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Abstract
This dissertation is an ethnographic study of the independent music scene in
Cairo, in which music producers and cultural entrepreneurs who came of age during the
2011 revolution and 2013 counterrevolution hope to constitute alternative music cultures
and markets in the neoliberal digital age under an authoritarian regime.
This media culture is in part defined by its refusal of the dominant urban middleclass social values, the values and aesthetics of the established media industry, and the
authoritarian state’s control of media cultures. Yet independent music producers do not
present their scene as a political one. Rather than confronting post-2013 authoritarianism
head-on, the producers of the independent music scene invest their hopes in
entrepreneurial practices and artistic labor that attempt to constitute an alternative media
culture beyond the ambit of the state. These independent music producers are consistently
engaged in an ongoing tug-of-war with the authoritarian state over the control of the
affect of hope. On the one hand, independent music producers’ aspirations push them to
undertake collective endeavors to create artwork, music enterprises, concert venues, and
events that expand the independent music scene. On the other hand, the arbitrary manner
in which the state has wielded its power since the 2013 counterrevolution makes it
impossible for the musicians to ever feel entirely safe from potential state interference.
This fosters a climate of uncertainty, ambivalence, and a sense of stuckedness in the lives
of independent music producers, which impedes their entrepreneurial hopes and
expansions into public life. Thus in this study I ask: How is hope mediated through the
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process of independent music production under authoritarianism in Egypt? By tracing the
ways independent music producers attempt to cultivate hope in their entrepreneurial
practices under authoritarianism in Egypt, I suggest that we can unveil a field of affective
politics, in which we can examine the formation of political imaginaries and the
structures that undergird or impede the social production of hope. And by gaining a deep
understanding of the hopes animated by the 2011 revolution, we can also examine the
thickness of independent music producers’ lives as they bear the brunt of despair under
authoritarianism in Egypt.
This research is based on thirty-three months of fieldwork in Cairo among the
musicians, studio and venue managers, cultural entrepreneurs, and fans of the
independent music scene, between 2011 and 2018. The analysis pays close attention to
the forms of labor, entrepreneurial practices, and aesthetic forms by which social actors
anticipate their futures. As such, the study is organized along three affective registers—
ambivalence, aspirations, and fantasies—which capture the journeys of the social actors
who strive to endure and practice hope in spite of the despair propagated by
authoritarianism. By bridging between affect theory and Arendtian political theory, I
explain how the spreading of affective forces of hope constitutes alternative publics
beyond the control of the state, revealing some of the factors that contribute to the crisis
and persistence of authoritarianism in Egypt.
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Preface
I began the research for this study on April 5th 2011, while winding my way
through Tahrir Square. Having participated in the events of the January 25th revolution, I
quit my job in February and started to pursue my anthropological curiosity by visiting
Tahrir Square and the downtown area periodically, until I moved to the US to start my
doctoral studies in the fall. The streets were alive with protests, strikes, public
occupations, and street performances; political discussions occurred around the clock;
and alternative social networks were taking the place of dysfunctional state institutions.
The overthrow of the Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak in 2011 kicked off a tumultuous
year in Egypt; the regime was changing, the streets were changing, and people were
changing. The 2011 revolution was not a brief flurry of activity. Rather, it was an
extended everyday experience of national, social, cultural, and political transition. It felt
like, as the anthropologist Hanan Sabea aptly put it, “a time out of time”: a chronological
crack in the modern Egyptian chronotope.
On that spring day, I witnessed several governate workers scrubbing graffiti off of
the reputable walls of the American University in Cairo on the side facing Tahrir Square.
The scene was nothing out of the ordinary, except that a different graffiti artist had also
noticed the workers and, infuriated, he decided to step in; as soon as the workers finished,
he began to draw another mural in its place. This new mural was protesting the Supreme
Council of Armed Forces (SCAF), an institution that took over the state bureaucracy after
the overthrow of Mubarak and which many protesters considered to be the shadow of
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Mubarak’s regime, and the center of the authoritarian deep state. A few passing
pedestrians stopped to berate the graffiti artist as he worked, making statements in
defense of the military, which many Egyptians considered to be an inspiration for
patriotic pride. More pedestrians started to gather and soon the crowd grew to thirty or
more people. This ad hoc group of strangers began to debate intensely about the
appropriateness of such a mural, arguing that there were other, better contenders for
mural subjects. Some members of the crowd sparred angrily with one another; others
cracked jokes and made sardonic remarks. To me, this impromptu gathering seemed
nothing short of miraculous. Growing up in Cairo, this was one of few times in my life I
witnessed what I considered to be the genesis of “a public.” This was not a kind of public
in which citizens deliberated in order to represent public opinion to the state. Departing
from the Habermasian theory of the public sphere, there was no state in this scene nor
were there political consequences, as the regime was still helpless and confused in the
few months after the revolution. Rather, this public looked more like the one imagined by
Michael Warner, like strangers exploring their affinities, commonalities, and differences,
and acting together. In response to this event, I began paying more attention to media
cultures and cultural production in Cairo, which would eventually lead me to the
independent music scene as a focal point for my field research.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Prophesies in Revolution
“The rock star is dead,” announced Moustafa Zakaria, while pointing to the same
sentence written in bold letters on the slideshow beside him. Zakaria was speaking at a
workshop entitled “Doing Business in Arts & Culture – Is it ever possible?” held in the
heart of Cairo—Tahrir Square—in December 2014 on the former Greek Campus of the
American University in Cairo. The workshop was a part of the so-called “Rise Up
Summit”: the premiere entrepreneurship conference of the year. Moustafa Zakaria—the
founder of Garad, a media production house and creative incubator—was one of three
presenters, along with Hussein Sherbini—cofounder of EPIC, a music studio and
educational center—and Assem Tag—confounder of Vent, a music venue in downtown
Cairo specializing in electronic, experimental, and alternative music. All three were
active members of the independent music scene in Egypt. There was an abundance of
hope in the room. Fellow artists, creative entrepreneurs, and producers listened
attentively as the panelists, who had each successfully established a solvent music
business, shared their experience and visions. Their stories were indicative of the broad
transformation of media cultures that was occurring in Egypt, and a set of burgeoning
aspirations that had been shaped by digital technologies, the 2011 revolution, and the
social changes precipitated by neoliberalism.
Pausing on the slide “The Rock Star is Dead,” Zakaria detailed what such a
prophecy entails:
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That ambience of the rock star who can sell a million albums in one week,
who tours everywhere, and who is loved by the masses … that’s not the future.
This process of record production doesn’t work any longer: no one buys records,
and now anyone can make music …
Artists shouldn’t aspire to be rock stars anymore … what will succeed in the
future are those artists who can relate to their audience, who can sincerely reflect
on their lives and feelings to address—not the masses—but closely affinitied fans
who will relate to and follow the artist. And the artists will need to create
institutions—an ecosystem—for this to happen, for this subculture, for artists to
reach the audience, and to create a financially solvent industry where artists can
make a living out of music …
Who is the audience of this new subculture? The young people who … like all
of us, refuse the system, the culture of their parents, the regime, the government,
and big corporates that we don’t belong to. But those youth want to be amused.
They won’t join a political movement because they have this desire of refusal.
No. They want someone to talk to them, to tell them what they feel. That is our
career as artists: to turn our shared life experience into something.
Independent music producers, like Zakaria, Tag, and Sherbini, belong to a new
youth generation that, since the 2000s, has been giving shape to independent media
cultures beyond the ambit of the state and the state-controlled mainstream media
industry. They were the heralds of a new transition in neoliberal Egypt where the state
lost control of public culture in Egypt, thereby breaking the pattern of earlier decades
during which the state, in accordance with the patrimonial postcolonial model, controlled
the levers of media production and circulation. Although alternative media cultures
emerged in the post-2011 contemporary moment, they were shaped by the wider social
transitions that had been taking place in Egypt since the turn of the century: chiefly,
neoliberal policies and the genesis of digital media, both of which facilitated the
mushrooming of new cultural spaces beyond the ambit of the state and the established
media industry. This independent music scene presents itself as an apolitical movement,
but it also reflects the culture of refusal of urban middle-class youths who, as Zakaria has
2

described them in the quote above, “refuse the system, the culture of their parents, the
regime, the government, and big corporates.” Indeed, these youths have celebrated
independent music production as the voice of the 2011 revolution, and the affects and
imaginaries of revolutionary youth movements reverberate throughout the music of the
independent music scene.
This dissertation explores the hopes of this new generation of Egyptian musicians
and entrepreneurs of the independent music scene as they navigate the resurgence of
authoritarianism between 2014 and 2017. I approach this independent music scene as a
lens to examine the effects of wider social, political, and economic transitions that have
been changing the relation between media cultures, politics, and the state in Egypt—
chiefly, the effects of neoliberalism, the rise of digital media, and the aftermath of the
2011 revolution. I suggest that we can read the political landscape in Egypt through the
analytical object of hope. Independent music producers, with their entrepreneurial hope
and their culture of refusal, provide an apt case study within which cultural revolutions
and political revolutions can be considered together. Here we can frame the social
production of hope, in apolitical spaces like the independent music scene, as an attempt
by youths to salvage hope from authoritarianism. By tracing the hopes invested in the
independent music scene, we can better understand the logic of authoritarianism as it
weighs down on everyday life, and by looking into youths’ hopes for social change, we
can glean what it is within their hopes that can catalyze revolutions against
authoritarianism.
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I propose that the entrepreneurial hope suffusing the independent music scene
provides an unrecognized and illuminating perspective on the affective experience of
living under authoritarianism. This entrepreneurial hope is neither a utopian vision that
tethers producers to an ideal future, nor a middle-class desire for stability and financial
security. Instead, it is a hope that is enacted by producers who are continuously seeking
out entrepreneurial opportunities in order to build an alternative music industry through
which they can explore their artistic potential. This study of the independent music scene
sheds light on the ways the political field in Egypt is enacted—not through the traditional
filters of discursive contestations, democratization processes, or protest movements, but
rather through the affective forces that spread in society. This study’s primary research
question lies at the conjuncture where ostensibly apolitical entrepreneurial hopes are
pitted against authoritarianism’s weight of despair: How is hope mediated through the
process of independent music production under authoritarianism in Egypt?
I define “hope” in this context as the capacity to imagine concrete possibilities
latent in the present, while anticipating future opportunities that cohere to one’s objective
reality and desires in the present. It is a kind of “affective labor” that consistently
contends with uncertain futures (Hardt 1999). Making hope, living in hope, sharing hope,
and losing that hope is the modus operandi of independent music producers. They trade
in apolitical aspirations that are nonetheless intertwined with political change.
Ethnographically, these aspirations take many different forms. We see hope at work in
the experience of the amateur musician who was inspired by the revolutionary ideals he
encountered at the Tahrir Square demonstrations and decided to quit his stable job to
4

