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past nor a casualty of modernity as described by Orientalist
conceptions of reduction and uncritical modernization discourses. The ethnographic fieldwork, carried
out in the field in Egypt, Lebanon, Jordan, Morocco and in the Arab diasporic communities in Europe
and North America from 2018 to 2024, is combined with secondary scholarship to describe the major
lines through which contemporary identity negotiation takes place. The article joins a new body of
literature that focuses on Arab agency, heterogeneity, and reflexivity in articulations of cultural change,
which foregrounds Arab communities as active agents in their social transformation rather than objects
of outside forces.
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Introduction

The Arab world, a region that encompasses 22 states, over 450 million people, 12 linguistic dialects,
three dominant legal traditions, and an extraordinary variety of ecological, economic and political
conditions, has long been the object of analytical approaches that homogenize its differences and
conditions into one essentialized cultural entity. The prevailing approaches to the outside analysis of the
Arab world throughout the nineteenth century and even today have ignored the complexity, agency, and
historicity of Arab communities, whether they are viewed as timeless and unchanging, as in Orientalist
scholarship of that era, or as a zone of cultural resistance to democratic modernity, as in contemporary
policy discourses (Said, 1978; Abu-Lughod, 1989).

These frameworks were (and are) particularly inadequate in the light of the Arab revolutions of 2010-
2012 and the divergent political trajectories that emerged from them. The same region resulted in very
divergent political outcomes: democratic transition in Tunisia, civil war and standstill in Syria and Libya,
military restoration in Egypt and monarchical reform in Morocco and Jordan. These differences are not
due to a uniform Arab culture; they require a conceptual framework that is sensitive to local, contingent,
and contested aspects of cultural life (Bayat, 2013). This article, which addresses this analytical need,
outlines a multi-sited anthropological investigation into cultural identity formation and social change in
the context of three dimensions of social life that buttress the reality of contemporary Arab cultural
experience.

The first dimension is 'youth identity in urban contexts' in an age of digital connectiveness and economic
precarity. The structural context for Arab youth — those aged 15-34, which represent about 30% of the
Arab population — in their quest for identity formation is unprecedented: high educational attainment
alongside the acute lack of employment opportunities; global cultural exposure via digital platforms,
alongside limited political expression; and strong familial and community belonging, alongside
aspirational individualism (United Nations Population Fund, 2022). The second-dimension deals with
the renegotiation of gender roles in post-uprising societies and focuses on the experiences of Arab
women whose participation in the public sphere during the uprisings of 1991 disrupted the often-
dominant script of what Arab women were supposed to do without leading to either simple or lasting
gains in gender equality. The third dimension of Arab identity is diasporic, which explores the Arab
communities in Europe and North America, where cultural identity is defined, sustained, and transmitted
across generations and in dialogue with the host society's cultures.

The article is organized as follows: In section 2, the theoretical aspects are summarized. Section 3
discusses urban youth identity and Digital modernity. Section 4 analyses gender roles and social change.
Diasporic Arab identity is discussed in section 5. In section 6, a synthesis is offered and a conceptual
framework for analyzing Arab cultural identity is suggested. Section 7 ends with suggestions for future
research.

Theoretical Framework

This chapter examines how culture is negotiated as a process of construction and deconstruction.
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Since the mid-twentieth century, there has been considerable theoretical evolution in anthropological
theories of cultural identity,as they have broken away from the essentialist approaches that previously
prevailed. This article draws its theoretical orientation from the emergent shift from culture-as-bounded-
entity to culture-as-process, which has been encapsulated in the work of Clifford and Marcus (1986),
Appadurai (1996) and Hall (1990). In this sense, cultural identity is not a fixed legacy handed down
from one generation to another, but a process of meaning-making that is continuous, contested and
variable according to context, in which individual and collective actors articulate who they are in relation
to others (including closely held Other—the one of the colonial/postcolonial encounter).

Hall's (1990) differentiation of two conceptions of cultural identity is very fruitful for the Arab context.
The first imagines the concept of cultural identity as a shared culture — a solid, coherent, enduring "one
true self" that is encased within numerous other, more superficial, or manipulatively constructed selves.
The second imagines that identity is something that happens to you, not something that you are, that is
fluid, mutable and open to the ongoing process of history, culture and power. That cultural identity can
be grasped with a second understanding, as dynamic formation rooted in deep historical and religious
identity as well as continually re-negotiated in relation to the social forces of the day, is the best way to
understand Arab cultural identity, this article argues.

