1990, attacking “the material symbols of ‘modernity’.” The next year a series of anti-government, anti-Western demonstrations were staged in response to the Gulf War which also were dominated by teen-agers and young adults. She quickly broadened the scope of her inquiry, interviewing participants in the demonstrations and some of those arrested, and three years later published her observations on this generation’s struggle with modernity and tradition, as Soumis et Rebelles.
 Traditional family and kin groups are decreasing in size and importance, she believes, bringing about a “birth of the individual.” Individuals, however, are growing into an overpopulated world of economic underdevelopment and political oppression, where only a few can achieve the careers and living standards that are the promise of modernization. These conditions embroil youth in two related struggles:  one in the social realm for the educations and steady jobs that would enable them to help support their parental families, marry, and begin families of their own -- in Levinson’s terms, for a life structure;  the other in the realm of ideas, values, and meanings – in Erikson’s terms, for identity. The realm of values has quite literally become a marketplace:


In the marketplaces of the great cities, Oum Kaltoum, Michael Jackson, and reciters of the Quran battle for the field of sound;  Islamic literature published in Cairo or Casablanca sits side by side with Playboy and Femme Actuelle…  During the month of Ramadan, feverish nights of pleasure and encounters follow austere days of fasting. In summer, young people on their way back from the beach stop to pray in one of the mosques they pass on their way.

Bennani-Chraibi found young people “fascinated” with the West, as “at the same time a model and a counter-model,” alternating between “attraction and repulsion,” “idealizing” and “demonizing” the West. They often described Europeans as possessing the virtues Moroccans lack:


The West offers the image of a universe where the blossoming/developing individual is also an accomplished citizen…  The myth of development prevails with all of its apparatus:  science, technology, media, the moon, rocket ships, oceanographic research…  These descriptions are almost always accompanied with “not like among us,” “not like here,” “not like us.”

Yet nearly all of those she interviewed also rejected European ways as decadent and dissolute -- affirming the superiority of Morocco’s familial and spiritual values.


As they “compartmentalize” these contrary attitudes, many appear to allot “transgressive” behaviors and religious devotion their separate times and spaces. A few had become more permanently “marginalized” in their delinquencies, and some turned to Islamism to live piously all day every day. The vast majority approved of the mixing of males and females in schools, work settings, and public, and wanted to choose their own spouses. But like Davis and Davis, Ouzi, and Schade-Poulsen, she found male-female relationships characterized by anxiety and mistrust. Boys have to establish themselves financially before they can marry, while most girls still rely on marriage to provide them a place in society. For most boys, “feminine sexuality and non-virginity constitute a blot and a taboo, whereas sexual experience acquired by a man is a natural and indispensable thing.”
 The majority of girls concur and oppose pre-marital sexuality, and “virginity is the weapon of a young woman in the war of the sexes.”
 Yet many of those in their later teens and early 20s also have relationships with boys that involve some sexual play, though usually not intercourse. She quotes a 25 year old Casablanca secretary who argued that sex is “natural,” an important part of a girl’s maturation, and that girls have the same right to pleasure as boys. When the interviewer asked, “And virginity?” she vehemently responded, “Ah, virginity before everything,” and launched into a speech on the importance of maintaining virginity until marriage, couched in terms of religious values and family obligations absent from her earlier defense of pleasure. She even justified the killing of a daughter who loses her virginity before marriage. Bennani-Charibi writes that, “The young girl is subject to two types of value systems:  one dominated by individualism and hedonism, the other fundamentally social in which the person is legitimately subjected to the law of the collective. These two systems are not opposed in their eyes.”
 She thus found side-by-side idealization and demonization of the West, and many of those who condemned religious regimes (Iran, Saudi Arabia) and movements (Algeria) as “not true Islam” also idealized the state of justice that “true Islam” would bring. The demonstrations and riots united socialist, democrat, Islamist, and a-political youth in an inchoate spirit of rebellion fueled by their forced submission and seclusion. In the end, she sees Moroccan youth as caught up in tumultuous struggle with dual identities, carried on in usually “cold” times beneath surfaces of calm.


This is precisely what I found in the life-history interviews I conducted with 18 to 28 year old “young adults” in rural southern Morocco.
 Their life-narratives resemble those of Americans I have interviewed
 in the ways they shift between contrasting identities, and in their use of cultural symbols and metaphors to define who they are and what they stand for. But where the American narratives draw heavily on images of self and other related to social class, race, and sub-cultural “life-style,” the Moroccan narratives define contrasting identities primarily in terms of “modern” Westernized and “traditional” Moroccan/Muslim images. All appeared familiar with the yearning Orhan Pamuk’s journalist imagines Master Bedii’s mannequins feel – to escape from the dusky basement of tradition and come to new life by copying the (Western) Other -- but at the same time with the feeling of estrangement Al e Ahmad described as “Euromania,” which evokes yearnings to embrace one’s authentic traditions.

