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Workshop abstract 

The workshop seeks to investigate the meanings and dynamics of contemporary nationalism in the 
Middle East and North Africa. In particular, the proliferation of novel definitions, forms and 
expressions of nationalism will be interrogated within a framework that pays particular attention to 
changing global contexts, the rise of competing ideologies and identities, and the deployment of 
nationalism as a survival mechanism for regimes and ruling elites in well-established nation-states. 
The workshop takes the struggle against formal colonial rule as a key moment in shaping the 
development of nationalism in the region. There is no doubt that the histories of such struggle and the 
quest to maintain political and economic sovereignty, continue to inform the present. However, it is 
also obvious that the era of globalization is affecting the discourse and practice of nationalism in 
critical ways. The increasing fluidity and loosening of economic and cultural boundaries is creating 
new dynamics and challenges, which have direct impact on the definition and representation of 
contemporary nationalism in the Middle East and North Africa. 
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Workshop description 

Interest in nationalism in scholarly literature witnessed a revival in the 1990s after the collapse of the 
Soviet Union and the burgeoning of other major political and economic shifts that shaped the global 
world order (Gellner 1994; Calhoun 1997; Anderson 1992). In this literature, the argument is 
marshaled that periods of destabilization and transformations in the international world order give 
impetus to new forms of nationalism, alternative pretexts for citizenship and, in general, to the 
potency of nationalist identity claims as a basis for mobilization (Delanty & O’Mahony 2002:144-5). 
In the last two decades, in particular, the world has witnessed a widespread revival of new projects of 
nationalism whose principles remain the same despite changes in the content of their symbols and the 
languages in which they are articulated. 

The globalisation of many of the conditions of social existence, and the unsettling of previously 
taken-for-granted boundaries – such as the nation-state and national consensus – has been paralleled 
by a distinctive current, which seeks to create boundaries for new categories or reinforce existing 
ones (Featherstone 1990, Malkki 1994). The worldwide emergence and resurgence of ethnic and 
nationalist trends, the escalating contests over citizenship, and the spread of politics of identity testify 
to this current. The move towards creating and reinforcing specificity is ironically universal, and the 
Middle East and North Africa are no exception. In fact, recent events in the region – ranging from the 
dynamics occasioning the invasion of Iraq, Turkey’s negotiations to join the EU, the rise of Gulf 
States as major players on the world economy, the escalation of the crisis in Palestine, the civil wars 
in the Sudan, among others – as well as those implicating Middle East and North African immigrants 
abroad (as the riots in France bespeak) render the region an optimal locus of analysis. 

While most recent studies focus on nationalism as a project for state building along ethnic and 
religious lines, or on the plight of nations without states, few works look at the utilization of 
nationalist discourse as a strategy for survival and reproduction of already well-established nation 
states. The political elites of such states, especially post-colonial states, are often able to appeal to 
nationalism to solve crises of state legitimacy or to advance their own social and economic interests 
particularly during periods of major destabilization (Chatterjee 1993; Mamdani 1996). 
Simultaneously, social movements and groups who contest the legitimacy of state institutions more 
often than not deploy the nation as a key social imaginary in challenging contemporary distribution of 
power relations and resources. However, this ability to manipulate nationalism as an ideology would 
not be possible without an ongoing stratagem of ‘flagging’ the nation in the everyday life of the 
citizenry, in the words of Billing (1995). Billing introduced the term ‘banal nationalism’ to describe 
the various ways in which a sense of nationalism and patriotism is installed in the minds of ordinary 
citizens. Keeping this sense of nationalism constantly stirring makes it possible for ruling elites as 
well as their opponents to call on the construct of the nation as a key symbol in moments of waning 
legitimacy and as a force for social justice and social change. 