become a professional musician and live in accordance with his newly discovered
principles. We see hope in the desires of a cultural entrepreneur who has established an
independent music studio as a space of dreams for aspiring independent musicians, and
his struggles amidst an atmosphere of uncertainty propagated by the state. We see hope in
the aspirations of the members of an independent music band to land a deal to record a
commercial musical score, despite concerns that collaborating with the mainstream media
industry could tarnish their image among their fans. By examining the ways in which the
state affects this entrepreneurial labor as it goes through cycles of aspirations and
disappointment, I aim to ethnographically illuminate the affective politics enacted under
authoritarianism.
Although independent music producers present their scene as an apolitical space,
they are engaged in an ongoing tug-of-war with the authoritarian state over the control of
the affect of hope. Independent music producers undertake collective endeavors to create
artwork, social institutions, spaces, and events that expand the independent music scene.
These efforts carve out an alternative media culture that can flourish because it is
deliberately designed to exist beyond the control of the state. However, the arbitrary
manner with which the state has wielded its power since the 2013 counterrevolution
makes it impossible for the musicians to ever feel entirely safe from potential state
interference. This fosters a climate of uncertainty, ambivalence, and a sense of
stuckedness in the lives of independent music producers, which impedes their
entrepreneurial hopes and expansions into public life. The state can maintain control over
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public life without the need for overt coercion or policing of independent music projects
by acting on the producers’ affective spaces: their senses of hope and despair.
Understanding these affective politics helps to examine the ways cultures of
refusal emerge. The independent music scene is in part defined by its refusal of the
dominant urban middle-class social values, the established media industry, and the state.
Independent music producers are urban middle-class youths who attempt to explore their
freedoms and social worlds independently from the state and established institutions.
They depart from the urban middle-class hegemonic values that valorize stability and
financial security (Schielke 2015; Winegar 2016), and jettison typical middle-class
careers in multinational corporates (de Koning 2009), to seek adventurous career
journeys in a gig economy where they can make art and collaborate with others to
express themselves. With such hopes, they embrace the entrepreneurial values promoted
by neoliberalism, like enterprising social relations, branding the self, DIY cultures,
flexible labor, creativity, and autonomy. However, they adopt this entrepreneurial ethos
not to accumulate profit, but to promote what they believe to be their artistic vision, their
personal experience, and their generation’s expressive culture. They also reject the
mainstream music industry’s fixation on revenue generation and profitable music genres
(e.g. romantic pop music). Rather, independent music producers attempt to explore and
describe youths’ everyday life in Egypt, drawing on themes of frustration, existential
crisis, unemployment, precarity, alienation, hope, etc. This attention to youths’ everyday
experiences under authoritarianism attracts youths who find in independent music
production the voices and aesthetics that express their lived experience under neoliberal
6

authoritarianism. This rowdy audience embraces vulgarity and hedonistic lifestyles and
rebels against social hegemonic values set by the older generations. The rebellious
character of the audience pits independent music producers against the authoritarian state,
which is antagonistic to any youth movements it has not vetted, and against the police
apparatus, which attempts to control public gatherings. Here, independent music
producers embrace a culture of refusal that doesn’t necessarily resist or challenge
authority, but rather attempts to move away from it (McGranahan 2016).
Another of my objectives in tracing the forces of hope in the independent music
scene is to illustrate the counterweight of despair that is imposed upon the scene (and
Egyptian society at large) by authoritarianism. Hope and despair here open an
ethnographic field upon which I can examine the effects of neoliberal and digital
transitions, as lived and experienced by a wide segment of urban middle-class Egyptians
in the twenty-first century. In a sense, independent music producers’ hopes are the effects
of state projects; it was the state itself that calculatedly inculcated an entrepreneurial
ethos among youths, subsidized the Internet, and privatized media industries during the
early 2000s as a part of its overall economic liberalization policies. These policies and
concomitant social changes were catalysts in the formation of new uncontainable media
cultures like the independent music scene. Through the independent music scene we can
see how statesmen’s abstract utopian visions become lived and embodied entrepreneurial
hopes among youths. We can also see how these youths’ entrepreneurial hopes betray the
statesmen’s utopian ideals by creating an autonomous music scene that circulates a
culture of refusal. By taking a journey into the interlinked worlds of the independent
7

music scene, the entrepreneurial projects of the Egyptian youth, and various precarious
forms of labor, I do not intend to unearth a method or hope that will emancipate Egypt
from its current thuggish military regime. Rather, by tracing the ways independent music
producers attempt to cultivate hope and manage affects in an apolitical space in Egypt, I
will show aspects of the crisis of authoritarianism and offer insights into its persistence.

1.2 Independent Music, Revolutions, and Authoritarianism
What I call the independent music scene refers to the music producers who adopt
music professional careers beyond the mainstream industry (relying on DIY music
making methods), and to the cultural entrepreneurs who establish music enterprises that
aim to produce and market those producers’ work. Different circles of this music scene
have been identified by youths with labels such as the underground music scene [ mazyka
underground ] (by audience), the alternative music scene [el mousyqa el badyla] (by antimainstream producers), and the contemporary Egyptian music [el mousyqa el masrya el
moʿasra] (by media outlets). In 2014, this amorphous music scene comprised two
generations of music producers. The first generation comprised the youths who attempted
to explore new music genres and establish independent music enterprises during the early
2000s. Those youths, whose ages ranged from 25 to 35 years old in 2014, came from the
middle and upper strata of the urban middle-class in Cairo; however, their events and
gigs flourished mainly in upper-middle-class spaces and among Cairo’s downtown avantgarde circles. The second generation comprised the young producers and entrepreneurs
who joined the scene after the 2011 revolution, when independent music started to
become more popular in Egypt. This generation comprised youths whose ages ranged
8

from 16 to 25 years old in 2014, and included more actors from the lower-middle-class
stratum who had expanded the scene beyond the elite upper-middle-class spaces.
Independent music producers’ financial incomes were seasonal and depended mainly on
the changing reputation and popularity of the music project. However, the members of an
established, popular independent music band could more or less maintain a middle-class
lifestyle. In the independent music scene, musicians, singers, and sound engineers are
usually men, nevertheless female cultural entrepreneurs constitute an important social
group in this scene. Although class and gender dynamics among the members of the
independent music scene are worthy of focused attention and research, they are beyond
my analytical focus in this study.
My approach to the independent music scene does not focus primarily on the
2011 revolution and its political aftermath. However, the 2011 revolution casts its
shadow on every page. My strategy here is to move beyond sites of protests (e.g. Tahrir
Square) and political events (like the abdication of president Mubarak in 2011) and
redirect the focus to the social transitions informing the revolution itself. Here, I follow
Hannah Arendt’s seminal work on revolutions in the modern world, which shifted
attention from conceptualizing the revolution as a change of the political order and
towards framing the revolution as a process in which people aspire for new beginnings
and new hopes for an alternative social life. The concept of the revolution, Arendt argues,
is “inextricably bound up with the notion that the course of history suddenly begins anew,
that an entirely new story, a story never known or told before, is about to unfold” (1963,
28). The emergence of the independent music scene during the first decade of the 2000s,
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its popularization after the revolutionary years of 2011, and then its stunted growth
following the resurgence of authoritarianism after the 2013 coup d’état, point to the ways
this media culture maps onto the political transitions taking place in Egypt. By parsing
the ways social actors aspire for new stories and an alternative social life in this media
culture, we also learn something about the cultural worlds of revolutions and
authoritarianism in Egypt.
The 2011 revolution against President Mohamed Hosni Mubarak’s regime in
Egypt erupted as a consequence of a series of contradictions incurred by the state’s
adoption of economic liberalization policies without political liberalization during the
transition from state-centralized socialism to a market-driven economy in the
postsocialist period of the early 1980s. When Mubarak ascended to power in 1981, he
continued to adopt the IMF-imposed neoliberal structural adjustments that his
predecessor had adopted a few years earlier. In tandem, Mubarak buttressed an
authoritarian regime with a state of emergency law decreed in 1981 (which has since
been lifted only briefly, in 2012 and 2013) and a police apparatus that kept expanding
throughout his years in power. By the early 2000s, Mubarak started to groom his son
Gamal to succeed him, and he was presented as the new liberal and modern hope for
Egypt. Gamal was brought in to further neoliberal transformations that led to the state
privatizing media industries (press, TV, radio, etc.), encouraging the information and
communications technology sectors, promoting an entrepreneurial ethos among the
youth, and enacting nominal political reforms (under western post-9/11 pressure). In spite
of this nominal liberalization (Sakr 2001; Sakr 2007; Halabi 2015), the state still
10

