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Afterword: Beyond the State—Civil
Society Dichotomy
AYSE O N CU

Allow me to begin with a story. In May 1996, Turkey’s first Directory o f
Non-Governmental Organizations was rushed into print, just in time for
the upcoming Habitat II global summit in Istanbul. Sponsored by the
United Nations Development Programme and compiled by the History
Foundation ofTurkey (a local non-governmental organization, or NGO),
the publication of the directory marked the culmination of nearly two
years of effort to compile an exhaustive inventory of all voluntary associa
tions and non-profit organizations in Turkey. Since the term non-govern
mental organization proved impossible to translate, the directory was
named “Civil Society Organizations” {Sivil Toplum Kurulufari Rehberi) in
Turkish. Thus a host of existing organizations, from local sports clubs and
business associations to professional associations and labor unions, came
to be designated by an awkward acronym STK. Through an act of classi
fication, a nebulous entity called the civil society sector had been created
to fit the shifting fashions of vocabulary emanating from international
donor agencies like the World Bank and the United Nations. For me, as a
seasoned urban analyst and activist, this was no more than a subsidized
idea with little validity in understanding concrete political formations on
the ground, unlikely to travel beyond academic circles. Or so I believed at
the time.
The past four years have proven me wrong. Not only has there been a
veritable explosion around the concept of “civil society organizations” in
public discourse in Turkey, but the phrase has become assimilated into
everyday language as well. With hindsight, a series of explanations is pos
sible. There is the fact that the word sivil pronounced exactly as in
English, means “civilian” in Turkish. Hence, it acquires meaning as the
antithesis of, and alternative to military society— both in the sense of “de
militarized” and “free of conflict and strife.” So the discursive construct
civil society organizations conjures, in a seemingly effortless manner, the
possibility that we can lay aside our differences as conservative/progressive,
secular/Islamic, and right/left to embrace a common purpose. Then there
was a cataclysmic event, the earthquake disaster of 1999, that seemed to

