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Introduction: The Visual in
Political Struggle

Politics in the Middle East is now seen. The image has claimed
a central place in the processes through which political dynam-
ics are communicated and experienced in the region. States, non-
state actors, oppositional groups and ordinary people are engaging
in political struggle through the image, and the media, especially the
visual media, are not only mediators in this context, they are also
political actors, deliberately using images to exert political influence.
The image is at the heart of political struggle, which has become an
endless process of images battling, reversing, erasing and replacing
other images. As Groys argues, “[t]he desire to get rid of any image
can be realized only through a new image — the image of a critique of
the image.”* Political struggle, then, is an inherently visually produc-
tive process. It is also itself visual to a large degree: It is a strug-
gle over presence, over visibility. For authoritarian states, political
power means having control over visual production and consumption.
For political oppositions, democratic representation merges with vis-
ual representation. For people, possessing political agency means
possessing the ability to be seen, not only heard.

The visual manifests itself in several forms in processes of politi-
cal struggle: as a mass media image; a digital image; a cartoon;
a piece of art; a physical space or object; an ephemeral image on
paper, a wall or another physical medium; and as a human embodi-
ment. It can also be a conceptual image, a visual idea. All those
forms merge and interact, so that it is no longer possible to look
at an image in any one form in isolation from the others. While the
visual is not new as a component of visual struggle in the Middle
East, its rise has accelerated since the attacks of September 11,
2001, so that key political moments in the last decade are mainly
remembered as images and images of images: the Twin Towers
collapsing, Osama bin Laden’s video messages, the Separation
Wall in Palestine, the toppling of the statue of Saddam Hussein in
Baghdad, Abu Ghraib, the Cedar Revolution in Lebanon, Saddam
Hussein’s execution, the mobile phone video of Imad al-Kabir, the
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Green Movement in Iran and the extraordinary visual rush that was
the Arab Spring.

The Middle East has become a site of struggle over the construc-
tion of social and political reality through competing images. In this
competition, one political actor’'s carefully self-constructed image
can be erased by a new, oppositional image. The lasting image of
bin Laden is not the video image of him giving speeches defying the
West, but the mental image of him sitting in a house in Pakistan,
smoking marijuana and watching pornography. The lasting image of
the United States’ war on Iraq is not the televised, staged image of
the toppling of the statue of Saddam Hussein in Baghdad, but the
photographs of tortured prisoners in Abu Ghraib. The lasting image
of Saddam Hussein is not that of the public monuments in Iraq which
embedded his likeness, handwriting and even blood, but the mobile
phone video of his hanging. The lasting image of Israel’s Separation
Wall is not the wall itself but Banksy’s graffiti challenging the physical
supremacy of the wall with symbolism. The lasting image of the Hosni
Mubarak era is not that of Barack Obama giving a “historic” speech
in Cairo in 2009, but of government thugs attacking peaceful protest-
ers in Tahrir Square on camel and horseback.

JERUSALE A}

wnad)

RACPE.S TOMB

September 2008.

Fig. 1. A mural by Banksy on the Separation Wall in Palest
Photo by Rich Wiles.



INTRODUCTION

This book aims to provide a snapshot of the role and dynamics of
the image in processes of political struggle in the region from the sec-
ond half of the past decade and into the present (2005 to today). It
acknowledges images as constructs infused with meanings, attributes
and projected perceptions.? As such, and although it mainly focuses on
the role of visual representations, it also alludes to the image as a men-
tal attribute.® David Morgan provides a useful definition of visual culture,
which forms the basis of this book’s analytical approach. He says,

Visual culture is what images, acts of seeing, and attendant
intellectual, emotional, and perceptual sensibilities do to
build, maintain, or transform the worlds in which people live.
The study of visual culture is the analysis and interpretation
of images and the ways of seeing (gazes) that configure the
agents, practices, conceptualities, and institutions that put
images to work.*

This book is therefore concerned with image content in a variety of
mediums, from television to the internet to street art, as well as the
political meanings and practices by individuals, states and non-state
political actors surrounding those images, be they practices of pro-
duction or perception. The book argues that to understand political
dynamics in the Middle East, one needs to take into account the role
of the image in those dynamics, and to understand image dynamics
in the Middle East, one needs to examine all those mediums and
practices simultaneously.