maintained a hard grip on public life and the mainstream media industry, just as it
successfully co-opted liberal and leftist parties, declawed the political intelligentsia, and
suppressed political Islam movements like the Muslim Brotherhood. Nevertheless, even
these partial liberalizing gestures could give rise to political transformations. With new
digital technology facilitating alternative forms of communications and mediation among
youths, new youth political movements (e.g. Kefaya in 2005, and April 6th in 2008)
started to emerge, advocating for human rights and political reforms, independently of
political Islam movements, conventional political parties, and labor movements. In the
first decade of the 2000s, these youth movements embraced the spirit of political
liberalization by demanding political freedoms, demonstrating against sweeping police
brutality, and protesting against the state’s control over public life (Herrera 2014).
The independent music scene emerged during the early 2000s with these political
transitions in the background. It was the cultural manifestation of a simmering desire for
political and public freedoms. What had been taking place in Egypt in the political realm
was expressed in seemingly apolitical music cultures by a new generation of professional
and amateur musicians who wanted to break away from the mainstream music industry’s
monopoly over music production in Egypt. This was a generation of young uppermiddle-class amateur musicians and middle-class professional music producers, who
were brought up in the late 1990s on the forms of global music made accessible through
the new technologies of the digital revolution (e.g., the Internet and satellite TV). Many,
if not the majority, of these musicians were self-taught artists who interwove eclectic
genres (e.g., hip-hop, rock, electronic, reggae) and indigenized them with Arabic lyrics.
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Still in the phase of inchoate experimentation in 2003, they reflected their everyday life
and the lifestyles of young people in their music. They explored themes of confusion,
stagnation, ambivalence, and alienation that had long been germinating among the youth
in Egypt under Mubarak’s authoritarian regime. While mainstream pop songs focused
almost exclusively on light romantic lyrical narratives (Racy 1977; Racy 1982; Frishkopf
2010; Gilman 2014), those young music producers were driven by a desire to depart from
dreary leitmotifs of romantic songs to dwell in the unnoticed minutiae of everyday life
and to express a culture of refusal. With the availability of digital, affordable means of
music production and circulation, independent music producers gestated a desire to break
away from the mainstream media industry altogether and to replace it with an
independent music industry. While youth movements during the first decade of the 2000s
demanded public freedoms, this independent music movement came to be an apolitical
counterpart that expressed a cultural revolt against the hegemonic values set by the state,
the older middle class generation, and the established media industry.
The youth movements and cultures gestating during the first decade of the 2000s
culminated in the 2011 revolution. In 2010, a new youth movement and Facebook group,
“We Are All Khalid Said,” emerged after the brutal death of a young man, Khalid Said,
in Alexandria by the hands of plainclothes policemen. What started as an anti-policetorture campaign became a leaderless and horizontal social movement that mobilized
youths to end police brutality and police control of public life in Egypt. “We Are All
Khalid Said” called for protests on January 25th (National Police Day) in Tahrir Square in
downtown Cairo, following the footsteps of the Tunisian revolution that had toppled its
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authoritarian president on January 14th. The demonstrations were set to protest police
brutality, and demanded political reforms that included the resignation of the Minister of
the Interior, the end of emergency law, and the imposition of presidential term limits for
the president. But when the protesters took to the streets, facing police violent backlash,
the movement started to garner popular support and the endorsement of the country’s
largest organized political movement: the Muslim Brotherhood. With the protests
snowballing in the face of escalated police violence, the protagonists of the revolts raised
their ceiling demanding the resignation of the president. After 18 days of thousands of
protestors encamping in Tahrir Square, deadly clashes with the police, and the
deployment of the military into the streets, Mubarak resigned as president and turned
power over to the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF). A new world seemed
to be unfolding, and although there was plenty of ambivalence implied in this transition,
there was also an abundance of hope.
During the eighteen days of the 2011 revolution, it was the leaderless, horizontal
networks of youth that organized protests, sit-ins, and clashes, against Mubarak’s police
apparatus, political intelligentsia, and military forces. This was a moment when suddenly
a swarm of young people growing up during the first decade of 2000s had finally found a
voice and a space to see each other, to act together, to negotiate their differences, and to
realize their power. Although the protesters articulated four main demands during the
revolution, “Bread, Freedom, Human Dignity, Social Justice,” these youths were still
learning the meanings of those labels, and how to organize and mobilize around political
demands. Contrary to older generations who came of age before the 1980s with an
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understanding that the state is a repressive yet benevolent apparatus, for all its social
welfare provisions, this generation of youths experienced the postsocialist state as a nonbeneficial and authoritarian behemoth. Under neoliberal authoritarianism, which slashed
public funding and social safety networks (e.g. affordable housing, education, subsidies,
and government jobs), the state had become a purely repressive and rapacious obstacle
(Herrera 2014). This was a post-ideology youth generation that lacked a radical vision for
an alternative political order, but desired autonomy from the state (Bayat 2017). And the
2011 revolutionary moment provided a stage for youths to enact their freedom, imagine a
new polity, gauge the possibilities of their personal and social dreams, and explore the
meaning of politics beyond the rules set by the authoritarian state.
There was also a parallel cultural revolution taking place in the independent music
scene. In 2011, the independent music scene began to channel the circulating culture of
refusal among youths, by expressing this spiraling sense of hope, aspiration,
ambivalence, and anticipation. Independent music producers’ lyrical narratives, which
focused on everyday life and youth experiences, had more resonance than mainstream
pop icons who couldn’t produce anything but trite patriotic nationalist songs (Gilman
2014). Independent music bands swiftly started to gain more popularity among youths,
and consequently mainstream media industries started to turn to them as the cultural
producers capable of reaching and speaking to the feelings and experiences of a new
generation of youth in Egypt. With more capital flowing into the independent music
markets and new openings in public life, many of the amateur musicians of the early
2000s generation quit their jobs to become fulltime professional music producers. A new
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generation of music bands and a younger generation of music producers and
entrepreneurs started to emerge from the middle and lower strata of the middle class,
expanding the class composition of the independent music scene. By embarking on a
professional music career in the precarious gig-economy of the independent music scene,
those urban middle-class youths were also rebelling against middle-class hegemonic
values that valorize career stability, better-paid jobs, cosmopolitan lifestyles, and
conspicuous consumption. If the 2011 revolution came to announce that “Mubark’s
regime is dead,” independent music producers also came to realize that “The Rock Star is
dead,” heralding the prophecy that an autonomous music industry was possible and that
alternative music culture could start to flourish.
Independent music producers translated the rhizomatic revolutionary momentum
of the 2011 revolts into entrepreneurial practices that valorized horizontality, flexibility,
creativity, and autonomy in order to build institutional infrastructure (e.g. venues, studios,
booking agencies) for the independent music scene. Yet, amidst the transitions of media
economies in the digital age and the post-2011 political crises, independent music
producers had to wade through the ambivalences and precarity ingrained in this liminal
moment. These entrepreneurial practices attempted to create a new market, new spaces,
and a new foundation for independent music producers, in order to mitigate the precarity
ingrained in these political and economic transitions. Entrepreneurial ethos and practices
here were less a reflection of a neoliberal market rationale and more a method for
exploring anticipated revolutionary futures at a transitional moment when a new story
was unfolding.
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This sprawling 2011 revolutionary momentum springing up in and through youth
movements across various social and cultural fields started to wane by mid-2012, due to
the influence of counterrevolutionary forces. Internecine conflict between the Muslim
Brotherhood (the most organized political group) and the SCAF started to emerge.
During the conflict, both political Islam and the military attempted to subdue youth
movements and curtail political protests and industrial actions to gain authoritarian
leverage over public life in Egypt. When the Islamist candidate Mohamed Morsi
ascended to power after winning the 2012 presidential elections, the military started to
mobilize youth movements, Mubarak’s cronies, and the poor against Morsi, who failed to
gratify youths’ political demands or to mitigate the poor’s economic demands. On June
30th 2013, massive protests that resembled those of the January 25th 2011 revolution
erupted, and were followed by a coup d’état that toppled Morsi from power. Under the
leadership of Field Marshal Abdel Fatah El Sisi, the military regime started a twopronged attack by suppressing youth movements and arresting members of Islamist
movements. By successfully garnering populist support, crushing peaceful sit-ins and
protests with ruthless violent repression, and animating mainstream media to create a cult
of personality around El Sisi, he managed to win the presidential election in March 2014
in a landslide victory. By 2015, youth political movements and the spirit of the 2011
revolution were crushed by the resuscitated vindictive authoritarianism under El Sisi.
The resurgence of authoritarianism and the severity of the backlash against youth
movements stunted the growth of the independent music scene, but didn’t kill it. The
popularity of independent music production and the new institutional arrangement that
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entrepreneurs managed to build in the four years after 2011 gave the independent music
scene a relatively reliable market and a safety net to survive. Independent music
producers returned to the apolitical façade of the pre-2011 years. However, they
maintained the same sentiment of refusal in their production, continuing to articulate the
themes of disenchantment, confusion, and ambivalence among youths. The coexistence
of neoliberal authoritarianism and independent music’s culture of refusal in the years
after 2014 provides an apt case-study in how to read cultural revolutions and political
revolutions together. And the hopes invested in the independent music scene become an
important analytic space to parse the logic of authoritarianism.