205

206

CAPITAL CITIES

demonstrate such a possibility. Within hours after disaster struck, while
state relief agencies were still bogged down with communication and coor
dination problems, a host o f voluntary groups and organizations— whose
names were hitherto unheard of—arrived on the scene with help. Thus in
the public mind, numbed with shock and grief by the scale of devastation
unfolding on television screens, the idea of civil society organizations
became associated with visual images o f voluntary search and rescue teams
and relief agencies. In the subsequent weeks, amidst raging criticism of
“dinosaur” state agencies and corrupt politicians, the heroic efforts of civil
society organizations, working hand in hand with global relief agencies,
were eulogized. In the process, the phrase “sivil toplum kurulu^lari —
which was no more than an awkward neologism for an imported idea
barely four years ago— acquired meaning and potency in everyday
Turkish. It is now embraced as a self-referential term by a bewildering
array o f organizations on the ground, and used as a collective badge of
identity, one that offers the possibility that “we” can maintain our differ
ences and yet transcend them, synchronically.
Needless to say, the story I have told above is open to multiple readings
and interpretations. M y own point in telling it is to emphasize the signif
icance of historical timing, context, and place in lending substance and
content to the ubiquitous term, “N G O .” The idea and ideal of a third sec
tor of non-governmental organizations as a bulwark against the state that
would amass excessive power, has been enshrined as one of the master nar
ratives of the neo-liberal era. At the same time, it has become subject to
searching critique. As Roula Majdalani discusses in her chapter in the
present volume, initial celebrations of the urban governance paradigm,
with its attractive combination of an expanding N G O sector along with a
continuing role for state regulation and guidance, has today been replaced
by more sober assessments among development practitioners. International
donor agencies, actively seeking out NGO s for funding “because they
enhance democracy” have discovered the many pitfalls of what is essen
tially politically motivated funding. It has fostered, in many instances,
shadow organizations with dubious connections to the powers-that-be;
encouraged others to re-package themselves as NGOs, often with little or
no change in motivation, methods, or personnel; and reinforced the topdown power of well-educated professionals in genuinely community
based organizations.
There is little doubt that the concerns of international donor agencies
will continue to shape the rate of N G O growth in many parts of the
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world, including die Middle East. But the experience of the past two
decades has dispelled the myth that agencies involved in the business of
providing development can dispense something called “civil society”—
akin to books, machines, or medicine. O f course, academics have debated
the precise meaning of the term civil society for many years now. The
deconstruction has been carried out within a variety of disciplinary areas,
all of them, in one way another, critical of an ahistorical, essentialist con
cept of civil society. Such critical voices emanating from academia, cou
pled with growing misgivings among development practitioners, have
eroded the certitudes of the 1980s and raised troubling questions about
the notion of governance as a project and program.
What, then, is the need for further discussion about urban governance
in the context of the Middle East? It seems to me that there are two ways
of responding to such a question. One response is to reiterate that in this
part of the world, new forms of urban governance are not the universal
panacea they are often purported to be, capable of fostering primary
development, grassroots participation, civil society, and democracy, all in
one package. But we already know this. A second response, and to my
mind a much more fruitful one, is to try to understand how NGOs shape
and are in turn shaped by the politico-cultural contexts in which they
operate, to yield variable outcomes in different cities and localities within
them. W hen couched in very general and abstract terms, generalizations
about the successes and failures of NGOs, and their goodness/badness/
complicity and so on tend to become very thin. It is only by engaging with
the particular and the specific that we can begin to explore the historically
contingent forms that NGOs assume in different social and political con
texts.
The present volume offers a series of “ethnographies of urban gover
nance” from four different Middle Eastern cities: Beirut, Cairo,
Khartoum, and Jerusalem. The recent history of these cities cannot be
divorced from the chilly winds of structural adjustment and economic
reform that have blown across the region during the past 15 years. As
Farha Ghannam emphasizes in her article, neo-liberal policies of econom
ic opening {infitah) have created new geographies of centrality and mar
ginality throughout the Middle East. To cope with the demands of the
new global economy, states have subsidized gargantuan investments in air
ports, speedways, top-level business districts, and luxury housing estates
designed to attract international business and investments. This has creat
ed global enclaves in the midst of capital cities suffering from the collapse
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of already tattered services, cutbacks in social spending, public sector lay
offs, and declining real wages— all undertaken in the name of neo-liberal
rectitude. It has also driven a wider wedge than ever before between capi
tal cities and the rest of the countryside, thus accelerating the rural-urban
drift.
It is also worth remembering that in Middle Eastern history, the oil
boom of the 1970s stands between the first efforts at import substituting
industrialization in the 1960s and the economic neo-liberalism of the
1980s and 1990s. The oil boom initially globalized the economies of the
oil exporters and fundamentally reconfigured the economic, social, as well
as the political morphology of the region. The boom in oil laid the foun
dations of a political revolution in Iran; it generated crisscrossing flows of
labor migration and workers’ remittances between the oil-rich and oil
poor countries of the region; it set the stage for the Gulf War and its after
math. Thus, the urban morphology of contemporary Middle East is as
much a product of oil-driven globalization of the 1970s, as the demands
of the new global economy in the 1990s.
Within this broader canvas, the cases of Beirut, Cairo, Jerusalem, and
Khartoum remain a study in contrasts. The detailed accounts of projects
presented in this volume offer us a glimpse of these cities from the ground
up, while simultaneously raising questions of comparability across space,
among divergent political contexts. As an urban analyst and activist work
ing on and in Istanbul, a city that is simultaneously very similar and yet
dramatically different from those discussed in this volume, I find many of
the questions raised by individual contributors highly relevant to my own
research. The narratives they provide destabilize many of our taken-forgranted conceptual categories. They also forewarn us about easy general
izations about the Middle Eastern city, based upon historical continuity of
cultural traditions, and invite rethinking in comparative perspective.
II BETWEEN AND BETWIXT SELF-HELP INITIATIVES AND GRAND PROJECTS

The range of referents implied by the phrase “non-governmental initia
tive” is remarkably wide. It includes, at one of the spectrum, autonomous
grassroots initiatives based entirely on local resources. At the other end of
the spectrum are such gigantic re-development projects as the one con
ducted by Solidere in Beirut, and which entail collaboration between
national, regional, and international agencies. The ethnographies in this
volume cover this entire range.