Individuals varied greatly in the personal meanings and the symbols they associate with “modernity” and “tradition,” and in the dialogues they set in motion between them. A few firmly defined themselves at one pole, in contrast to anti-self representations which delineated the contrasting pole -- as did Mohammed, who hoped one day to head a religious school, and defined his “pure,” “well-ordered” self in contrast to the “dirty,” “wild” delinquent he had been in high school. Several wove both poles into remarkably smooth complementarities -- especially a pious high-school French teacher, who was both the most “modern” and most “traditional” of all those I interviewed. Many ambivalently embraced both poles, as did Hussein, who cycled between describing himself as fleeing the disempowering world of “backward” patriarchal tradition for empowering modern “urbanity,” and fleeing the disempowering modern world of anomic, stressful bureaucracy for the health-bestowing simplicity of family ties and tradition. The greatest conflict was experienced by a secretary who described herself as split into “European” and “Muslim” personalities, unable to be either without the other forcibly intruding.

It is difficult to ascertain whether young MENA adults typically experience greater conflict between identities than do “average” Westerners whose struggles gave rise to the notion of “identity crisis.” But identity conflicts are likely intensified by conditions of underdevelopment. Benani-Chraibi does not attribute the tumult she observed to the mere co-existence of Western and traditional/Muslim models of self, but rather to the slow pace of economic and political development which leaves so many young people unable anchor their lives in either traditional or modern social institutions. The difficulties they face in fashioning “life-structures” that embody their “Dreams” -- to use Levinson’s terms – certainly can turn the transitional task of identity formation into chronic tumult.

<2>  Developmental Discontinuities and a “Muslimist Ethic”?

The life-narratives I elicited further suggest that the “task” of identity development is often shaped by several important developmental themes that take distinctive forms in MENA societies. Three in particular appear related to developmental discontinuities that have arisen from rapid social change, and especially from the intermixing of “modernization” and “underdevelopment.” First, many members of this generation appear to experience an important developmental discontinuity concerning belief in “supernatural” forces and the use of protective rituals to defend against them. In traditional milieus, this complex provided a system of psychological self-care, in which some feelings of anxiety, vulnerability, and weakness are externalized and attributed to jinn-s, the Evil Eye, Satan, sorcery, etc., and managed by protective and purificatory practices. Having spent their childhoods in traditional milieus, most of the young adults I interviewed appear to have internalized the core of this complex -- externalization -- and to quite automatically experience some forms of distress as issuing from invisible forces. But their modern educations have led them to reject belief in invisible beings and to eschew the mini-rituals traditionally used to keep them under control. Many thus have disturbing dreams, physical symptoms, deviant thoughts, and uncanny experiences which are traditionally attributed to spirit beings, but in the absence of the “pop psych” theories Westerners use to explain these away, they find themselves with no interpretation or recourse. As Fanon wrote, belief in the spirit beings provides an important security system, and Miner and Devos’ may be correct to infer that disbelief leads to higher levels of manifest anxiety, at least in the short-run, until individuals or the culture develops new systems of self-care. Several of those I interviewed had become more religious in their late teens and early twenties in part to help manage disturbing experiences of this sort, and I suspect this may be an important but generally motive for the “return” of many young people to devout religiosity.


Second, another important discontinuity appears with regard to the role of the honor-modesty system and religious piety in the world of achievement and “modern” life-styles. The life-narratives show young Moroccans automatically configuring their relationships and comportment in terms of the imperatives of honor and modesty, but rarely employing the explicit rhetorics associated with them. While they continued to practice many traditional etiquettes of deference, their lives in “modern” apartment-blocks, “modern” towns, “modern” schools and offices, and “modern clothes” no longer embodied the rich color, grooming, and spatial symbolism that traditionally organized daily life in accordance with the generational and gendered honor-modesty system. No longer engaged in agriculture, pastoralism, raiding, or traditional crafts, most town- and city-dwelling young people are now removed an important degree from the traditional anchorage points of that system, and they now watch TV, play sports, and listen to music cassettes rather than participate in the raids and poetic performances that stake personal claims to honor.


With the exception of areas caught up in military struggles, the main “glorious deed” a young person can perform to honor his or her family is to pass the college entrance exam. Honor and modesty remain central to the (Level II) sentiments, motives, and social selves of youths, but (Level III) identities are now being defined in terms of educational and economic achievement and modern-Western vs. traditional-Muslim ways of life. In response, the honor-modesty system is being transformed into a family-based achievement ethic -- in a manner resembling that studied in Japan and other Asian cultures. The overarching developmental “task” faced by MENA adolescents and young adults can be described as fashioning an honorable and proprietous life in terms of school and career achievement.

