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ABSTRACT: This document is a short summary of Life as Politics: How Ordinary People Change the Middle East by Asef Bayat, using USAID guidelines. 
LIFE AS POLITICS; HOW ORDINARY PEOPLE CHANGE THE MIDDLE EAST
By Asaf Bayat
In Life as Politics (2010, Stanford University Press), the author claims people in the Middle East, (especially poor urban citizens, youths, women and other marginalized groups) doing everyday activities (working, studying, worshipping), have the potential to change authoritarian societies. Past violent revolutions and contentious politics have radically altered countries such as France, Russia and even Iran in 1979 but these events differ from social “non-movements” (collective actions of non-collective actors) characterized by street politics in the Middle East today where citizens passively resist the state. 

· The 2005 Arab Human Development Report elicited great controversy about how to change the economic and political status quo in Middle Eastern countries. The Report included strategies implementing a “knowledge society” as well as a reconsideration of what freedom is in the political and economic context.
· The role of the poor in social change is a long-studied topic and studies find that with the urban poor seemingly redistributing social goods and opportunities and attaining autonomy whenever possible. Because of their marginal economic and political status, the poor are more effective at “quietly encroaching” upon social power, that is, infringing on property and power and using self-help.
· Middle Eastern poor use urban mass protests (1984 in Tunisia), trade unionism (especially in North Africa) and community activism (like the Palestinian Popular Organizations) to survive. Islamic social organizations have been active (ex-Hizbullah in Lebanon and Egypt’s PVOs), and thousands of ME NGOs worked in the late 1990s filling the void of the shrinking state, but many of them were paternalistic and lacked administrative capacity. 
· Contemporary Middle Eastern feminism has its roots in Iran’s 1979 Revolution in which women garnered some political power, mobility and avenues of expression (magazines). Later the Iraq conflict caused a backlash until the 1990s when women began to push back on traditional roles by playing sports, removing veils and nagging publicly (a power of presence)- a broader social non-movement that was passive and fragmented.   

· Youth movements are difficult to capture and differ from youths and young people per se. Movements as collective agents are fairly modern and usually exist in larger cities. Iran’s “Third Generation” emerged in the 1990s and utilized dating and publicly wooing, running away and having rave parties, all efforts at subversive accommodation. Egypt’s youth relied on internet escapism, alcohol and premarital sex or informal marriages (urfi) in a passive revolution, epitomized largely by the April 6, 2008 Movement.
· The Islamic State and religion historically have not been conducive to fun (ad hoc, non-routine and joyful pursuits either publically or privately) but pleasure is conceptualized in a pious, mystical context that emphasizes sacrifice and prioritizes the group/society over individual needs. The expression of joy or fun counters a doctrinal concern focused on using moral or political authority to promote greater historical/political objectives. Islamic leaders, like the French Jacobins and Soviet Bolsheviks, resist what they see as frivolous because it detracts from their own political or moral authority.
· “Street revolutions” have been prevalent the last few years, in Teheran, Cairo and in Istanbul,  reflecting the spatiality of discontents (how particular spatial forms shape, galvanize and accommodate insurgent sentiments). Street revolutions are often successful because streets contain space where a crowd can easily assemble and flee. Streets have a significant historical or symbolic element, they allow mass transit to and from important places in a city (unlike a slum area), are flexible and hold a distinct sociality (info from events there can be passed on to people outside the country via press or foreigners).
· Islamism is the ideologies and movements that aim to establish an “Islamic order” (states, codes, laws) and vary from being gradualist (Muslim Brotherhood) to extreme (al-Gama al-Islamiyya) in Egypt, and finally Jihadist (which is transnational). Islamist movements frequently exist in areas of the urban poor but that does not mean all urban poor are Islamist. The poor, in fact, live outside the boundaries of the state and formal religious laws, and rarely can afford to practice extremism. They instead prefer more calculated strategies to survive. 
· Cosmopolitanism is both a social condition and a social project that opposes communalism and is a humanistic endeavor. Egypt’s Coptic Christians demonstrate how a unique group can survive under repressive historical circumstances. Christian and Muslims share living conditions and experiences while preserving important identity traits (the Shubra part of Cairo). A “distanciated”, collective community of Copts exists in the minds of members despite whatever physical space is shared with those outside the community.
· The Arab Street is an expression of street politics plus the “political street” or the collective sensibilities, shared feelings and public judgment of ordinary people in their day-to-day utterances and practices in Arab countries. Street politics is the forum of the conflict between the state and the people over use of public space. After years of slumber, the 2002 American Campaign on Terror and Israeli actions against Palestinians revived street discourse with protests in Damascus, Rabat and Cairo, resulting in grassroots charity projects and boycotts against certain products and creation of new ones (ZamZam Cola).
· Today’s age of heightened social and political change may translate into diffused sentiments and movements rather than rapid and total political revolution (the socialist Arab revolts of the 1950-60s). Modern revolutions are the outcome of collective contention, moral and material leading to action within a nation-state. Middle Eastern revolutions contain both “modern” and traditional aspects in that new groups like women and youth mobilize via ICT but are constrained by old patriarchal or Islamic (i.e. Iran) political systems. The educated middle classes are leading the call to change in the ME due to perceived deprivations of material/social status. The poor must seek change via quiet encroachment and ARE NOT anti-modern. Both Shi’a and Sunni Islamic writings contain elements of revolution within an ideological and moral prism.
The author concludes that Islam is not incompatible with democracy. In fact today, a Post-Islamism exists in which the ideological drive to form Islamic states evolves into a model where duties become rights, singularity becomes plurality and a focus on the future rather than the past  exists–in other words,  a marriage of Islam and democratic choice and freedom in an “alternative modernity’. Iran’s anti-regime movement represents this marriage and Egypt today reflects both Islamist and Post-Islamist movements simultaneously. Through the art of presence, the practices of active everyday people doing everyday things can counter authoritarian repression because the state’s control is very limited here (whereas the state can better repress social movements and NGOs). Peoples’ non-movements and cultural production (learning new social facts on the ground, new lifestyles, modes of thinking, behaving, being) can shape their states resulting in new societal trends, compelling the state leaders to change (as occurred in Turkey where the secular state reached a balance with the Islamic political parties and citizenry). It is the people who socialize the state in the world of post-Islamism rather than the reverse. 
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