AFTERWORD

209

From Khartoum, Gamal Hamid provides us with examples of three
small self-help projects from different neighborhoods, each a heartwarm
ing illustration of how much small communities can accomplish on their
own. In one low-income neighborhood, young people succeeded in street
upgrading. In a second low-income neighborhood, a community center
was built through the efforts, resources, and contacts of residents. The
third case is that of an upper-income neighborhood in which most home
owners were returnees from the oil-rich Gulf states. They established an
association that succeeded in mobilizing savings and establishing social
relations with the government to obtain water and other infrastructural
services for the area. These are uplifting cases, lending credence to the
significance o f social capital that is increasingly being called upon by
international and national planning agencies to ensure sustainable
development.
However, Hamid’s account also gives rise to a host of questions. In a
city like Khartoum, plagued by the shortage of basic services such as roads,
water, or garbage collection, the limits of self-help initiatives among
neighbors and kin groups are self-evident. Where basic infrastructural
investments are in short supply, they inevitably become subject to clientalistic negotiating between central authorities and various social‘groups
differentially located in the prevailing power networks. In such a context,
the success of neighborhood initiatives is often contingent upon political
patronage, as two of Hamid’s own cases suggest. Hence, access to clientalist networks translates into social capital. More often than not, neighbor
hoods mobilize to gain a share of centralized resources through political
connections, rather than pooling communal resources for self-help. So
clientelism of the classic variety, a multiplicity of personalized networks
that link residents of specific neighborhoods to local government officials,
is as prevalent in Khartoum as in other cities of the region. What seems
missing are non-governmental initiatives at the other end of spectrum, of
the sort that have offices, funds and accounts, projects, and strategies, cel
ebrations, classes, equipment, and so on. Hamid explains that the inter
national donor community confines itself to humanitarian, life saving
projects in Sudan. Moreover, in the absence of substantial inputs by for
eign NGOs, grassroots neighborhood initiatives in Khartoum remain self
help in the literal sense of the term, unless they can gain access to state
patronage networks.
But where transnational NGOs do enter into the picture— as in the case
of Cairo— the resources and funding they provide do not automatically
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translate into “empowerment of the poor,” to use the language of donor
agencies. On the contrary, by raising the stakes involved, the presence of
foreign NGOs simultaneously reconfigures and intensifies ongoing strug
gles among powerful political actors vying for control over distribution
networks. Contemporary Cairo presents an ideal setting for exploring
such power configurations. The eclipse of Beirut due to protracted civil
war has enhanced Cairo’s regional status during the past two decades. In
tandem with Egypt’s open-door economic policies, Cairo has emerged as
a nodal point of articulation with global markets for the whole region. At
the same time, the city has become a laboratory for various poverty allevi
ation schemes, designed to redress growing income polarities and unem
ployment engendered by structural adjustment policies in the broader
economy. It is now possible to talk about an urban N G O sector in Cairo,
given the sheer number and variety of local, national, regional, and
transnational efforts to “develop” the urban poor. The assumption that
this spectacular growth represents a collective force, a countervailing
power against the dominance of the state in various institutional domains,
however, seems to be a gross oversimplification. As the articles by Samer
el-Karanshawy and Montasser Kamal suggest, the picture is fragmented,
with overlaps and rivalries among NGOs operating at various levels. More
importantly, they discuss the variety of ways in which the N G O sector has
become articulated with the state domain and hence, with prevailing
power configurations.
The strategy adopted by the two authors writing on Cairo is intriguing.
They depart from a particular site— a low-income neighborhood of Cairo
where a garbage removal project was initiated by an international N G O in
collaboration with a “local” one— to move in different directions by fol
lowing the various social-political actors involved. In so doing, they pro
vide us with an intricate picture of diverse vested interests, ranging from
city officials and prominent politicians to N G O leaders and staff, and the
multiplicity of networks that link them to the residents o f the neighbor
hood on the one hand, and to each other in rhe broader urban arena on
the other. W hat emerges from this collective enterprise is neither an
impact study of the conventional sort, nor familiar generalizations about
urban problems at large. Instead, we acquire an understanding of how
individual projects are defined and shaped through the interplay between
powerful institutional actors— a process wherein the poor, far from being
passive pawns, selectively negotiate to maximize their own immediate
benefits.
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Beginning with the project neighborhood, it is possible to follow a
series of upward links through various rungs of city administration, all the
way up to the Governorate of Cairo and the People’s Assembly of Egypt.
The trickling down of services and resources into the neighborhood is
contingent upon active bargaining strategies of residents via a multiplici
ty of mediators. Through Kamal’s description of these strategies, what ini
tially appears to be a homogeneous community (because they are poor) to
the outsider’s gaze (because it is typically middle-class) becomes remark
able for the diversity of social groups that live there. The story of Um
Hussein for instance, a resident in the neighborhood who devises alterna
tive forms of accessing resources, provides a study in ingenuity and initia
tive, one that runs counter to numerous common sense assumptions that
seem to creep up when the notion of poverty is misconstrued to refer to
“the poor” as a social and cultural category.
This picture becomes increasingly complicated through El-Karanshawy’s
account of the project itself and the network of status and power relation
ships that crystallize around it. His narrative is that of an insider, as part
of the young staff of university-educated Egyptian men and women who
organized and oversaw the initial Participatory Rapid Appraisal (PRA)
phase. He provides us with an account of compounding frustrations, as
the naivete of assuming a homogeneous community whose needs can be
assessed in a straightforward way becomes apparent, and the complexities
o f negotiating with the local population are revealed when local election
brokers, private companies with permits to collect garbage, city officials,
and the elected parliament member enter into the picture. Thus, diversi
ties of opinion and experience begin to surface between the local NG O
staff and the funding agency, the Center for Development Services, sup
ported by the Near East Foundation. In the process, the local N G O itself
is transformed into a broker in the provision of services, more interested
in enhancing its own status than in encouraging participation or power
Last but most important is the complexity of emergent linkages
between various kinds of NGOs involved in the project and their con
nections with state agencies. The geography o f linkages that ElKaranshawy outlines among various official (state), semi-official (quasi
state) and autonomous (private) organizations suggests that boundaries
among them are very fuzzy. However, Kamal points out that these dis
tinctions are paramount in people’s minds, as they negotiate them on a
daily basis as part and parcel of organizational politics. Trying to identify
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where the domain of the state ends and the domain of the NG O sector
begins seems neither possible nor particularly meaningful. On the ground,
they overlap and intertwine in ways that bring into question the familiar
polar opposition between state and civil society that underpins so much of
the current literature.
Embedded in the juxtaposition of the state and civil society is the
assumption that these are separate and distinct entities, autonomous
domains with concrete boundaries between them. When they are trans
formed into ethnographic objects of analysis, however, it becomes appar
ent that “the state” and “civil society” are discursive constructs that are dif
ficult to pinpoint and distinguish from one another empirically. Where
does the state end and civil society begin? How does one decide which
social group or phenomenon is a representation of civil society and which
is not? Can we locate a boundary between survival strategies among the
poor or everyday forms of resistance to oppression and self-help initiatives
or local mobilization at the grassroots level?
These questions arise in ethnographic rereadings of the project in Cairo.
Evidence from studies on Beirut and Jerusalem suggest that the answers
are context-bound and contingent.
I ll MULTIPLE A C TO R S/FL U ID ALLIANCES