1.3 Hope and Revolutions
There is a tendency in scholarly reflections on the 2011 revolution in Egypt to
frame the people’s revolt against authoritarianism either as a form of frustration against
neoliberalism (Armbrust 2012; Winegar 2016), or as an effect of gestating hopefulness
enabled and shaped by digital media (Herrera 2014; Howard and Hussain 2013). My
intention in this study is not to counter or further develop either framework, but rather to
dissect the structures of hope that make social and political change imaginable. Instead of
reducing hope to its conventional connotation -- e.g., optimism, happiness, audacity,
perseverance, or even frivolity -- this study is a “thick description” of the experience of
hope in Egypt (Geertz 1977). This approach extends the anthropologist Samuli Schielke’s
analysis of the revolutionary transitions and hope in Egypt where he recognizes “the
frustration, anxieties, and unintended consequences that accompany them” (Schielke
2015, 3). What I call the weight of hope reflects the ways hope is accompanied with other
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negative affects (frustration, anxiety, uncertainty, etc.). The independent music scene is
caught in a double bind: a zone of apolitical entrepreneurial hopes combined with a
culture of refusal. This double bind is what makes this an ideal space for examining the
relation between hopefulness, political change, and authoritarianism.
I approach independent music producers’ aspirations with insights from Ernst
Bloch’s philosophy of hope. In his groundbreaking work, The Principle of Hope, Bloch
reexamines the phenomenology of hope by differentiating between ideological utopias
(e.g. utopian schemes promulgated by the state) and the concrete practices of hope that
excavate the possibilities latent in the present (1995[1959]). Through encyclopedic
exploration of hopefulness in the thick of life, Bloch establishes the now foundational
argument that hope is a social production. Writing from within a Marxist framework,
Bloch argues that both Freudian psychoanalysis, which focused on the unconscious, and
western liberal philosophies, which have focused on consciousness, have failed to notice
another human faculty that has the power to intuit and anticipate the future: the not-yetconscious. Bloch argues that activating this capacity by shedding the obscuring shroud of
utopian abstractions provides subjects with an anticipatory perspective that can foresee
the horizons of possibility latent in everyday life. The anticipatory perspective of the notyet-conscious, which reveals the reality of man as an unfolding possibility in concrete
life, is not merely a power of imagination: it is already “entwined with the
enthusiastically prospective act” (208).
Importing this Blochian hope to anthropology, Hirokazu Miyazaki’s seminal work
on the compensation claims of the Suvavou people of Fiji conceptualizes hope as “a
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method of knowledge” that consistently introduces a “prospective momentum” for the
accumulation of self-knowledge (2006, 26). From this conceptual framework, Miyazaki
frames hope as a method of knowing oneself and reality; it is through this method that
actors can continuously delaminate new potentials in reality. Miyazaki’s
conceptualization of hope is less about the pursuit of an abstract utopian goal or the
attainment of visions of hope than it is about understanding hope as a state of being, an
attitude, by which people embark on a journey of continuously discovering the real and
the immanent possibilities latent in concrete reality. Even when people fail to achieve
their vision of hope, the method of hope embraces emergent becomings while repeatedly
reorienting itself in anticipation of new forthcoming possibilities. According to Miyazaki,
living in hope is a way of life by which actors keep embracing and repeating an
anticipatory perspective in their social life.
Yet this Blochian rendering of hope fails to capture how social actors might fail to
find the possibilities that can bring hope. Bloch assumes that social actors have a natural,
or essential, talent for finding the potentialities in the world about which they can be
hopeful. He assumes that people can sustain the sensibility and senses of hope that
repeatedly forage for potentials even after failure. This framing of hope overlooks the
exhaustion that cripples social actors after cycles of frustrated trials (Povinelli 2011), the
loss of the sense of the body that strikes those trying to get by (Kideckel 2008), or the
feeling of being stuck while waiting for hope that never comes (Hage 2009; Jansen
2015). It is by virtue of ethnographic examination of the independent music scene that I
have learned that hope is not something to be found, but rather a skill that is learned and
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developed in spaces that cultivate hope. Hope needs a “home” where the capacity to
aspire can be learned, developed, and inculcated (Allison 2013).
What I call “the labor of hope” captures the work done to build a space where the
capacity to aspire can become possible, even under authoritarianism; this is the work
done to cultivate the state of being hopeful, or to draw a temporal “cartography of the
possible” (Allison 2013, 93). Within the independent music scene this labor of hope is
enacted in a variety of different ways: in personal journeys that end with ambivalence
(Chapter 1), in studios that provide havens for actors’ aspirations (Chapter 2), and in the
creation of fantasies that provide alternative ways of imagining hope (Chapter 3). This
labor of hope is what facilitates collaborations between independent music producers
who together have to circumvent the despair propagated by authoritarianism at each step.
This labor is at odds with the state’s utopian schemes to inculcate populist nationalism
and to sanitize and exclude from public space any alternative practices of hope.
Examining this labor of hope in independent music producers’ lives shows the ways in
which spaces of hope are not given: they must be made.
I approach hope in the independent music scene as an affective circulation. I draw
upon Michael Hardt’s reading of the Spinozian concept of affect, which refers to our
“power to affect the world around us and our power to be affected by it” (2007, ix). The
concept of affect captures the capacities and receptive qualities of the body, but more
importantly, it highlights the way social actors affect each other: their bodies, moods,
thoughts, movements, and so forth. To frame hope along affective registers is to
recognize that peoples’ capacity to practice hope (i.e., to explore opportunities latent in
20

the present to unfold the horizons of the future) is directly related to the ways they affect
others and are affected by others. Hope then ceases to be located in a specific body, and
rather exists as an atmosphere, as a community, in which social actors propagate hope
among one other. One cannot practice hope in isolation; hope is a collective experience
and a social production. In my analysis, I am less concerned with the somatic register of
hope than with the affective production and collective labor that creates the atmosphere
and space in which hope can flourish. Here, framing the labor of hope as an affective
labor becomes important. Hardt defines affective labor as “the creation and manipulation
of affects” to produce “social networks” and “forms of community” (1999, 96). By
tracing independent music producers’ labor of hope, I intend to examine how these
producers affect one other and become affected by the world as they practice hope and
cultivate hope in an alternative community. Labor of hope as a concept captures
independent music producers’ ineffable sensibilities and intangible experiences, which
constitute the sociality of hope. Instead of focusing merely on social actors’ discourses on
hope or the structural obstacles that stifle their freedom under authoritarianism, the labor
of hope unpacks the social glue that ties together the words, actions, relations,
dispositions, and sensibilities that constitute their alternative forms of life under
authoritarianism.
My intent in this study is neither to fixate on the content of hope, nor to scavenge
for (political) hope under authoritarianism in Egypt. Rather, my goal is to start from
independent music producers’ own visions of hope as they articulate and pursue them,
and to trace their labor of hope: the work done in order for hopefulness itself to remain
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feasible in media worlds that straddle the phantasmatic line between the political and
apolitical. I argue that it is by understanding these practices and experiences that seek to
cultivate hope that we can situate the political in these subjects’ lives. Moreover, it is
through such ethnographic attention, I propose, that we can understand how subjects
orient themselves towards authoritarian regimes: why subjects revolt against them,
support them, or cease to be interested in authoritarian politics altogether.

1.4 Literature Review
1.4.1 Media and Cultural Production in Egypt
Scholarly literature has tended to frame alternative music subcultures in Egypt
within theories of anti-hegemonic resistance (Hebdige 1979; Hall 1991; Bayat 2009),
focusing on the potential for music discourses to challenge the state’s hegemonic values
and narratives. Few scholarly works have examined the pre-2011 Egyptian independent
music scene, also referred to as the alternative or underground music scene, positioning it
as a marginalized and elite subculture (Frishkopf 2010)1. The 2011 revolution brought an
unprecedented surge of scholarly interest to alternative music performances, shedding
light on the poetics of revolutionary imagination and action (Colla 2011; Saad 2012;
Kelada 2014; Weis 2016; Kraidy 2016), the aura of political revolutionary songs (LeVine
2012), the revival of long ignored genres during the 2011 protests (Swedenburg 2012),
the incapacity of the mainstream music industry to resonate with revolutionary youth in
Tahrir Square (Gilman 2014; Hammond 2007), and the independent music scene’s
1