Religion and Secularism in Modernity and the Postcolonial Condition

Any attempt to analyses the identity of the Arab people must take the issue of Islam, its cultural, moral
and political role in Arab social life, seriously. The anthropology of Islam has come a long way from the
functionalist and scripturalist approaches of the past to the consideration of the lived, embodied and
heterodox aspects of Islamic practice (Asad, 1986; Mahmood, 2005). This ethnographic study of the
women's piety movement in Egypt highlights the flaws of liberal conceptions of Islamic practice in terms
of individual autonomy and resistance, while illustrating how piety can be an ethics of self-cultivation
that neither adheres to nor challenges the secular liberal norm but rather exists in an entirely alternate
moral landscape.

The cultural identity negotiations take place in the postcolonial framework of Arab societies, which were
influenced by Ottoman administration, European colonization, Cold War geopolitics, and the current
economic and cultural imperialism. Postcolonial theory (Bhabha, 1994; Spivak, 1988) emphasizes the
hybrid, ambivalent nature of identifications that take place at the intersection of colonial and native
cultural systems, as well as the non-reducibility of hybridity to either pure tradition or single
assimilation. For Arabs, the postcolonial condition refers to the dual processes of asserting cultural
differences and embodying the global modernity; a dialectic that structures much of modern Arab
cultural life.
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The establishment of urban youth identity and digital modernity.
The Structural Context of Arab Youth

The social status of the Arab youth is a paradoxical one. They are one of the most educated generations
in the history of the Arab world, as the rate of tertiary education enrolment in the Arab world doubled
from 22% in 2000 to 41% in 2022, and among the 22 Arab countries, female tertiary education enrolment
surpassed male in 14 countries (UNESCO, 2023). But their qualifications are not welcomed by the
labour markets, where youth unemployment averaged 25% across the Arab region and reached 40-45%
in some countries, such as Libya, Yemen and Palestine, and is often 10-15 percentage points higher for
girls and women than for boys and men (International Labour Organization, 2023). This means that
educational aspiration and economic opportunity are poorly matched, which creates a situation of what
Honwana (2012) terms ‘waithood' — a prolonged adolescence in which marriage and parenthood are
delayed, and social mobility is frustrated.

Fieldwork in Cairo, Amman, Beirut, and Casablanca from 2020-2023 suggests that urbanised Arab
youth experience waithood through a mix of creative re-appropriations, community-building through
digital culture, and the selective use of global and local cultural repertoires. The young people in Egypt
who participate in the gig economy have a unique Arabic word for their situation:

That which is ta'aleeq (suspension) and which is also a generational identity, rather than an individual
failure. Digital connectivity is a structural feature that enables young people's ability to build extensive
networks of peer solidarity through the use of messaging platforms such as WhatsApp, Instagram, and
TikTok, which foster emotional support, sharing, and a sense of belonging and generational solidarity
that surpass the boundaries of local communities (Ghannam, 2022).

Digital Culture and Identity Hybridization is a new course.

The digital platforms have become primary locations of Arab youth identity formation, and the cultural
productions that arise from the digital platforms defy easy categorization as either traditional or modern,
local or global. As part of this process, the young Arab creators on TikTok and YouTube have created
their own aesthetic and linguistic styles, which are a mash-up of classical Arabic, colloquial dialect,
English, French and internet vernaculars, forming hybrid cultural identities that are not comprehensible
to traditionalist and liberal modernist discourses (Wheeler, 2006). Memes, for instance, that pair the
Quranic verses with social commentary from today; hijab with street style; and music, in which the
traditional magam scales are layered over electronic beats; are not a sign of cultural confusion but rather
of savvy bricolage: novel recombination’s of available cultural material, expressed in the service of a
new identity formation.

This digital identity work is far from a smooth process. Global algorithms systematically undervalue
Arabic language content and force Arab young creatives to code switch to English and adopt aesthetics
that are geared for western consumption. The outcome of this, Kraidy (2010) has argued, is a type of
cultural hybridization which is asymmetrically negotiated: Arab youth cultural producers relate to global
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platforms in ways defined by the platform's majority Westernly configured recommendations systems,
resulting in a hybridization dynamic defined by structural power inequalities as well as creative agency.
The Enlarged Brotherhood is a vehicle for reinforcing the importance of political identity and for
educating the post-uprising generation.