Beirut was once considered an accident of a special type, the small and
paradoxical case of a city-state in which ethnic and religious tensions
erupted into a devastating civil war. Yet, it is no longer a shocking case
after the gruesome inventory of violence and displacement in Sarajevo,
Kabul, or Burundi. Obviously, we cannot compare either the historical
background or the immediate causal chain of events through which these
cities were drawn into civil war. However, in each case, categories of peo
ple who were living in mostly separate spheres, yet inhabiting the social
landscape of the same city, took up arms against each other. And in each
case, avid regional powers and the invisible games and agendas of super
powers were crucial ingredients in the unfolding course of conflicts, in
ways more farfetched and implausible than any conspiracy scenario out of
Hollywood. It has now become evident, amidst flashing television images
from distant corners of globe all the way from Bombay to Ulster, that
communal violence is not a feature exclusive to Middle Eastern cities. It is
also apparent that ethnic and sectarian conflicts in individual cities are not
freak accidents, but are bound with rivalries among political forces in the

AFTERWORD

2 13

national, regional, as well as the international arena. What is specific to the
Middle East, perhaps, is that it has had more than its share of such rivalries.
Taken together, the articles on Beirut and Jerusalem in this volume
offer us a glimpse of how the lives and circumstances of people living in
both cities are currently being shaped by territorial dynamics that cut
across administrative and political, internal and external regional bound
aries. Both cities bear the imprint of massive population dislocation and
displacement engendered by successive wars in the region. Among inhab
itants of these cities, multiple allegiances, rights to citizenship, and claims
to property in different urban sites and across state borders constitute the
dominant norm rather than the exception. Diaspora communities and
refugee settlements in different locations are interconnected through com
plex networks of exchange and reciprocity. The acceleration of labor flows
from the poorer to the richer countries in the region has given birth to
complementary migrant settlements in multiple locations. “Returnee
neighborhoods” of expatriate workers maintain close ties with family and
kin in their former host countries. Thriving trade opportunities between
neighboring countries with different political systems or living standards
have spawned extensive cross-border links that bypass official channels
through these multiple networks, such as the border trade between
Lebanon and Syria for example, or between Iraq and its neighbors despite
the international economic embargo. Moreover, in all major metropolises,
signs o f rapid integration into global consumer markets and commodity
networks are everywhere. New peripheries of villa estates are springing up
at a dizzying rate. Sprawling shantytowns are being transformed into pro
duction sites for piecework destined for international markets or tourist
trade, mobilizing growing numbers of women and children as flexible
labor as well as consumers. As industrial hothouses, poultry farms, and
fruit and olive tree plantations invade the countryside, the rural culture of
yesteryear, assumed to possess values different from those of the city, is
dying, if not already dead.
Older models of rural-urban migration fail to capture these new terri
torial dynamics and identitarian recompositions that are currently shaping
Middle Eastern cities. Rural exodus from an overpopulated countryside is
no longer the major driving force of change in major metropolises of the
region. Nor is it the ravages wrought by civil wars amidst factional rivalries.
Increasingly, it is the grandiose renovation plans initiated by the state elite
in their attempts to attract global capital investments and multinational
businesses, and to encourage tourism, which accounts for the ongoing
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drama of spatial dislocation and displacement in the core areas of capital
cities. Beirut is a vivid example, but certainly not the only one. The envis
aged revitalization plans for inner Cairo for instance, entail bulldozing
vast tracts of congested low-income neighborhoods that surround histori
cal monuments. In Beirut, the question of whether the Hariri govern
ment’s guiding vision of rebuilding a global metropolis, on par with Hong
Kong, London, or New York, will enable the city to regain its former glory
as the nodal point of mediation and control in regional networks of