The heavy metal scene of the 1990s has received some attention from scholars who investigated its
alternative democratic ethos (LeVine 2008) and the cultural politics implied in indigenizing the genre
(Harbert 2013).
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amorphous formation (Trzpis 2016). Save Nagla Rizk’s work on the economic structures
of the independent music scene (2010), this body of literature has neither considered nor
examined the entrepreneurship and labor practices implied in music production.
This literature operates primarily through an analytical paradigm of resistance that
reduces music subcultures to critical cultural production in struggle against dominant
ideology. Some scholars attend to the ways digital technology is changing the Adornian
culture industry by resurrecting the aura of cultural production, and the ways the digital
has democratized cultural politics by facilitating alternative structures of cultural
production and distribution. Mark LeVine for example, observes how the indigenization
of rap, rock, and metal in Egypt after the revolution is conjuring a “new aura” that “can
not only survive but also thrive in virtual space, emerging into the physical world
stronger than ever” (2012, 797). Other scholars have focused on the cultural politics
animated by these music cultures, drawing on the analytical paradigms of the
Birmingham School of culture studies (Hebdige 1979; Hall 1991) which attends to the
ways actors reinterpret and recast media message to subvert hegemonic values. For
example, Ellen R. Weis draws on Hall’s analysis of cultural identities to analyze hip hop
artists’ oppositional discourses after the 2011 revolution, while pointing to the ways
“oppositional aims actually reinforce dominant ideology … [by participation] in
commercial activities” (2016, 24).
While the critical literature has approached music subcultures in Egypt mainly
through the lens of theories of anti-hegemonic forms of resistance, scholars examining
other forms of cultural and media production in Egypt (e.g. TV, visual art, cinema,
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popular music) have adopted a more holistic approach, both recognizing how public
media evades the state’s control and how the state can co-opt media production and
contain it within its orbit (Armbrust 1996; Armbrust 2000; Abu Lughod 2005; Winegar
2006). This literature does not explicitly focus on the theme of hope or utopia, but we can
read into it the interplay of public culture, utopia, and politics. One of the main methods
by which the state co-opts media production is to inculcate among media producers
(mainly through the official institutions of arts and media training) the postcolonial
state’s civilizing utopia that envisages Egypt moving along the path of progress to
become a civilized modern nation (Armbrust 1996). The ways media producers embrace
these utopian narratives of the postcolonial state in their debates and artwork reproduce
the state’s utopian visions: TV soap operas become pedagogical narratives (Abu-Lughod
2005), music becomes a way to refine the national ear (Armbrust 1996; Frishkopf 2008;
Gilman 2014), and visual arts becomes the canvas upon which the nation is authentically
represented (Winegar 2006). Other anthropologists have explored the way media
producers challenge these state-sponsored civilizing narratives by embracing alternative
(Islamist) utopian visions that tap into the affective milieu of media consumers in
religious cassette sermons (Hirschkind 2006) and Islamic televangelical shows (Moll
2010). In a sense, the politics of media production could be framed as contestations over
alternative utopian visions embodied by media producers and encapsulated in media
products.
One of the first explicit ethnographic treatments of the utopian schemes shaping
the relation between public culture, aesthetics, and political action in Egypt appears in
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Jessica Winegar’s article, “A Civilizing Revolution” (2016). By focusing on the “utopian
schemes,” invested in revolutionary aesthetic practices during and after the 2011
revolution, Winegar reveals the ways these aesthetic practices, which were supposedly
forms of resistance, aligned well with and facilitated the emergence of authoritarianism.
Winegar argues that when social actors embody the authoritarian “nationalist utopian
vision” for Egypt (611), their acts of resistance against authoritarian regimes might be
reproducing the logic of authoritarianism itself. In that sense, romanticizing revolutionary
artistic practices as alternative forms of resistance without examining social actors’ hopes
and futuristic projections fails to see the ways these acts of resistance can reproduce
authoritarian visions and narratives (cf. Abu-Lughod 1990).
Theories of resistance provide insightful analysis into several niches of radical
cultural production. Yet they fail to capture the aspirations of independent music
producers that don’t aim to confront or change structures of domination, attempting
rather to create autonomous social spaces and media markets. My analysis of the
independent music scene departs from scholarship that tends to frame subcultural
production as form of resistance. Instead, I redirect critical focus onto social actors’
hopes in order to understand the way they anticipate the future as well as the way they
imagine the relation between politics and hope. Through this analytical shift, I point to
the ways independent music producers cultivate a culture of refusal not by confronting
the state, but rather by attempting to escape from it.
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1.4.2 Entrepreneurship and Authoritarianism
In this study, I draw upon ethnographies of media that have explored the postFordist transformation of nationalist media industries in the neoliberal and global era,
with the goal of understanding the relation between media production and structures of
authority. With the adoption of post-Fordist forms of media production that rely on
immaterial affective labor rather than ownership of material means of production and
distribution, the locus of value in media capitalism shifted from the product (images,
sounds, and significations) to media’s affective qualities (Lukács 2010), like celebrity
status (Shipley 2013) or branding (Allison 2006; Lukács 2010; Luvaas 2013b). This new
concentration of value into affective qualities and labor facilitated the formation of
informal quasi-legal media markets (Larkin 2004; Larkin 2008; Rizk 2010; Dent 2012,)
and the emergence of alternative media cultures (Perullo2011; Pine 2012; Shipley 2013).
While the critical literature has explored the ways these decentralized media economies
elude the state’s control, scholars have also recognized new methods adopted by the state
to co-opt media cultures though policies, censorship, and alignment of state and capitalist
interests (Mazzarella 2003b; Larkin 2008; Ganti 2012; Ortner 2013). Nevertheless,
independent music producers seek to cultivate the resilience and agility by which they
can remain uncontainable by the state or the established media industry. By attending to
the music producers’ economic practices and independent music business, we can
understand the ways political imaginaries evolve in this alternative media culture and the
ways social actors orient themselves to the state and established media industry.
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Understanding the political imaginaries invested in youths’ media
entrepreneurship is important to conceptualizing politics beyond authoritarianism’s
coercive methods, media policies, and discursive contestations. In Revolutions without
Revolutionaries, Asef Bayat provides an example of how the relation between political
imaginaries and neoliberal ideologies can explain the Arab revolts in 2011 (2017). Bayat
argues that revolutions against neoliberal authoritarian regimes in postsocialist times (as
in Egypt, Tunisia, Yemen in 2011, and also Georgia in 2003, and Ukraine in 2005) tend
to be enacted by horizontal powerful revolutionary movements that can topple the head
of the state but fail to achieve revolutionary change that would radically overhaul the
political order and state institutions. Bayat proposes that one of the main reasons for such
phenomenon is that the protagonists of the revolts have internalized the authoritarian
state’s neoliberal market rationale that separates the economic realm from the polity.
Neoliberalism, Bayat argues, effectively depoliticizes the idea of change and stymies the
formation of radical political ideologies that used to inform the twentieth century’s
revolutions (e.g. Leninist Marxism, Political Islam, Anticolonial struggles). In the
twenty-first century, neoliberalism curtails revolutionary desires by replacing demands
for egalitarian ethos, welfare state policies, and structural change with a focus on
individual freedoms and free markets. According to Bayat, the authoritarian state
forecloses the horizons of revolutionary political change by regulating subjects’
aspirations with a neoliberal ethos that valorizes market rationalities like efficiency,
competition, flexibility, and individual autonomy.
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Bayat’s thesis echoes anthropological literature that has examined entrepreneurial
practices to discern the ways the sovereignty of the state is established by the propagation
of neoliberal ideals (Comaroff and Comaroff 2001; Rudnyckyj 2009; Muehlebach 2012;
Dávila 2012; Han 2012; Mittermaier 2014 ). This work successfully reveals the ways the
state reproduce its sovereignty by shaping the ideals and imaginaries of social actors in
apolitical spaces. However, this literature, as well as Bayat’s proposition, overlooks the
ways social actors might fail to be completely subsumed within the neoliberal regime.
Independent music producers, for example, embrace many of the entrepreneurial values
promoted by neoliberalism, like enterprising social relations, branding the self, DIY
cultures, flexible labor, creativity, and autonomy. Yet, as artists they do not easily
subscribe to the Homo economicus model underlying neoliberal ideologies (Ong 2006).
This failure to be completely subsumed by neoliberal ideals is usually conceptualized as a
form of resistance in the Foucauldian formula of “where there is power, there is
resistance” (Foucault 1980, 95). However, constraining these power dynamics within the
binary of power-resistance fails to address the affects that suffuse independent music
producers’ lives: hopes, ambivalences, uncertainty, frustrations, despair, euphoria,
disenchantments, etc. These affective forces not only shape the practices and
imaginations of music producers; they are also the medium upon which these producers
constitute their relation with the state and through which they imagine the political.
Instead of framing independent music producers’ refusal of Homo economicus as a form
of resistance, I posit it is more productive to trace the affects conjured by neoliberal
ideals. And this, I propose, can reveal the inherent crisis in the Egyptian neoliberal
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authoritarianism: not only does it create dispossession and exclusion (Elyachar 2005; de
Koning 2009; Singerman 2009), but it also conjures hopes that are incongruent with the
state’s utopian schemes.

1.4 Methodology
When I started fieldwork in July 2014, I had a clear research question in mind:
How do independent music networks facilitate alternative forms of political resistance in
Egypt? I thought of exploring the ways musicians and music entrepreneurs create forms
of alternative sociality that challenge both the state and capitalist regimes. But many
things had changed since I left Cairo in August 2013. At the time, there was still a space
of openness in the public space. When I returned to Cairo in 2014, authoritarianism had
already begun reclaiming and defending old grounds. With the waning intensity of
political activities in the Egyptian streets, I started to spend more time reading between
the lines of my interlocutors’ statements, jokes, sarcastic quips, and slips, looking for that
“resistance from below” which was presumably my ethnographic object. I soon felt as if I
was contorting the independent music scene to represent my preconceived idea of
resistance. Working through this rigid, predetermined lens, it began to seem like any
trivial act could be construed as anti-hegemonic or subversive. By early 2015, I slowly
started to realize that independent musicians do not necessarily sign on to the political. At
that point, I started to notice the independent music producers’ proclivity for bluntly
dissecting the political from an ostensibly apolitical vantage. I began to jot down notes
from conversations: “Lets not talk about politics, it is boring,” “[Politics] is so
depressing, let’s talk about something else,” “What did we get out of politics, nothing!”
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And when I started to talk with bands like Cairokee—renowned for their revolutionary
songs and performances in Tahrir Square during the 2011 revolution—and discovered
that their lead singer refuses to classify the band as political or to reduce its goals to the
revolution, it dawned on me that a better research question would focus on the ways
independent music producers are continuously drawing and redrawing the line between
the political and apolitical. It seemed to me that there must be a function for this insistent
yet futile Sisyphean effort. This was not merely out of the fear of becoming a target
during the spread of Egypt’s revival of authoritarianism: there was a latent desire there to
bash away the political. It seemed to me then that there were other aspirations and hopes
gestating beyond politics, although the political was a specter that haunted everyday life.
With this new lens, I started to notice the affective labor, and weight, of living in
hope. One of my main interlocutors, an active bass guitar musician in the independent
music scene, spent months with “numb hands” due to sheer depression; a lead singer in a
music band that had mastered revolutionary songs in Tahrir Square sequestered himself
for months after the 2013 coup d’état before quitting the independent music scene
altogether; similarly, Ali Talibab, who is renowned for some of the most powerful lyrical
narratives of 2011, fell into depression in 2015 before quitting music and leaving Egypt.
Authoritarianism impinged on both independent music producers, and on me: both they
and I lived with a permeating sense of uncertainty, despair, and ambivalence entangled
with rushes of hope, determination, and resolution. I started to attend to the social
contradictions implicit in the independent music scene of Egypt: the coexistence of
creative entrepreneurial hopes that address a youth culture of refusal, and the attempt to
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weather the storm of authoritarianism by escaping the political rather than confronting it.
Such social contradictions are not limited only to the independent music scene, but rather
are widespread among this new generation of urban middle-class youths growing up
under neoliberalism, accustomed to the circulations of digital media and increasingly
uninterested in the political.
Before embarking on the formal, two-year period of fieldwork that informed this
study (July 2014–August 2016), I returned to Cairo for two exploratory visits during the
summers of 2012 and 2013, both of which largely shaped my research design and
methodology. Mingling with graffiti artists and musicians, I witnessed the
disenchantment and mockery of artists who were inundated by Western journalists’
curiosity to explore their lives and politics. These were the times of “Academic Tourists
Sight-Seeing the Arab Spring” as the Egyptian sociologist Mona Abaza described it
(2011). Artists were corralled by Western journalists and academics within particular
political frameworks where “art becomes a code word for having a proper consciousness”
(Sheid 2012), with no room to express ambivalence, uncertainty, fluctuation, or conflict.
Artists (and political art) were framed in ways that did not and could not register the
affective weight they bore by inhabiting the turbulent world and by the experience of
living with their conflicted feelings and positions. Amongst themselves, artists
lampooned researchers who asked them about the relationship between their lives and
politics, while publicly performing the prescribed script of the revolutionary. In a sense,
although these were revolutionary times, artists’ lives exceeded the political; their hopes
and social worlds were wider than the molds of “political activism” imposed upon them.
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Their mockery altered, and perhaps impinged on, me and my work. Instead of devising a
methodology that relied mainly on conducting formal interviews and gathering answers
according to interview protocol, I decided to spend abundant time dwelling in the lives of
independent music producers, with an anthropological ear awaiting the unexpected.
Understanding the independent music scene as a field of circulation in which people,
money, skills, and discourses were constantly on the move, I devised a methodology that
relied on three strategies.
First, I selected six music bands as case studies and attempted to follow and
shadow the band members in a variety of contexts, like studios, venues, agencies, and
music festivals. My intent was to accompany these musicians and producers in order to
understand the unwritten circulatory logic of the scene. As of the summer of 2018, only
two of these music bands are still active. By latching onto members’ circulation, I started
to read over the shoulders of the members of the scene, learning how to move through the
scene and its different institutions and identifying the informal values informing its social
relations. While following the subjects of my case studies, I started to branch out,
occasionally following different bands, studios, and venues. In a sense, I created an orbit
of circulation for myself in the scene, periodically visiting studios, agencies, and venues,
and participating in entrepreneurial summits and band management meetings. It is
through following these music producers for two years, and attending to the intermittent
informal discussions that naturally arose, that I compiled fieldnotes that capture the
practices constituting the independent music scene.
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Second, I started active participant observation at several institutions and
participated in projects related to creative entrepreneurship. I worked as the social media
officer and assistant to the business manager of Studio Vibe. I became the project
manager of Lety El Nagar’s album “Out of Nations” which was produced in Cairo and
Berlin and incorporated independent as well as mainstream music producers. As an
assistant director, I participated in the production of a TV commercial that features an
independent music band, which facilitated further exploration of the relation between the
advertising industry, the state, and the independent music bands in Egypt. I attended a
one-month workshop that included writing and recording music tracks organized by the
hip-hop music band Asfalt. I attended a three-month music production course at Studio
Epic, renowned for graduating some of the most influential independent music producers.
I investigated closely two music venues (CJC and Room) by visiting these venues
frequently, and by holding monthly meetings with Room’s manager during which we
discussed the venue’s logistics, finances, and operations. With two of my interlocutors, I
cofounded a music venue—which was subsequently shut down by the police. I joined a
fan club (Ultras Cairokee) comprised of teen firebrands of the music band Cairokee, and
participated in organizing events and arranging trips to follow the band’s tours across
Egypt; and I visited Germany to follow up with two independent music producers who
had relocated there.
Third, during the two years of fieldwork, I conducted seventy formal interviews.
Twenty of these interviews were conducted at the beginning of the research, between
August 2014 and February 2015, and the rest between January and August 2016. The
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second round of interviews aimed to consult my interlocutors regarding the
contradictions I observed during my participant observation, and to probe incidents that
required further reflection. In addition, five of these interviews aimed at collecting oral
histories from musicians who were influential to the genesis of the independent music
scene in the early 2000s. I have also compiled an archive of instances of music
producers’ social media discourses, and whenever possible, I have asked producers to
explain and clarify significant virtual interactions.
Throughout this study I use pseudonyms for interlocutors’ names, but I refer to
artists by their public names whenever I am engaging with their artwork in my analysis or
whenever it becomes important to identify them as public figures. I have decided to
maintain the anonymity of my interlocutors in order to erase traces that could be tracked
by the authoritarian regime in Egypt. For transliteration I have adopted the guidelines of
the International Journal of Middle East Studies (IJMES). To make sure I convey the
meaning that my informants communicated, I used the original words said in Egyptian
dialect rather than their classical Arabic root.
Delving into the independent music scene at such a moment of uncertainty and
transition was a very messy task. The more I got to know about the scene, its transitions,
and its inner workings, the more confused I became and the more I needed to reorient
myself. The rapid changes taking place since 2011 and the amorphous formation of the
independent music scene turns the task of making an argument about the present not only
grueling, but also very slippery. In a sense, the independent music scene is performing
what Biehl and Locke describe as “unfinished becomings.” In this case, wedding the
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ethnographic to the present betrays the becomings palpable in the independent music
scene. Notice for example Ellen Weis’s argument on the independent music producer Ali
Talibab: “Unlike other rappers [he] never made the shift to the goal of producing music
for money” (116). Weis, whose fieldwork was conducted during 2012 – 2013, not only
misses but forecloses on the changes that would later take place in Talibab’s life: most
significantly, in 2014, he co-founded the post-rock band El Manzouma which aimed to
make money from live performances. Such analysis overlooks Talibab’s aspiration to
pursue a professional career in music business (without selling out) and also his
frustration when El Manzouma failed to achieve financial success in Cairo’s creative
markets. Incidents like this impressed upon me the prudence of locating the independent
music scene not in the present, but rather in the future. Instead of framing the lives of
independent music producers from within the transient position of the present, I have
attempted to observe the ways structures of hope keep pulling my interlocutors into the
future, and to take notice of the ambivalences, uncertainties, and breakdowns that
sediment in the present as the future keeps moving forward.