The generation of those who came of age in and after the 2011 Arab uprisings have a unique political
identity position. They have experienced collective action on a massive scale, and have seen the hopes
that were pinned on that action largely fall through, and show a complex engagement with politics by
what Bayat (2013) refers to as "post-Islamism" and "everyday resistance": a retreat from formal political
engagement and an affirmation of cultural and social claims in everyday life. In 2022, young Tunisians
gave accounts of a generalized disillusionment with political parties, and at the same time expressed
their firm commitments to the principles of dignity, social justice and freedom that inspired the uprising
of 2011, principles that they are now seeking to embody in their artistic work, their engagement with
civil society and their transnational connections. (Ben Hassen, 2023)

Gender roles and social change in the post-uprising Arab societies.
Social Studies Achievement of Women Students

A significant aspect of the Arab revolts in 2011 that received a lot of commentary from both local and
foreign news, was the presence of women in public in the revolts. Photos of female demonstrators in
Tahrir Square, Cairo, Avenue Habib Bourguiba, Tunis and Change Square, Sana'a, which were sent all
over the world are a testament to the transformative nature of their protests, directed against Arab
patriarchal norms. It's been a more intricate and less clear situation that emerged during anthropological
fieldwork, after the uprisings. Women's political involvement in the uprisings was real and significant
but was not directly reflected in lasting changes in gender norms, laws and institutions in most countries
(Hafez, 2019).

The harassment and violence women faced in public places in Egypt worsened, with sexual assault being
used systematically as a counter-mobilization tactic, and a sharp decline across the country in legal
protections and institutional representation for women, under successive post-uprising governments.
Farida Hafez, an Egyptian feminist anthropologist, (2019) characterized this as “gender-based counter-
revolution”, in that inscription of patriarchal norms is the very response to the threat that the participation
of women, in the act of uprising, made to the patriarchal norms. The post-2011 period in Tunisia,
however, did yield a significant legal reform in 2017 — one that has never been implemented in other
Arab countries — whereby sons and daughters were granted equal rights in inheritance. The political
context and institutional architecture clearly had a significant impact on how such mobilization of
women translated into legal change.

The Liberal frameworks of piety and agency, and their limitations.

One analytical dilemma in anthropological research on Arab woman's identities has always been the
liberal understanding of religion as opposing women's rights. It is an empirical challenge to the
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antithesis, however, since the 2011 uprisings saw such a mass of visibly pious women participating, as
did civil society activism, professional life, and the creation of content on the internet, and it continues
to be a key part of much of the Western scholarship (Mahmood, 2005). In the fieldwork undertaken in
Jordan and Morocco between 2021 and 2023, the two commitments — both religious and personal — are
not seen as conflicting but as reinforcing: religious training of ethical virtues such as patience, knowledge
and social responsibility are the source of motivation and cultural legitimacy for public presence and
career ambition of young women.

This does not mean that the relations between men and women in Arab societies are unchallenged and
that patriarchy has no impact. Fieldwork always exposes the material conditions which are imposed by
legal discrimination in inheritance, personal status law and labour regulation as well as the social costs
incurred by women who violate the gender norms in their communities. The analytical point is that the
agency of Arab women is comprehensible only in the context of their particular moral and cultural
landscapes, and an anthropology that is adequate to their experience must be able to work with these
landscapes as they are sensed and not impose an outsider's (liberal) moral and cultural frame on them
(Abu-Lughod, 2013).

In the field of Arab societies, gender and social change research has tended to be gender-centered,
resulting in a lack of anthropological research on Arab men and their current changes. The conditions
that can lead to "waithood" for Arab youth — unemployment, delayed family formation, and economic
dependence — are especially harsh on Arab men closely associated with their social identity and cultural
significance with the role of provider (Connell, 1995; Ghannam, 2013). In Egypt and Morocco, there is
a general account of the experience of young men on the one hand.

haybat al-rijula (crisis of manhood): a lack of social stages of manhood (employment, marriage, head of
household), that were reached at the same age by their fathers' generation. This crisis generates non-
uniform reactions: some young men withdraw from conservative religious settings and construct other
masculinities that offer them alternative values; others agree on more equal intra-house relations with
educated female bed holders; others, internal or external, move in search for economic conditions more
favorable to traditional life projects of men (Ghannam, 2013).

In this section, the authors examine diasporic Arab identity, its transmission and hybridization.