finance and trade remains to be seen. Meanwhile, the Hariri government
and its successor aggressively pursue redevelopment plans that have trans
formed the city into a gigantic construction site.
The two ethnographies from Beirut allow us to see how the fate of indi
vidual neighborhoods in different parts of the city, and livelihood of their
residents, have become bound with ongoing construction plans. The
neighborhood discussed by Aseel Sawalha, Ayn Al-Mreisi, is one of the
older residential districts of the city, immediately adjacent to downtown
Beirut where the well-known and highly controversial Solidere project is
proceeding. Although the neighborhood in question is not directly with
in the scope of Solidere, its existing social fabric— reconstituted during the
war decades when most of the original inhabitants were forced out and
Shiites displaced from southern Lebanon moved in— is once again under
going a dramatic transformation as the externalities of the Solidere project
spill over to the surrounding areas. As the author describes it, ongoing
changes portend yet another round of dislocation and resettlement for the
majority of the residents. Real estate developers have become interested in
the area as prime location for high-rise commercial buildings, modern res
idential towers, and tourist facilities, driving land-prices sky high. The
municipality is trying to force residents to pay accumulated taxes and
debts, to retrieve confiscated property, and to impose zoning and building
codes on illegal construction built during the war. Solidere itself, organ
ized as a private consortium of regional and international investors and
developers, has already appropriated some land to build highways, with
plans to expand further. And Amal, the Shiite political party, (which built
its power base in the area as the major service provider during the war and
now finds its erstwhile political influence declining), is trying to define a
new role for itself as negotiator between the residents and powerful actors
on the scene. Any attempt to summarize the multiplicity of strategies used
by different groups of residents in the area, as they try to protect and max
imize their own interests in the interstices of these powerful forces, would
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be an injustice to the nuance of ethnographic material provided by the
researcher herself. The picture that Sawalha draws for us carefully avoids a
simplistic binary oppositions such as private/public, local/global, or
statc/civil society to show how these distinctions are blurred through shift
ing alliances between various political actors with different vested interests
and bases of power.
The second ethnography from Beirut, by Mona Harb El-Kak, focuses
on the southwestern suburbs of Beirut slated for redevelopment under the
Elyssar project. To oversimplify a complicated story, the suburbs in ques
tion are shantytown neighborhoods currently occupying the prime coastal
land south of Beirut. The Elyssar project aims to develop the coastal area
for tourism purposes— with a sports facility, a gigantic shopping mall,
hotels, and so forth— and to build a highway to link it to the new Beirut
airport. This entails demolishing vast tracts of ungainly “illegal” neigh
borhoods and relocating or compensating thousands of homeowners and
small business owners. At the time of research, the construction of the
highway was proceeding, but the public money earmarked for new hous
ing to relocate current residents had yet to be released.
Through Harb El-Kak’s richly textured account, this seemingly
straightforward story becomes increasingly complicated as she introduces
the variety of vested interests that have crystallized around the project as
it moves from the drawing board to implementation. Thus we begin to
perceive the relevance of organizational differences between Solidere as a
private agency and Elyssar as a public agency, and the significance of inter
linkages between the two projects at different levels linked through vari
ous political actors. We also begin to understand how the strategies of the
two rival Shiite political organizations in the district, Amal and Hezbollah,
become a crucial ingredient in the ongoing negotiation process as they vie
for power and legitimacy as mediators in the district, while simultaneous
ly competing for enhanced visibility and influence in the national politi
cal arena. Harb El-Kak illustrates how the ongoing negotiations between
these different political actors, with divergent stakes and agendas, entail a
covert game of maximizing “margins of uncertainty” to gain leverage in the
bargaining game.
IV A CRITICAL NOTE ON THE LANGUAGE OF GOVERNANCE