1.5 Chapter Outlines
This study unfolds over three chapters that correspond to three affective registers:
Ambivalences, Aspirations, and Fantasies. In each chapter I start by showing how youths
are withdrawing from the political through these affective registers, before ending the
chapter by explaining the meaning, functions, and politics implied in this withdrawal.
In the first chapter, Ambivalence, I focus on independent music producers’
national identities by examining their artwork, artistic labor, and relation to the audience
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in Egypt. I take a lead from a common theme in independent music producers’ songs,
which focuses on their ambivalence towards the nation. This ambivalence is accompanied
by a tendency to withdraw from politics. I propose that this ambivalence is shaped by the
ways independent music producers’ aspirations wade through the political crisis
transpiring after the 2011 revolution and the transitions of media economies in the digital
age. In this context, music producers refuse to embrace national identities and rather
question its meaning, resonance, and relation to their everyday lives. I argue that
independent music producers here are refusing the national identities imposed by the state
and established media industry, and are instead attempting to build what Lukács calls
“affective alliances” with the audience. It is through these “affective alliances” that
independent music producers find grounds for belonging. These affective alliances
conjured between producers and listeners through artwork that express ambivalence are
inaccessible to the state which attempts to break into the youths’ worlds but fails to grasp
the affective circulations that bind them together. Withdrawal from the political reflects
these youths’ attempt to reorient their imagination, away from the political limits of the
nation-state in order to build forms of belonging and grounds for sharing affects in the
social realm.
The second chapter examines the relation between media production and the state
by investigating the affective labor, business plans, and economic imperatives enacted by
the cultural entrepreneurs in the independent music studio. I focus on the case of studio
Waive and the life histories of its two managers, Fawzy and Mona, who belong to two
different generations in the independent music scene. While Fawzy was a member of the
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pre-2011 generation of cultural entrepreneurs, Mona joined the independent music scene
during the 2011 revolution. By tracing the ways these cultural entrepreneurs have
cultivated different aspirations at different political moments, and the ways their
aspirations changed with respect to post-2011 political transitions (i.e., the 2011
revolution and 2013 coup d’état), I will show the ways in which the state can affect
subjects and their aspirations even without targeting, disciplining, or punishing them.
What I call the state’s affective power reflects how authoritarianism has developed forms
of domination that rely on spreading uncertainty, anxiety, and despair, crippling subjects’
practices of hope and undercutting their capacity to aspire. This way we can see the
affective politics enacted in the seemingly apolitical studios between the subjects’
entrepreneurial hopes and the state’s machine of despair. Understanding these forms of
affective politics enables us to revisit the revisit the 2011 revolution by reading it as an
event that reinvigorated aspirational affects, rather than as a form of resistance against
domination. In the same way, we can read into subjects’ labor of hope an affective
investment that tussles with domination, even when those subjects themselves demure
from engaging with the political.
In the third chapter I attempt to explore the alternative ways by which
independent music producers counteract the Egyptian state’s affective power. I explore
the branding strategies of independent music producers and their entrepreneurial
engagements in the advertising and mainstream music industries. By framing branding as
processes of fantasy making, I unpack the political imaginaries created in marketing
practices. I draw upon Jacqueline Rose’s conceptualization of fantasy as a way in which
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social actors reimagine reality to conjure collective imaginaries that provide an
alternative perspective on reality, often in response to crisis. In the first part of the
chapter, I examine how an independent music producer’s collaboration with advertising
agencies circulates revolutionary hope and affects in the form of fantasies in mainstream
commercials, even when those commercials are eviscerated of any political reference. In
the second part of the chapter, I examine the branding strategies of two independent
music bands, Sharmoofers and Cairokee. Here, I trace the ways those music bands create
brand images inspired by their life stories and lifestyles. Unlike the approach taken by
large corporate brands in the advertising industry, the respective brands of Sharmoofers
and Cairokee aren’t merely marketing a set checklist of selling points, but rather fantasies
that they inhabit that orient their entrepreneurial practices and labor of hope. By
examining the ways Sharmoofers brands itself as the band that conjures “a world of
happiness,” and the ways Cairokee brands itself as “the glorious independent music
band” that has persevered in spite of difficulties, I show how these depoliticized fantasies
attempt to circumvent the reality of authoritarianism. Yet I also depict the ways these
fantasies enable independent music producers to engage with the reality of
authoritarianism from a different perspective in order to carve a space for their
aspirations and entrepreneurial hopes. Fantasies could thus be seen as the independent
music producers’ attempt to salvage hope and meaning from the state’s machine of
despair.
In these three chapters the labor of hope traverses affective registers to end up in
different forms of politics: politics of ambivalence, politics of aspirations, and politics of
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fantasy. Hope as an analytical framework helps us to trace the ways neoliberal logic and
entrepreneurial practices push independent music producers time and time again into the
political. By tracing the labor of hope, my intent is to show the reader the affective
experience, the thickness of life, and the flow of desires experienced by youths who carry
the weight of hope under authoritarianism. Through the framework of hope I want to
reread the 2011 revolution in Egypt, not as an event that overthrew the head of a thirtyyear authoritarian regime, but as an avalanche of desires and hopes. By tracing the ways
independent music producers carry the weight of hope, I want to pry open the psychic
experience and the affective weight of living under the new wave of authoritarianism that
crashed down on Egypt in 2013. It is within these apolitical and depoliticized spaces of
the independent music scene that we can see politics under authoritarianism enacted
through affects. And it is through the affective politics enacted by independent music
producers that we can see how they strive to endure and practice hope in spite of the
despair, uncertainty, and ambivalence caused by authoritarianism.
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2: Ambivalences
My country, along the way,
I consume your dust as spittle.
And when my thirst was quenched,
It was with venom in jugs.
But I have learned, from much crying,
How to laugh in the middle of hardships
And how to josh with life and people.
But for how long
Would I put out the fire with fire?
Oh you, an ornamented ship,
With thousands of drowned people,
I am finally bored of you.
And I will look for a different route.
Although, all the way,
I consume your dust as spittle.
“Along the Way,” Maryam Saleh and Mido Zoher, 2012.