The argument in this book does not separate “hard politics” from
“soft politics” in its understanding of the role of the image in politics,
for those two spheres are intertwined. It also does not separate the
cultural from the political. Existing scholarship has examined the link
between culture — especially popular culture — and politics, arguing for
example that sometimes politics takes a popular cultural form (such
as in the case of politicians who are regarded as celebrities) and
that politics often incorporates elements of popular culture such as
image making and performance.® This book argues that in the Middle
East (as is elsewhere), often there is no longer a distinction between
the cultural and the political spheres; it is not just that popular cul-
ture and politics feed off each other — very often, popular culture is
politics. The image-making act can itself be a political act. As Lisa
Wedeen argues, “[p]olitics is not merely about material interests but
also about contests over the symbolic world, over the management
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and appropriation of meaning.”® It is those contests over the symbolic
world that the book aims to unearth. Focusing on case studies from
Lebanon, Iran, Egypt, Syria and Libya, the book discusses images of
and by states, political actors, artists, the media and ordinary people.
The book’s primary data has been collected mainly through trips by
the author to Lebanon, Iran, Egypt and Syria between 2005 and 2011
and commissioned photography in Libya. The book’s key argument
is that there is a “visually epistemological sense of politics” in the
Middle East that demands attention, and the book itself is a modest
effort to document some of this visual knowledge as well as analyze
its dynamics.”

Perhaps the first communication channel that comes to mind
when thinking about image politics in the Middle East is the media,
particularly after the Arab Spring. As Simon Cottle writes about this
period,

new social media and mainstream media often appear to
have performed in tandem, with social media variously act-
ing as a watchdog of state controlled national media, alert-
ing international news media to growing opposition and
dissent events and providing raw images of these for wider
dissemination. International news media, in turn, including
Al Jazeera, have distributed the flood of disturbing scenes
and reports of the uprisings now easily accessed via Google’s
YouTube and boomeranged them back into the countries con-
cerned. Mainstream newspapers and news broadcasters in
their online variants also increasingly incorporate direct links
to these new social media, effectively acting as a portal to
their updating communication flows and near live-streaming
of images direct from the protests themselves. This moving
complex of interpenetrating communication flows and their
political efficacy across the different uprisings deserves
careful documentation and comparative analysis.®

The media space of the Arab Spring was not a mere space of reme-
diation, “the representation of one medium in another,”® but a hyper-
media space, as defined by Marwan Kraidy:

Hypermedia space is a broadly defined symbolic field cre-
ated by interactions between multiple media, from micro
text-messaging to region-wide satellite broadcasting. The
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term “hypermedia” captures the technological convergence
and media saturation that characterize many contemporary
societies, while emphasizing the speed and convergence of
communication processes. The “interoperatibility of once-
discrete media. . .linked together into a single seamless web
of digital-electronic-telecommunications” (Deibert, 1997,
pp. 114-115) creates a space with many “points of access”
that are personalized, mobile, non-conspicuous and net-
worked, and therefore not easily subjected to overt social or
political control...Arab hypermedia space is constituted by
various types of communicators (citizens, consumers, activ-
ists, etc) using email, mobile telephony, text messaging,
digital cameras, electronic newspapers, and satellite televi-
sion. This space’s non-hierarchical nature invites a rethink-
ing of Arab information dynamics.®

Kraidy argues that this hypermedia space is changing the relation-
ship between states and citizens in the Arab world and blurring the
boundaries between popular culture and politics, and between pro-
ducers and consumers.'! Etling et al. echo this, highlighting that
there is now a

collision of old realities and new technologies taking place
in the Arab world, and a surprising number of elements
intertwine in them: abuse of power, legitimacy of author-
ity, the power of television, the ubiquity of video cameras,
feedback between blogs and the press, traditional vs. mod-
ern sensibilities, freedom of expression, the power of online
voices, and the scope of political arenas — local, national,
pan-Arab, pan-Muslim, global. At stake in this collision are
both the symbolic construction and the hard power of “The
Public” across the region. Notable is the seamless combina-
tion of modes of communication into a single system: face-
to-face interaction (including cattle prods), mobile phones,
television, newspapers, and multiple genres of Internet sites
(blogs, forums, chat rooms, video sharing, photo sharing,
etc.). Increasingly, these comprise an emerging networked
public sphere, in which the power of elites to control the
public agenda and bracket the range of allowable opinions
is seriously challenged.?
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The Arab Spring also went beyond this notion of hypermedia space
as it saw a central role for the physicality of people and places. Sonia
Livingstone argues that as the boundaries between interpersonal and
mass forms of communication disappear, “everything is mediated.”*3
But mediation still means that the body and the media are seen as
two separate entities, even as bodies sometimes perform for the
media. During the Arab Spring, the media were not just mediators
in social and political interactions; the media were the individuals.
Each person on the street in Tahrir Square or Daraa was an image
creator and “broadcaster” of political messages. This broadcasting
of messages, whether verbal or visual or both, did occur often using
third-party communication tools like the internet or mobile phones or
the carrying of placards, but it also occurred through performance by
the body, through visible presence, through being in a space.