Third, the life-narratives indicate that Islam also is being transformed as young people are weaving it into their drive for achievement. For my interviewee Rachida, it is piety that brings natija -- a word that refers to the “yield” of crops and to one’s “outcome” or “grade” at school -- while impiety leads to “failure.” Hussein formulated an identity during his second (and last) year in college, when he decided to become a defense attorney and fight to “restore the rights” of the oppressed and unjustly accused, and thereby himself maintain “an innocent relationship with Allah.” Most of those I interviewed
 articulated their striving for achievement as a kind of divine “calling” which requires self-mastery and “this-worldly asceticism.” These are Max Weber’s terms for the Protestant Ethic, and the life-narratives support the suggestion of several scholars that education and economic opportunity are catalyzing the development of an analogous “Muslimist Ethic” which synthesizes honor, piety, achievement, and redemption.
 This ethic differs markedly from versions of Enlightenment liberalism that we commonly identify with Western modernity, especially by virtue of the central place accorded to faith and of the primacy given to religious and familial authority over individual freedom. Religious piety appears not just as a spiritual complement to a secular modernity, but as a primary vehicle for “becoming modern.”


The interviews I conducted contain very little of the explicit "rhetoric of self-cultivation" so characteristic of American life-narratives, and they are not modern in that particular 20th century, Western, middle-class sense of self-consciously seeking “self-actualization.” Nor do they evince the individualist modernism of Bentham and J.S. Mill, as the Moroccans I interviewed rarely took their eyes off familial obligations, and only a few of the narratives make much of rational self-interests or free pursuits of happiness. Rather, they more closely echo the early Protestant notion that one's earthly ambitions should be pursued as a synthetic Good Work, witnessed by God and rewarded in the afterlife.


Robert Bellah has shown how the dissemination of the Samurai class’s bushido code and emergence of new religious movements throughout the Tokugawa period facilitated Japan's modernization as did the Protestant Ethic in Europe.
 He traces how the broad diffusion of the Bushido ethic and consequent synthesis of "Shinto Nationalism” promoted a melding of modernist social ambitions and religious values, symbolized by the mission and power of a state headed by a Divine Emperor who would foster development at home and expel the "Barbarians" from abroad. John Waterbury has shown how the Berbers of the Moroccan Sous region developed a Protestant Ethic-like variant of Islam as they became famously successful self-sacrificing entrepreneurs and merchants.
 Ernest Gellner has described this sort of “Weberian ethic” in his discussion of “Algerian Puritanism,”
 and Ellis Goldberg has drawn attention to the ways Islamic activists resemble Protestant reformers.


These parallels can be overstated, but they have an important implication:  the cultural synthesis of modernism and religion has a personal side -- which appears in the form of a modernist family-based achievement orientation;  and a political side -- which appears as a kind of “natural” support for a number of key Islamist themes. Political Islam may be the media-visible tip of an iceberg, the submerged six-sevenths consisting of the large numbers of MENA youths who fashion “Muslim Ethicist” identities as they struggle against unfavorable odds to succeed in the educational system and open doors into the economy’s modern sector. It is in this discourse that many seek to resolve the conflict of “individualistic” achievement motives and “collectivist” responsibilities to kin, and to synthesize potentially conflicting indigenous and Western ways. For the Muslim Ethicist, individual achievement can “honor” one’s family, maintain an “innocent relationship with Allah,” and help build the nation and the House of Islam. And it takes but a short step to turn this personal synthesis into religiously-inspired activism, especially for those whose Dreams appear dashed or turn hollow in the hallways of modern bureaucracies. The tension that MENA youth so acutely experience is not that between “traditional” religion and “modern” secular individualism, as so often mis-portrayed by Western media. Rather, it is between the dream of modernity and the reality of underdevelopment.

<1>  Debate:  Creative Synthesis or Fragmentation?


Journalists reporting on MENA societies have fostered a debate about whether young adults there are eager to embrace Western-style modernity or remain so weighed down by the momentum of tradition that they cling to the obsolete values of the honor code and conservative Islam. By contrast, ethnographers have generally recognized (1) that the “traditions” many young people embrace as their authentic culture are not truly traditional, but fully modern reformulations of traditional values and motifs, and (2) that perhaps the great majority of young people develop an ambivalent duality of modern/Western and traditional/Muslim identities. In this case, the scholars simply have it right, and the journalists misunderstand. Life-narratives especially show that identities often take shape as dialogues between these two self-construals. Some individuals appear to work out creative syntheses or easy complementarities;  others appear to struggle in destructive turmoil.