2.1 Introduction
In a 2015 interview for the FilFan.com online network, a reporter asked Maryam
Saleh, one of the most popular independent musicians/singers in Egypt, why she avoided
politics in her songs. Saleh responded to the reporter by explaining:
I am not against the concept of political songs. But I sing what I feel. The lyrics
are expressing me personally, the stuff I like: stuff like a riddle, a dark comedy, or
personal confrontation, or two people talking to each other candidly…. I think this
is something inside politics … as well as tackling public affairs. I am not outside
of politics. But I don’t want to use politics in songs. I don’t sing to provoke
people. I sing because I am happy, that’s what I feel, and I sing because that is
what I feel that people also feel right now. I sing because it is collaborative
[between artists and the audience]. I sing because it is enjoyable. I don’t sing
because I am a fighter. Maybe I struggle in everyday life … but I don’t want to
use my art politically…. Already making art is a struggle in and of itself. So I
don’t want to mix art and politics. My life is already muddled in politics.
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Paradoxically, anyone working closely with Saleh could easily notice the vivid,
rebellious, and rowdy side of her, for example, in her songs that celebrated the chants of
the 2011 revolution, and in her deep concern over the political crisis in Egypt. Yet
Saleh’s statement reflects a common sentiment among independent musicians. In one
way or another, these musicians come to embody political tendencies, and have been
known to demonstrate political concerns through protest, activism, or political
commentary, whether in everyday life or on social media. Independent music producers
are particularly susceptible to political and social change in Egypt, since they are the
bearers of an alternative culture that relates to the rebellious younger generation—the
generation that came of age amidst the 2011 Egyptian revolution. And yet these
independent musicians refuse to be explicitly political in their cultural production; they
do not stick consistently to a particular position on the political spectrum. In the interview
excerpted above, the news reporter’s question presumes that someone like Saleh should
voice political claims, such as demands for rights and representations, in her songs. Later
on in the interview, when the reporter presses her for comment on her politics, Saleh says
that her 2012 song, “Along the Way,” is what she “felt” when she thought of politics,
what “came out of [her] heart” about Egypt.
The lyrics of “Along the Way,” quoted in this chapter’s epigraph, contrast sharply
with the language of official patriotic songs. Official patriotic songs deploy a barrage of
hyperbolic sentimentality, tear-jerking lyrical images, and a litany of glorifying paeans to
Egypt that are intended to inculcate in the listener (i.e., the mass-media audience of the
nation) the abstract emotion of loving the nation. While the official nationalist songs
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performed by pop icons (e.g., Mohamed Fouad, Shereen, and Amr Diab) rely on the
reification of the nation as a mother who provides togetherness, protection, security, and
pride, independent music producers write songs that express dysphoria and ambivalence
towards the nation. “Along the Way” reflects a characteristic feature of independent
music productions’ approach to explorations of the nation: the song depicts Egypt as a
space of hope and of estrangement. Even as political discourses fade to the background of
independent music’s idioms and lyrics, the tensions implied in national belonging are
foregrounded and stressed. Thus, independent musicians generate nominally apolitical
cultural productions. This isn’t merely an effect of depoliticization suffused by
neoliberalism in the digital age of art reproduction. Rather, by shifting the register of the
political from the discursive space of demands, representations, and rights to the
expressive register characterized by ambivalence towards the nation, Saleh and her peers
are leading us into an affective milieu in which the relation between cultural producers,
the nation-state, and national identity and belonging is transformed and given shape.
This chapter attempts to understand independent music producers’ ambivalence
towards the nation in the years after the 2011 revolution, and the ways this ambivalence
informs their withdrawal from the political. Benedict Anderson’s justly celebrated notion
of the nation as an “imagined community” endeavors to explain why millions of people
are willing to kill and die for the nation; correspondingly, by ethnographically excavating
national imaginaries among youths in Egypt, this chapter will elucidate why these youths
are withdrawing from the overtly political landscape. I draw upon anthropological
literature that has explored national imaginaries—not discursively, but rather by
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examining the way the nation is imagined, invoked, and claimed in social practices
(Herzfeld 2003; Stein 2008; Stokes 2010; Navaro-Yashin 2012; Allan 2014). By
examining the independent music producers’ lyrical narratives, their entrepreneurial
subjectivities, and their imagination of independent music’s prospective public, I intend
to provide a thick description of the manifestation of ambivalence towards the nation in
the lives of these independent producers. I propose that the crisis of national
imaginaries—evidenced by the pervasive ambivalence towards the nation—is shaped by
structural transitions in media and politics, and highlighted in the ways youths are
experiencing these transitions in affective labor and social practices.1
Contemporary independent musicians’ ambivalence towards the nation is
inexorably related to their reflections on the 2011 revolution in Egypt. Thus, independent
music’s lyrical narratives diverge from the established discourses of the traditional
political song in Egypt. To these musicians, the 2011 revolution exemplifies the
possibility of hope in Egypt. Yet its aftermath is evidence of the predicament that social
actors have to endure as a price for that hope. Earlier generations of musical pioneers and
then-alternative Egyptian artists who also lived through profound social transitions and
revolutionary times (e.g., Sayed Darwish and the 1919 revolution, and El Sheikh Imam
and the 1952 revolution) were adamant about expressing their political positions and
discourses explicitly in their lyrics, and utilizing cultural production as a form of counter-

1

For more on the politics of ambivalence and the figurations of ambiguity in political structures in
anthropological literature, see Stewart 1996, Nelson 1999, Das and Poole 2004, and Segal 2016.
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hegemonic resistance.2 And while they, like the post-2011 independent musicians,
expressed a dyad of hope and estrangement in their music with regard to their national
identities, the axis along which they defined their struggle was markedly different, and
anchored in tangible geopolitical events. Musicians of the earlier generations argued that
the nation’s predicament stemmed from the interference of external imperial powers (e.g.,
British colonialism during the 1919 revolution and Western imperialism during the Cold
War) and that the trajectory of hope stemmed from the nation’s capacity to achieve
freedom and independence despite these external impediments (e.g. gaining liberation
from British occupation, and building the socialist post-colonial state in spite of Western
imperialism). By contrast, the political transitions transpiring since 2011 muddle
contemporary independent music’s relation to the nation. To these youth, national hope
has no orientation and its predicament seems to be an inherent feature of everyday life.
Conceptualizing how these youths imagine freedom and hope is important to theorizing
their orientation to the nation and the political.
In this chapter, I draw on Hannah Arendt’s account of freedom to draw theoretical
connections between freedom, identities, and social belonging. In her seminal book, The
Human Condition, Arendt argues that freedom does not mean simply the ability to choose
among a set of possible alternatives. Freedom is neither guaranteed by a charter of rights
(as in the liberal tradition) nor by welfare structures provided by the state (as in the

2

On Sayed Darwish and the Egyptian political song during the British occupation, see Alrafiʿy 1954,
Goldschmidt 2000, Fahmy 2011, and Swedenburg 2012. On Sheikh Imam and postcolonial political song
in Egypt see Booth 1985, Mostafa 2001, and Mossallam 2012.
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Marxist tradition). Rather, freedom is a practice that manifests in actors’ capacity to start
something new, to do the unexpected, to disclose one’s potentials, and to reveal his or her
unique qualities in public. In this understanding of freedom, agency is not an
individualistic desire to attain an object or achieve a goal. Rather, agency here is the
practice of disclosing one’s horizons for the future and exploring one’s capacities in a
social context. It is predicated on the capacity of the actor to find hope in his or her social
realm, and to “act in concert” in the public space (xviii). Freedom is thus tied to
“belonging to the world” (1958, 475). In contrast, authoritarianism attempts to uproot
social actors and compresses them within the abstract identities (e.g. nationalism) that
isolate them from concrete social relations. In this case, under authoritarian regimes,
nationalism and national identity become “the precious cement for binding together a
centralized state and an atomized society” (1958, 231). Here, nationalism acts like an
abstract identity that isolates social actors from each other and frays lived forms of social
belonging in which actors can enact their freedom. In other words, while social actors
enact their freedom when they feel they belong to the society, authoritarianism deploys
nationalism and suffocates freedom by attempting to isolate individuals in order to bring
them together under the hegemonic ideology of the state. The Arendtian concept of
freedom enables me to connect the entrepreneurial aspirations enabled by digital media to
the social hopes independent music producers have cultivated during and after the 2011
revolution, and to thereby identify such entrepreneurial aspirations with forms of
belonging to the nation.3
3

Anthropologists have tended to sidestep the conceptualization of the notion of freedom—conventionally
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“In this chapter, I also borrow from Arendt’s analysis of the faculty of
imagination under totalitarianism in the twentieth century, to reflect on social actors’
withdrawal from the political under authoritarianism in Egypt.4 Arendt has argued that
within totalitarianism, social actors experience ambivalence and a sense of loneliness,
uprootedness, and alienation (1958). Because totalitarianism imposes its worldviews and
ideologies on social life irrespective of lived reality, social actors can lose the sense of
meaning and belonging in their lives. Arendt suggests that those who aspire for freedom
under totalitarianism must start by resuscitating their faculty of imagination. Amidst the
crisis of meaning and belonging under totalitarianism, imagination acts as the compass by
which one can explore one’s belonging and find one’s bearings in the world (1954). She
writes, “Imagination alone enables us to see things in their proper perspective, to be

understood as a political slogan and ideological artifact—attending instead to notions such as resistance,
agency, and autonomy (Kelty 2011). More attention has been given to the concept of freedom in the
anthropology of ethics and morality by scholars who criticized the normative Eurocentric understanding of
freedom and its autonomous liberal subject (Mahmood 2005; Lambek 2010; Schielke 2015). The
emergence of new media technologies and the reign of neoliberal economies has spurred new ethnographic
attention to the ways freedom is imagined and practiced by social actors in an attempt to understand the
ways in which freedom is desired and practiced by nonconformist actors (Kelty 2008; Coleman 2012). I am
using the notion of freedom here as a conceptual tool, with which I trace and delaminate the ways social
actors explore their potentials—their world and its practical and cultural limitations. For similar
ethnographic approaches to freedom as an attempt to constitute alternative social worlds see Shipley 2013
and Steingo 2016.
4
Benedict Anderson’s seminal work, Imagined Communities, has been an inspiring reference for scholarly
literature that traces the formation of the nation as an imagined identity, and has had a major influence
beyond the study of nationalism by informing the study of social imaginaries. In 1990, Appadurai — a
former student of Arendt — published “Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy” which
centered imagination as a social praxis by which social actors imagine and reproduce various forms of
belonging beyond the national framework. Where Anderson charted the imagined nation as a social effect
of media capitalism and global mobilities, Appadurai introduced the praxis of imagination as bodily labor
and cultural work that continuously traces, contours, and negotiates local, transnational, and global
identities. Although Appadurai’s work has been the more commonly referenced in the field of
anthropology, I choose to draw upon Arendt’s analysis for her explicit focus on the relation between the
praxis of imagination and political domination.
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strong enough to put that which is too close at a certain distance so that we can see and
understand it” (1954, 323).5
By tracing the ways independent music producers enact their freedom by pursuing
their aspirations and exploring their potential, I intend to show how their ambivalence
towards the nation is tied to alternative political imaginaries. For these Egyptian
independent musicians, Egypt is imagined both as a space of hope where they can
achieve their dreams, and as a nation caught in a predicament that makes those dreams
unattainable. On the one hand, independent music producers can’t relate to the state’s
nationalist discourses that hyperbolically glorify Egypt in ways they find absurd, and
demonize revolutionary youths in ways they feel are asinine. On the other hand,
independent music producers are aware that the economic imperatives that entangle their
production within a particular national context, and the affective alliances they establish
with an Egyptian audience, make them structurally a part of the nation itself.
Understanding the anxieties and intimacies implied in this ambivalence, by which
independent musicians imagine the nation, helps us to understand not only the relation
between the political field and cultural production, but also expands our understanding of
politics in Egypt beyond the binary framework of repression/resistance.