Silverstone argued that “politics, like experience, can no longer
even be thought outside a media frame.”** The last decade, particu-
larly its second half, has witnessed a change in political culture in
the Middle East as this culture became more visual in form. Amin
defines political culture as “the values, norms, beliefs, sentiments
and understandings of how power and authority operate within a
particular political system. Generally, political culture sets informal
and unwritten ground rules as to how the political process is to be
performed.”*® Political culture in the Middle East is not just mediated,
it is also mediatized. Mediatization “refers to the process through
which mediated cultural products have gained importance as cultural
referents and hence contribute to the development and maintenance
of cultural communities.”*® It also refers to “both the (institutionalized
as well as technologically composed) specificity of different media
and their contents as moments of influence on other ‘fields’ or ‘sys-
tems’ of culture and society.”*” This mediatization has had three
consequences in relation to political culture. First, it has resulted in
the rise of the recognizable Middle East politician'® who is almost a
celebrity (like Hassan Nasrallah).r®* Second, it has resulted in symbol-
ism becoming an established means of conveying political messages
for states and oppositions alike (for example, through the staging of
symbolic events like pro- and anti-regime public rallies).2°

The third result is a change in the way political communication
dynamics are conceived. Traditionally, political communication the-
orists conceived of citizens as being more on the receiving end
of political communication messages, where those messages are
sent by the state through the media.?* Political communication
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theory has now moved beyond the state-citizen binary to incorpo-
rate other political actors, and beyond one-way communication to
include non-linear exchanges, yet it remains focused on the media,
mainly the mass media and later the internet, as a go-between. The
Arab Spring is a reminder of the limitation of this approach. Rami
Khouri argues that the four most important communication chan-
nels during the Egyptian January 25 Revolution were al-Jazeera,
mobile phones, mosques and public spaces, as word of mouth
worked hand in hand with digital communication.?? The process
of political communication today has therefore moved beyond the
media, especially the press and broadcasting, and has become an
all-encompassing collection of communicative processes occurring
in physical, electronic, non-electronic virtual and embodied spaces.
Television and radio broadcasts are now supplemented by internet
campaigns, staged actions in public space, the wearing of sym-
bolic attire, the production and consumption of merchandise, post-
ers and other symbolic objects. Political communication dynamics
must take into account the role of the citizen as an individual and
as an agent in all those visual processes.

States and non-state political actors also have embraced visual
processes in their image management strategies, particularly as they
struggle against political opponents in an image-saturated world.
Those image management strategies, ranging from propaganda to
public diplomacy, rely on images for legitimation (of the self) and
delegitimation (of “others”), mobilization and demobilization and
empowerment and disempowerment.?® Images, domestic and foreign
policies in the Middle East can no longer be separated; none is sim-
ply dependent on the other, they all both influence and produce one
another.?*

Authoritarian states in the Middle East are particularly reliant on
the image as a tool for “the engineering of consent.”?® Henri Lefebvre
divides oppressive societies into three levels. The first is the “repres-
sive society,” characterized by poverty and an exploitative class that
maintains its authority through ideological persuasion and compul-
sion. The second is the “over-repressive society,” which, in addition
to the above, uses language to deaden opposition, and “relies more
on the self-repression inherent in organized everyday life.”2® The third
is the “terrorist society,” where “compulsion and the illusion of free-
dom converge...In a terrorist society terror is diffuse, violence is
always latent, pressure is exerted from all sides on its members. . . ter-
ror cannot be located, for it comes from everywhere and from every
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specific thing.”?” Images testify to the progression of authoritarian
states in the Middle East to this third level, as images have become
a way in which terror is diffused. Terror is diffused through a simulta-
neous process of production and reception of images by the state.
The citizen in this kind of society is always the object of the gaze of
the state, whether physically (through human and electronic surveil-
lance) or symbolically (through the watchful eye of the leader’s image
in public and private space) or both (through being made to perform
in pro-regime spectacles).?®