The words we use to describe cities are not mere tools for naming what is
already out there. They also create a social reality, in a symbolic sense and
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often in a practical one as well. This is also the case with the notion of gov
ernance and its associated terms— political players, bargaining, alliances,
networks, negotiation, process, action, and so forth. Through the prism of
these words, a particular social imaginary of “the urban” is created. We
begin to understand cities in terms of their prevailing diversities rather
than presumed monolithic unity, in terms of motion and movement
rather than rigid structural hierarchies. Such an understanding carries
along with it the hope that alternative future outcomes are possible, con
tingent upon political negotiation and bargaining in the present. It offers
the vision of a future in which we, as urban analysts and activists, can
potentially make a difference.
However, as Salim Tamari’s piece on Jerusalem forcefully emphasizes—
through careful choice of such words as hegemony, exclusion, disempow
erment, and disenfranchisement— the vocabulary of urban governance
also has its own inherent dangers. The tendency is to lose sight of the fact
that within the context of unequal power relations, the parameters of what
is open to bargaining and negotiation is often defined very narrowly, and
in line with the vested interests of the powerful actors in the situation.
Most of the authors in this volume carefully avoid this trap by specifying
the limits of available room for bargaining with the prevailing power con
figurations. Tamari makes it the centerpiece of his discussion on the Arab
reaction to Israeli hegemony in Jerusalem. He argues that the series of
demographic, planning, and legislative measures instituted by the Israeli
government preclude negotiation, leaving few options beyond sponta
neous and often atomized resistance and survival strategies by the Arab
population against oppression. The pessimism that pervades Tamari’s dis
cussion is obviously grounded in the experienced reality of current events
in Jerusalem. However, the analytical point he highlights is of much
broader significance— everyday forms of resistance to oppression are not
the same as “local initiative.” He posits that survival tactics based upon
circumvention, obstruction, or delay do not amount to a coherent politi
cal strategy, even when they elicit short-term compromises. O f course, we
already know this, but we are often seduced into forgetting by the very
language of urban governance. In this sense, Tamari’s piece makes an
important theoretical intervention, one that is relevant in many ways for
those involved or interested in ethnographic research on Middle Eastern
cities.
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V RETHINKING MIDDLE EASTERN CITIES