The Art of Calligraphy in Islamic Art

The Arab population is large and spread across. About 17 million individuals of Arab descent reside
outside of the Arab world, the largest numbers of which are in France (around 4 million), the United
States (3.7 million) and Germany (1 million), while in Brazil, the figure is 12 million for those of
Lebanese origin (across generations) and in Australia 500,000. These communities are very
heterogeneous in terms of the class profile, generational makeup and country of origin, as well as legal
status and tie to the host society that leads to a great diversity in diasporic identity formation (Fargues,
2017). What these multiplicities have in common is the experience of being a hyphenated identity — the
negotiation of belonging to two or more cultural and national frames at once.
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The term diaspora has been theorized in a number of ways that are applicable to the Arab experience.
Based on Cohen's (1997) typology of diasporas, it is possible to identify five types of diasporas which
are produced by forced displacement, economic migration, trade, imperialism and culture. The Arab
diaspora is a mix of various diasporas: The Syrian, Palestinian, Iraqi, Libyan and Yemeni refugee and
asylum communities, the long-established labour migration communities and those with elite
professions. Such a variety of migration experiences creates variations in the strength and nature of
homeland orientations, collective memory and political identification among members of diasporic
communities.

Second-Generation Identity Negotiations

The most complicated identity dynamics are seen within the second generation Arab diaspora (those
born or raised in host societies and who are forced to deal with identity formation between cultural
expectations from family and community of origin, and social norms and opportunities in host societies
in which they have lived). This research conducted across the UK (London), France (Paris) and the USA
(Detroit) over the last four years in the community of second-generation Arabs, uncovers consistent
patterns of negotiating identity, which defy easy assimilation or retention stories.

Members of the second generation (Vertovec, 2009) create "transnational social fields" that cut across
geopolitical divisions and link the country of settlement to the country of origin, through various social
practices, networks of relationships and identities. Such transnational social fields are sustained by the
remittances, the consumption of Arabic-language media, participation in Arabic-language schools,
cultural associations, and mosques, and by family visits. The intensity of the transnational social fields'
participation is also quite different based on the gender, class, religiosity, and the situation in the country
of origin: Palestinian and Syrian diasporic communities, the homes of which have been characterized by
displacement and conflict, tend to experience higher intensities of homeland orientation and collective
identity than communities from more politically stable origins (Al-Ali & Koser, 2002).

Islamophobia, Racialization and Identity Politicization

The security contexts of Europe following 9/11 and 2015 have radically altered the post-9/11 and post-
2015 security contexts in which Arab diasporic identity is negotiated in the security context of Western
host societies. The extent to which Arab and Muslim identity has been racialised, whereby Arab ethnic
identity and Islamic religious practice are equated with a security threat and cultural incompatibility and
demographic threat in Europe and North America (Bayoumi, 2008; Zemni, 2011) has led to a strong
politicization of Arab diasporic identity. Experiences of discrimination, surveillance and cultural
stigmatization often reinforce and strengthen rather than dilute identification with Arab and Muslim
identity, leading to what has been termed "reactive ethnicity", as identity with ethnic and religious groups
increases when they are faced with external stigmatization.

This reactive ethnicity is no monolithic block of people. In western contexts, second generation Arab
diasporans express various political identities as a result of their racialisation, ranging from secular anti-
racist politics to Islamic piety, to conservative cultural nationalism. Racialisation's structuring role in the
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construction of identity options available is consistent—whether it is the need to negotiate an 'other'
society that views Arab-Muslim identity as a problem or the absence thereof, the level of identity
consciousness and solidarity will come out different.

Table 1Key Axes of Cultural Identity Negotiation in Contemporary Arab Communities

(post-uprising)

reinscription; piety vs. liberal
feminist norms

C it . . . . . .
OCH(:IIIltlel)I(li Y Primary Identity Tension Key Analytical Concept | Observed Resolution Strategies
| Ehton o+ S| o, | St
Youth precarity; global eXposure vs. 2012); digital bricolage | Precary: bybrid dig Y
belonging production
Arab Women Public agency vs. patriarchal Embodied piety Islamic ethical agency;

(Mahmood, 2005);
gender counter-revolution

professional piety; selective
legal reform engagement

Provider masculinity vs. structural

Religious reframing; negotiated

(1st generation)

society integration; cultural
transmission vs. adaptation

Arab Men . . Haybat al-rijula; .
unemployment; traditional authority C partnership; internal or
(youth) L ) masculinity in crisis . . L
vs. egalitarian partnership international migration
. . Community institution-
. Homeland orientation vs. host . . o >
Arab Diaspora Transnational social building; selective cultural

fields (Vertovec, 2009)

retention; digital homeland
connection

Arab Diaspora
(2nd generation)

Hyphenated identity; racialisation;
generational cultural gap

Reactive ethnicity;
hybridity (Bhabha, 1994)

Anti-racist activism; renewed
piety; transnational solidarity;
cultural code-switching

Note. Table synthesizes field data and theoretical frameworks from the literature reviewed. Observed
resolution strategies represent documented patterns, not universal responses.