Lisa Wedeen argues that this kind of state “attempts to control the
symbolic world, that is, to manipulate and manage systems of signi-
fication...official rhetoric and images operate as a form of power in
their own right, helping to reinforce obedience and sustain the condi-
tions under which regimes rule... ‘successful’ rhetoric and symbols
produce ‘legitimacy’, ‘charisma’, or ‘hegemony’ for the regime.”?® One
way in which this is done is through the aestheticization of politics
and political life.3® An example is the reliance on staged pro-regime
public rallies in places like Iran and Syria.?* Walter Benjamin argues
that mass movements are particularly suited to the eye of the cam-
era, and thus have great propaganda potential.3> The staged rallies
are a way for despotic regimes to communicate power, approval,
credibility and obedience. As Lefebvre puts it,

The signhal commands, controls behavior...and...can be
grouped in codes...thus forming systems of compulsion.
This shift to signals...involves the subjection of the senses
to compulsions and a general conditioning of everyday
life...Signals and codes provide practical systems for the
manipulation of people and things.?

Hypermedia space allows despotic regimes and rulers to extend their
control over the symbolic world into a public diplomacy message. This
dynamic was particularly seen during the Arab Spring, when state tel-
evision in Syria was keen on broadcasting footage of huge pro-regime
rallies that was directed both at the Syrians and at foreigh powers.
This reliance on the image as visual evidence is an illustration of the
belief that, in the words of American Civil War photographer Mathew
Brady, “the camera is the eye of history.”3*

Yet, as Susan Sontag reminds us, “to photograph [is] to compose.”3®
[ronically, it was Syrian president Bashar al-Assad who had once
agreed with Sontag in his criticism of the camera’s representation of
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anti-Syrian rallies in Lebanon during the Cedar Revolution in 2005, say-
ing that close camera angles made the demonstration sizes appear
larger than they were. The response by the demonstrators at the time
was to organize a huge rally in which they carried placards instructing
the television cameras to “zoom out and count.” The camera, in this
context, provides an arena “in which symbolic contests are carried
out among competing sponsors of meaning.”3® The fact of composi-
tion erases the innocence of the image, complicating the projected
images of despotic regimes even before they are received. Another
complication arises because there is a difference between projected
images and perceived images.®” As Barthes puts it, “the language
of the image is not merely the totality of utterances emitted...it is
also the totality of utterances received.”*® The images projected by
the Syrian, Libyan, Iranian, Egyptian, Tunisian and other authoritar-
ian regimes in the Middle East in recent years have been subject to
rejection and reversal by citizens who strived to reclaim a position of
political agency. And while the process of rejection and reversal did
not manage to topple the regime in Iran — not yet — it is an ongoing
process that should be taken into account when one thinks of politi-
cal struggle in Iran and other authoritarian states in the region. As
Lefebvre argues, a terrorist society “cannot maintain itself for long; it
aims at stability, consolidation, at preserving its conditions and at its
own survival, but when it reaches its ends it explodes.”3°

The Arab Spring is an example of this process of gradual visual
rejection and reversal leading to an explosion of the status quo. This
process is in turn a reminder of Manuel Castells’ conception of power
in the network society, in which he argues that “political institutions
are not the site of power any longer. The real power is the power of
instrumental flows, and cultural codes, embedded in networks.”® In
the mediatized age, Arab citizens have become part of a network
society in which cultural codes flow, and their acts of image reversal
and subversion — which, before 2011, had taken place quietly, such
as through contemporary art, and loudly, such as through movements
like Kifaya — paved the way for the Arab Spring.

The Arab Spring was itself a field in which cultural codes flowed.
The domino effect of the uprisings speaks of images as possess-
ing the potential to activate the viewer, not because they impose a
uniform meaning — images are always open to interpretation, nego-
tiation and rejection — but because the image can be an empower-
ing agent, enabling citizens to perform a meta-narrative of political
agency.** As Joel Handler puts it, “[p]rogressive forces have to act
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as if the walls will come tumbling down...this is a meta-narrative —
a construction of human nature that transcends context.”? Images
also make events more intimate and create further identification with
them for the viewer. Sontag argues that the absence of well-known
images documenting atrocities makes those atrocities seem more
remote.*® By the same token, the presence of images documenting
revolution in a neighboring country makes the concept of revolution
less remote. As Sontag puts it, “a photograph has only one language
and is destined potentially for all.”* Photographic images, whether
through still cameras or video, brought the Arab Spring closer to audi-
ences within and outside the immediate locales of the protests, act-
ing as “a means of making ‘real’ (or ‘more real’) matters that the
privileged and the mere safe might prefer to ignore.”® It is undeni-
able, then, that the visual media played a role in creating the domino
effect of uprisings during the Arab Spring. In this the media were not
mere reflectors of social change, they were also themselves media-
tors and part-creators of social change.*®