Here a crucial divergence of views appears. On one side are researchers (including Ewing, Davis and Davis, Kagitcibasi, and myself) who tend to view cultural duality as presenting challenges that most MENA youth can creatively manage. With them are those (including Hamid Ammar and Mustafa Hijazi) who view the originally-destructive imposition of Western culture as ultimately enabling MENA youth to free themselves from “frozen,” “calcified” traditions and to revitalize their heritages. Lebanese novelist Amin Maalouf recently blamed the desire for a single fixed identity in response to the loss of self threatened by Western-style modernization for intolerance and violence, and urged Arabs to seek identities which encompass multiple affiliations, cultures, and languages.
  This camp tends to blame the “crisis” of youth on economic and political underdevelopment, rather than cultural duality. On the other side are researchers (including Lila, Shayagen, Ouzi, and Haddiya) who see the cultural dualities as dooming youth to fragmented identities and never-ending struggles for identity.


Abdelkrim Ghareeb recently captured this divergence by considering the identity dilemma of youth from the perspective of four theorists.
 The Moroccan nationalist leader Allal Al-Fassi described youth as torn between their indigenous culture and the European implant, such that, “the individual in Moroccan society finds himself lost and alternating in his choices and decisions.”
  He hoped education would enable youth to adapt and adopt Arab-Muslim high culture, but he suspected that the apparent weakness of their own heritage would motivate them to imitatively opt for the European model. Sociologist Paul Pascon similarly pointed out that 50 years of colonialism had turned Morocco into a “composite” society:  a mixture of Moroccan and French cultures and of indigenous and Western orders of knowledge, manifest in the shifting, “composite” behavior of individuals. Pascon acknowledged that this causes strife, but where al-Fassi saw only discord, Pascon saw composite culture as animating creativity and development. For his third perspective, Ghareeb takes a Freudian point of view to describe youth as alternating between two egos – a “Moroccan-culture ego” anchored in identification with their fathers, and a “Western-culture ego” based on rejection of their fathers and identification with Western figures – setting up disturbingly contradictory relations with the Id. Finally he outlines a Piagetian analysis which shows youth not passing through a brief dis-equilibrium at the onset of formal operational thinking, but trapped in an interminable dis-equilibrium caused by being embedded in the contradictory orders of indigenous and Western knowledge. He draws these analyses together to raise the question of whether post-colonial composite culture dooms individuals to inner strife and disequilibrium, or whether this may be a “transitional” period (though now decades-long), in which youths suffer and sacrifice as they work creatively to invent new forms of cultural coherence.

It may help to view this debate about “composite” selves in the light of contemporary models of self in cross-cultural psychology. Harry Triandis led many researchers beyond the simple contrast of “individualistic” vs. “collectivistic” cultures and selves, by suggesting that people have “private,” “public” and “collective” selves, with differences in social ecology determining which come to the fore.
 A consensus now appears to be an emerging that people in all cultures develop multiple self-conceptions which are called into play in different contexts.
 Studies by Hazel Markus and her colleagues have emphasized a “repertoire of schemata” view of self, some investigating relationships among “possible selves.”
 These views converge with recent theories of acculturation, which no longer treat this process as a unidimensional one in which individuals gradually lose their immigrant identities as they develop a majority culture identity, but propose “alternation”
 models to account for multiple “bi-cultural”
 and “hybrid”
 identities.

These views also converge with theories of ethnic identity which follow the writings of W.E.B. DuBois and Malcolm X to recognize that minorities often develop dual identities – internalizing both their in-group’s standards and the majority group’s stereotypes of them. These models propose that individuals go through dramatic shifts in reference groups and identities, ideally progressing toward a bi-cultural maturity.
 Several recent studies find that bicultural individuals can master and shift identities between “cultural frames” with relative ease.
 In this framework, the identity-development task of MENA youth in the Western-dominated world may resemble that of immigrants or ethnic minorities who seek to embrace both cultural frameworks, along developmental paths made torturous by unending battle with majority stereotypes and a potentially-corrosive sense of backwardness.

Erikson saw the “crisis” of identity as tapping the creative potential of youth to reinvigorate their cultures with new syntheses of values. But he also emphasized that they often experience the identity-formation “task” as demanding they become a single, authentic character, which can lead to dangerous “totalistic” resolutions in which incompatible features of personality are projected onto deviants or outgroups, who then become targets of persecution. He insists that history plays the decisive role for each generation, noting that political polarization easily intensifies the pressure on young people to “stand for” one thing in a pure and totalistic manner. The “intense struggle of becoming” Barakat describes appears to turn up or down these pressures in one country after another, depending on whether cultural-political strife is, as Bennani-Chraibi phrases it, latent and “cool” or manifest and “hot.”
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