Scholarly research and writing on cities in different regions of the world—
say in Latin America, Central Africa, or the Middle East— each have their
distinctive motifs and underpinning narratives. Much of the writing on
Middle Eastern cities continues to be informed by two distinctive narra
tives that intertwine in predictable ways to lend shape and coherence to
the modalities of what goes under the name of “urban studies” in the
region. There is, on the one hand, the Middle Eastern city of historical
longevity and unchanging cultural essence, the very embodiment of the
ancient civilization of Islam. Blended in the mind with visual images of
historical monuments reproduced in tourist brochures, this scholarly
account acquires the potency of common sense. The Middle Eastern city
becomes indelibly marked with “a rich and enduring cultural heritage,”
obviating such questions as Whose heritage? Which past? or even, What
city? Then there is a second scholarly narrative, once again infused with
elements of the popular through news sound bytes on television. Here the
emphasis is upon the lack of a democratic tradition in the Middle Eastern
cities— the weakness of civil society that could act as a bulwark against the
state that would amass excessive power, state institutions that cater not to
citizens but to clients and stifle the initiatives of the poor and the mar
ginalized where the impulses toward civil society lie, and so forth.
The ways these two narratives interact with or bounce off one another,
in their numerous variants, hardly requires belaboring. Together, they
amount to an embarrassment of cliches. Yet it is difficult to dismiss such
cliches as vestiges of Orientalism, already deconstructed, criticized, and
relegated to the graveyard of ideas. Because they offer, through a potent
fusion the scholarly and the popular, common sense explanations (in the
Gramchian sense of the term) for a seemingly bewildering abundance of
observations, lived events, and research findings on Middle Eastern cities.
It is thus always possible to piece together the rich-but-fragmented ethno
graphic materials presented in this volume into a coherent whole by
invoking familiar narratives, allowing the reader’s social imagination to fill
in the gaps.
But for those of us working on and in Middle Eastern cities, and hence
attuned to the veritable minefield of cliches that plague urban studies in
the region, the temptation resides in the opposite direction. It becomes
very tempting to try to knock down prevailing cliches by engaging in
reverse-Orientalism, either by subsuming traditional solidarities and
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primordial bonds under the aegis of civil society (and hence ignoring their
inequities), or by rejecting the validity of the notion of civil society as
emanating from a hypothesized West and imposed upon the Rest (and
hence letting the state off the hook). To yield to such a temptation would
be most unfortunate. For the current discourse on civil society in the
Middle East, as in most parts of the post-colonial world, has its roots in a
general disenchantment with state practices that compound existing social
injustices. It has to do with the options now available to citizens to exert
pressure upon the state to distribute available resources more equitably
and become politically answerable to its citizens. So to engage in reverseOrientalism, its salutary effect of enhancing self-respect notwithstanding,
is tantamount to a chauvinist justification of the status quo.
The task that stands before us now is how to open up the conceptualmoral terrain of ongoing debate by moving beyond a presumed binary
opposition between the state, as the site of coercion, and civil society, as
the site of self-sustaining grassroots opposition. That is, instead of debat
ing the civic/uncivic nature of the Middle Eastern societies and their cities,
we must challenge the conceptual ground upon which this debate is
based— an artificial polarity between civil society and the state as inde
pendent of and opposed to one another. It is only by examining how they
intertwine in the complexity of experienced reality, in historically contin
gent and variable ways, that we can begin to grapple with the political
issues at stake. The ethnographies of urban governance in this volume take
an important step in this direction.