This workshop seeks to investigate the various expressions, dynamics and meanings of contemporary 
nationalism in the Middle East and North Africa, asking specifically how they are reconstituted 
decades after the struggle for independence and in the wake of so-called era of globalisation. In the 
last few decades, it has become obvious that globalisation is affecting the shape, discourse and 
practice of nationalism in substantial ways. The increasing fluidity and loosening of economic and 
cultural boundaries is creating new dynamics and challenges that have direct impact on the definition 
and representation of nationalism. There are several manifestations of nationalistic discourses and 
practices, which are often contested among various socio-political groups each seeking to impose its 
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own vision of what the imagined community of nation is about, what its basic norms are, and who 
qualifies as its eligible members. In these processes of the reconstruction of national identity, 
nationalism is becoming an increasingly all-encompassing project to the point of – sometimes – 
turning into an instrument of repression and intimidation. 
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Potential themes and participants 

The workshop seeks papers that address the following themes: 
• Civil society and nationalism 
• Spatial productions of the nation and contests thereof  
• Language, discourse and nationalism 
• Education, schooling and the production of the nation 
• Nationalism, citizenship, and the legal system 
• States, elites and the politics of survival 
• Culture and artistic production: glorification and parodying the nation 
• Kinship and the nation: metaphors, symbols and rituals 
• Competing and/or alternative ideologies and systems of identity: religious, ethnic, racialized, 

regional 
• Middle East nationalism in comparative perspectives 
• Transnationalism, migration and dynamics of citizenship and nationhood 
• History, Memory and the Production of the Nation 
• Nationalism and the End of Empire 
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• Nationalism in the age of flexible capitalism 
• Civil war, refugees and diasporas in the politics of nationalism 

We invite scholars and researchers from a wide range of disciplines (Political Science, History, 
Anthropology, Sociology, Socio-Linguistics, Art, Art History, and Cultural Studies) to contribute to 
the above themes and other related issues. We welcome contributions that enhance the scholarship on 
nationalism and its new manifestations as well as the diverse spaces of its expression. Theoretical 
research on nationalism, its durability and its transformation are welcomed as well as research 
focused on empirical case studies. We strongly encourage, however, that case studies be located and 
discussed within a larger conceptual framework and attempt to contribute to the theoretical 
development of the field of nationalism. 

Directors’ individual paper abstracts 

The Nationalization of the Human Rights Debate in Egypt 

Maha Abdelrahman 

The study of nationalism in Egypt has often focused on Arab Nationalism and its relevance to the 
post-colonial state building process. The current article shifts the focus to the Egyptian State’s 
strategic use of nationalism as a mechanism for survival and for shoring up its failing legitimacy. In 
particular, the case of the human rights debate is chosen to show the regime’s most recent attempt to 
‘nationalize’ a rising movement, which promotes universalism and poses the threat of challenging the 
notion of the nation’s homogeneity. By misrepresenting human rights organizations as mouthpieces 
of Western imperialist powers, the regime has managed to create an image of these organisations as 
posing a threat to Egypt’s national security and undermining its international ‘reputation’. More 
recently, however, the State has refined its discourse on human rights by promoting an image 
whereby it is the ‘official agent’ of a more nationalistically defined human rights movement. 

 

 

Appropriating Whose Nation? The Struggle over Meaning 

Hanan Sabea 

Have the ruling elites in the so-called Third World been successful in appropriating and fixing the 
meaning of the nation at the turn of the 21st century? Taking the recent scholarship on shifts in forms 
and expressions of nationalism in post-colonial states as a point of departure, this paper focuses on the 
multiplicity and contradictions that underlie the meaning of the nation in the age of neo-liberalism. 
My interest lies in placing debates concerning the nation in Egypt in a comparative perspective that is 
informed by post-colonial and post-socialist scholarship in Africa and Eastern Europe. If 1952 has 
been hailed as a watershed in recent Egyptian history, then we have to analyse how socialist-
nationalism – not solely its Arab nationalist inflection – has shaped the production of the meaning of 
the nation and shifts thereof. Based on my own research in Tanzania, East Africa, and building on 
critiques of state, nation and citizenship forwarded by post-colonial scholars, I examine the 

 8th MRM Meeting 2007 – WS 8 - Description Page 4 of 5 



limitations on the role of state and burgeoning elite in appropriating and fixing the meaning of the 
nation in Egypt. Rather than homogenization, the question of the nation connotes a universe of 
meaning that is marked by fluidity, multiplicity and contradictions. The aggressive implementation of 
neo-liberal policies – much like Eastern Europe – did not entail the withering away of a socialist ethos, 
which continues to shape the aspirations and imaginings of many of citizens and the meanings they 
attach to membership in the politico-moral community of the so-called nation. Their struggles to 
claim a place within such a community challenge the ruling elites’ attempts to fix the normative of the 
nation and the state. 
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