But media images were only one kind of image in the visual sphere
of the Arab Spring. They were joined by physical images of bodies
and places, in other words, physical presence. Asef Bayat argues
that the “art of presence” is about the “active use of public space by
subjects who, in the modern states, are allowed to use it only pas-
sively — through walking, driving, watching — or in other ways that the
state dictates.” Being present in public space in an “active” way
as defined by Bayat is a visual political act. This visual complexity
means that image politics in the context of the uprisings is about
images in the Arab Spring (such as protest posters and protesters
performing in public space), of the Arab Spring (such as of the pres-
ence of protesters in Tahrir Square) and produced by the Arab Spring
(such as murals in Cairo). What links all three modes is the pres-
ence of intentionality in the act of creating the visual, the inherent
acknowledgement of the potential power of the image. Images in the
Arab Spring acted as political weapons: People carried placards and
recorded videos on their mobile phones to declare political demands,
and their presence (and actions) in public space was itself a visual
political act. Images of the Arab Spring served as a visual record as
well as a catalyst for others to join the action. The images produced
by the Arab Spring are somewhat different. The Egyptian revolution,
in particular, is noted for triggering a new visual field in Egypt, that of
street art. The creation of images in public space as a way of claiming
political power and marking territory is an established mechanism;
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one only needs to think of the visual discursive space of Palestine for
a vivid illustration of this. But in Egypt under the Mubarak regime, the
authority to create an oppositional image in space, including to freely
perform this role through the body, was denied to the citizen. The
appearance of murals all over Cairo after the January 25 Revolution
is, then, a way to let the body and the art make a “permanent” state-
ment about public visibility. As Groys argues, “[a]rt and politics are
initially connected in one fundamental respect: both are realms in
which a struggle for recognition is being waged.”® Through street art,
the previously disenfranchised are waging a war of presence.

This war of presence has also led to another visual process in
Egypt and Libya, the creation of exhibitions and museums commemo-
rating the uprisings. In Egypt, an effort is being made to collect and
display artifacts from the January 25 Revolution like tear gas canis-
ters, protest signs and bullet casings at the American University in
Cairo*®, while in Libya, two exhibitions in Misrata and Benghazi in the
summer of 2011 also displayed weapons and paraphernalia as well
as specially commissioned art about the battle between the rebels
and the regime. This process of museumification can be related to
two factors. First, the museum is an example of power in the public
realm, as objects on display in a museum call attention to themselves
as important. Museums are therefore a sign of agency for citizens;
choosing what to include, what is important, is a sign of reclaiming
power in the public realm. Second, as Levi-Strauss argues, cultures
without museums “feel the threat of oblivion, of a complete loss
of historical memory.”®® Museums are a way for citizens to cement
the memories of revolution in history. What is notable about those
museums is that they mainly harbor collections of visuals. Susan
Sontag says that the act of remembering is increasingly taking on a
more visual form, becoming more about the recall of pictures rather
than of stories.®* She adds that “[i]n an era of information overload,
the photograph provides a quick way of apprehending something
and a compact form for memorizing it.”%2 The image, then, is a way
for citizens to reclaim national and popular memory from the
authoritarian state.

The embodied performances of protesters in public space, digital
images, visual art, television images and other visual forms trans-
formed the Arab Spring into a spectacle. But the Arab Spring is not
just an event experienced through established kinds of images. It
has itself crystallized the production of a new kind of image, which |
call the floating image. The face of Khaled Said, the 28-year old man
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who was killed wrongfully by the Egyptian police in 2010, is the ulti-
mate example of the floating image. Khaled Said’s face with its multi-
ple meanings, references, mediations, reincarnations and presences
illustrates how the floating image combines the characteristics of
other kinds of images. Like a floating signifier, the floating image’s
“initial meaning has been appropriated for a purpose that has no
connection to the original context of its creation.”®® Like a meta-
image, it is an image referencing other images.** Like a hyper-image,
it blurs the line between what is real and what is represented. Like a
hypermedia image®®, it floats between different nodes of representa-
tion, but unlike the hypermedia image, those nodes of representation
go beyond the media sphere, as they include “physical” representa-
tions in offline space too. The floating image is a “strong image,”
one of those images with the “ability to originate, to multiply, and to
distribute themselves...immediately and anonymously, without any
curatorial control.”®® It is in possession of agency, not needing out-
side help to be seen. It imposes its identity by the sheer fact of its
presence. The floating image, then, blends the dynamics of images
in political struggle in the Middle East with the political agency of
the region’s people. It is the ultimate product of image politics in the
Middle East.
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