The final step of synthesis is to define an integrated analytical framework.

This article explores three empirical dimensions: urban youth identity, gender roles and diasporic
experiences, which come together and yield a series of common analytical conclusions; collectively
these provide sketch of a unified framework for the anthropological study of Arab cultural identity in
the present day.

Firstly, Arabic cultural identity is inherently complex and multi-faceted and cannot be fully defined by
one single term. It is a regional cultural formation that produces veiled women and non-veiled women,
religious men and secular political men, people who feel a strong affinity to their homeland and people
who feel the affection towards the host society. This diversity does not manifest itself as cultural
incoherence but rather as indications of the living social formation of cultural identity, which is vital and
adaptable. Attempts to define Arab identity in one way or another, such as Islam, tribalism, patriarchy
or resistance, ignore this heterogeneity in a systematic manner (Abu-Lughod, 1989).
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Second, as far as cultural identity is concerned, Arabs are never "one" without some reference to power.
There are fields of power in which identity negotiation takes place, such as the colonial legacy, the
structural position in the global political economy of Arab economies, the racialisation of Arab-Muslim
identity in western contexts, and the authoritarian structures of many Arab States. Personal and/or
cultural identity options are influenced by structural constraints, which can make some options possible
and others difficult or even impossible. Thus, a structural analysis of power cannot be the substitute for
the study of cultural identities, it can only be a complement to it (Said, 1978; Spivak, 1988).

Thirdly, Arab cultural identity encompasses and withstands the world. Globalisation, digital connectivity
and transnational migration do not result in a homogenisation towards a western liberal norm; they are
resources and new audiences for the production of creative hybrid and contextually specific identities,
which draw on global cultural materials and appropriate them for the production of localised meaning.
The "glocalization" (Robertson, 1994) of cultural production, a process in which culture is globalised
and localised at the same time, better describes this phenomenon than the convergence-theories that
suggest a process of cultural homogenisation or resistance theories which give agency to the recognition
or rejection of global influence.

Fourth and lastly, anthropology of Arab cultural identity should be done by the Arabs and from the
Arabs' perspectives rather than from the outsider's point of view on Arab communities. The danger that
the Orientalist reduction which anthropological analysis is critiquing is also alive and present: that of
reproducing Orientalist views and analyses through the work of anthropology, and therefore the need
for methodological commitments to collaborative research, reflexive positioning and the foregrounding
of emic (insider) views and analytical perspectives.

Conclusion

In this article, I have suggested that the modern Arab community is not a place of traditional culture that
is ready for modernisation but a space where sophisticated, dynamic and internal cultural identity
negotiation happens. The findings for all three empirical dimensions (urban youth identity, gender roles
and diasporic experience) point to a consistent pattern of Arab people and communities actively
negotiating rather than simply accepting the circumstances of their life, and, in a situation of structural
disadvantage, crafting their own meaningful identities through the cultural, religious and social resources
available to them.

Theories for the anthropological analysis of Arab cultural identity must be able to accommodate this
dynamism: theories that can accommodate the depth of the historical and religious tradition, the creative
agency of the actors, the structuring force of the power relations, and the productivity of the outcome
heterogeneity. The synthesis outlined in Section 6, focusing on the concepts of heterogeneity, power,
glocalization and methodological reflexivity, can offer one such framework, but not as a conclusion to
any analysis, but as a point from which to start a discussion.
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10.

11

14.

The politics of cultural analysis of Arabs goes beyond the academic arena. Policy-making, security
measures and public narratives still tend to overlook the diversity of Arab cultures, while presenting
them as a unified, non-liberal, religiously extreme and 'civilisational Other' to the liberal West. The use
of an anthropology of empirical rigor, theoretical refinement, and ethical engagement with the people
who are its subject is not a merely academic goal but intellectual and political duty.

Future research should focus on longitudinal ethnographic study of the process of Arab youth identity
formation, comparative studies of gender legal reform and its social implementation across the Arab
jurisdictions, and multi-sited research of Arab third generation diasporic identity in the Arab world
where the community institutions of the first generation are being renegotiated and/or replaced. The
methodological ideal and the challenge of the field is cooperation between Arab-based and diaspora-
based researchers, working in a wide spectrum of Arab linguistic, national and religious settings.
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