2.2 Abstract Nationalism and Ambivalent Nationalism
Independent music producers’ ambivalent narratives of the nation contrast with
the patriotic narratives of mainstream music songs. The mainstream music industry has
5

For ethnographies that have examined the praxis of imagination and forms of belonging, see Stewart
1996, Herzfeld 2004, Varzi 2006, de Koning 2009, Mittermaier 2010, and Navaro-Yashin 2012.
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become one of the main tools by which the authoritarian state attempts to co-opt
nationalist ideologies and promulgate the official nationalist narrative in Egypt.
Juxtaposing the lyrical narratives of the nation utilized by the mainstream music industry
with those of independent music producers highlights the contrast between the state’s
abstract depiction of the nation, and independent music producers’ focus on concrete,
everyday experiences of the nation. This contrast in lyrical narratives explains the
difference between Egypt as an imagined national identity and Egypt as concrete social
belonging.
On April 28th 2013, Egypt was shoulders-deep in a political crisis. The state was
teetering on the verge of failure: hours-long electricity outages and severe gas shortages
had became a daily tribulation; violent clashes erupted frequently between pro-Islamists
and a motley political opposition bloc comprised of revolutionary youth movements,
leftists, pro-Mubarak supporters, and mainstream media celebrities; a looming fear,
propagated by mainstream media propagandists, was spreading that now that Islamists
were in power, Egypt would be the next Iran. The Tamarod movement, which had been
mobilizing the masses for months to revolt against the Islamist regime on June 30th 2013,
was gaining more momentum, in tandem with political discussions debating whether the
military would stand with the democratically elected president Mohamed Morsi or let
him fall him as it did with Mubarak more than two years earlier.
That night, the chief of the State Council of Armed Forces, Field Marshal Abdel
Fattah El Sisi, was attending the celebration of Sinai Liberation Day. A profusion of stars
from the mainstream media populated the stage, including Mohamed Fouad—a pop icon
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since the 1980s and a known military-supporter/anti-Islamist—who performed some of
his most well known patriotic songs for the occasion. After the performance, Fouad again
took the microphone to address the audience of celebrities, government officials, military
officers, and press. In a voice breaking with emotion, Fouad delivered an entreaty directly
to El Sisi: “Take care of Egypt, sir.” Then he began to weep. Fouad’s plea was an appeal
for El Sisi to take a military stand against the ruling regime of Islamists and to save Egypt
from the Islamists. El Sisi rose, took up another microphone, and turned to face the
audience before launching into a stump speech. “Open your eyes! Egypt is
blessed/protected by Egyptians … those military and police officers and students among
you in the audience, their blood loves Egypt … tomorrow you will see where will Egypt
be.” The implication was that the nation would be in a better place as a result of a
military coup. Then he turned to the stage to face the circle of pop artists and declared,
“Egypt is the mother of the world and it will be as big as the world,” a phrase that would
become his populist political slogan for the next four years.
Five years later, on March 15th 2018, a similar star-studded commemoration day
event took place on the eve of the presidential elections. El Sisi, now president, was
running for a second term against a single obscure candidate in what was widely assumed
to be a staged competition. This time the celebration was to mark National Military
Martyrs Day, and once again, the pop star Mohamed Fouad was one of the headliners.
Immediately after Fouad belted out several of his most popular patriotic songs, El Sisi
picked up the microphone and in front of the crowd he addressed Fouad before Fouad
could leave the stage.
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Mr. Fouad: wait, wait. I want to remind you, Mr. Fouad, of a dialogue we had five
years ago on a different stage. When you stood up and asked us [El Sisi and the
military] to take care of the country, to protect you, to take care of you. And I told
you back then we wouldn’t let you down. Well, we have fulfilled our covenant.
But now, you have also to fulfill your covenant to us.
The implication was obvious to everyone in the audience: that Fouad was
obligated to continue to support the military regime and to vote for El Sisi. As expected,
on May 18th 2018, El Sisi was reelected in a landslide victory, tightening his alreadyfierce grip on the country. In the words of The Washington Post Egyptian, reelection
made El Sisi “arguably the country’s most autocratic leader since [Egypt] became a
republic in 1953.”
This striking five-year long dialogue between the pop celebrity and the head of
state coalesced the long-held affinity between the mainstream music industry and the
authoritarian regime in Egypt, or as El Sisi put it: “the covenant.” Since the outset of the
2011 revolutionary protests, Fouad had been a prominent voice among the mainstream
critics of the revolutionary protesters, even calling in to highly-rated TV shows to
dissuade protesters from causing “disorder,” weeping and beseeching protesters to “love
their homeland” and to abstain from spilling the blood of “the pure Egyptian youth.” His
emphatic embrace of the imagined sentimental romantic relationship between the
individual and the nation is typical of the language of nationalist narratives in the modern
mainstream music scene.
The official state narrative resounds with similarly sentimental rhetoric: in an
interview before the 2014 Egyptian presidential election, a popular TV anchor asked then
Field Marshal El Sisi, “What does the nation/homeland mean for the Egyptian, Abdel
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Fatah El Sisi?” to which El Sisi responded, “The nation/homeland is a hug. The
nation/homeland is the hug that provides us with warmth, security, and protection. It
gathers all the Egyptians in its embrace.” Such expressions of sentimental, if not
saccharine, affection for the nation by the president and top-tier officials undergird the
ideological structure of authoritarianism and the cult of personality surrounding El Sisi,
and they are echoed in the output of the sycophantic mainstream media industry.
Mainstream nationalist songs utilize sentimental affection as a tool for emotional
evocation, as well as a lyrical narrative that depicts Egypt as an abstraction, without
delving into the lived reality of everyday Egyptians. This is on full display in the Mostafa
Kamel song “Bless Those Hands,” unarguably one of the top mainstream hits of the post2011 Egyptian era.
Egypt, Egypt, Egypt!
Egypt, is mother of the world.
I keep touring other countries,
And when I am away from you,
Even for one second,
I feel I am dying.
Egypt, the most beautiful meaning.
Our beautiful house, that keeps us together.
Don’t bother with your pain or ours;
It’s only a matter of hours, then it will pass.
Egypt: you just say the word.
…………………………………………
Egypt is calling us, to join hands.
Who dares be your enemy, by God!
We grew up in Egypt’s bounty
And it is only for us.
God will make her victorious, and us too.
No other place can replace Egypt.
Anyone who stayed up late on the banks of her Nile, and had tea
Under the moonlight of her night will say: Oh My God!
Egypt, you are the queen.
Oh my country, you have a heart as white as milk.
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When I lay my eyes on you
I forget my pain.
Egypt, you just say the word.
Bless those hands – well done the army of my country!
Excerpted from “Bless Those Hands,” Mostafa Kamel Et al., 2013.
Written and performed by the mainstream music star Mostafa Kamel to
commemorate the 2013 revolution/coup d’état, “Bless Those Hands” relies on a series of
reifications congruent with the traditional rendition of Egypt as a woman and a mother of
superlative purity, that has been prevalent in national and colloquial discourse since the
anti-colonial Egyptian nationalist movement of the turn of twentieth century (Baron). In
the words of the song, Egypt is “the mother of the world” that “heals us.” Through
abstract images, often of unpopulated landscapes, the song emphasizes unifying
homogeneity, calling Egypt “a beautiful house,” and conjuring “the banks of the Nile at
nighttime” and “the moonlight of Egypt’s night.” The song makes no attempt at dwelling
in any form on everyday life in Egypt, and rather elevates Egypt into a glorious and
transcendent Geist. Through its use of sentimentality and reification, among other
stylistic devices, “Bless Those Hands” functions as a propaganda song that promotes the
military regime. It depicts the relation between the people, the army, and Egypt as a
relation between the children who grew up in Egypt (the people), the father who protects
Egypt (the army), and Egypt herself as the reified mother. Not only is there no
ambivalence in this song, but there isn’t even any concrete sense of what animates the
song’s effusive hope; in the song, hope is guaranteed and taken for granted. In the song,
hope is an a priori given by the will of God, and there is no space to so much as register
any predicament that Egyptians may experience in daily life.
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When independent music songs tackle imagery of the nation and national
identities, they do so in a way that contrasts sharply with the imagery in the nationalistic
and patriotic songs of mainstream music. Whereas mainstream music emphasizes
repetitive refrains that focus on effusive demonstrations of devotion towards the nation,
independent music producers express an intense ambivalence about their lives as
Egyptians. Instead of abstract imagery and generalizations of the nation, independent
music producers dwell in the details of life. Typical motifs and imagery in independent
music songs are material objects, lived experience, and contradictions, often described in
minute detail. For example, a well-known song by the independent accordion musician
and singer Youssra El Hawary takes a microscope to an everyday object that is
ubiquitous under the populist authoritarian regime—the Egyptian flag.
What might tell me: "Be happy!" when I find a flag marking the sky?
On the top of a ship’s mast, a ship sailing in the ailing Nile,
In the street, or on the top of a school, or even by a president's window?
What is a flag?
Why does wind/love [hawa] make it flutter?
This is a vestige of nationalism’s wind ...
That airs/blows on my heart slowly, slowly.
I still can still love my country.
I didn't forget it; I am a firm soil,
I am planted into it, and it is planted into me.
And yet, I still get surprised.
I am still afraid.
Predicament prevails.
Darkness is coming.
What is possible? What is possible?
“The Flag,” Youssra El Hawary, 2016 (2012).
These qualities of the flag (it is omnipresent, all-weathering, animated by wind or
love, and paradoxically free yet tethered) are also true of El Hawary’s feelings towards
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the nation. The song plays upon the materiality of the flag as the symbol of the nation, in
order to reach into the ambivalence and uncertainty of the nation. Playing on the double
meaning of hawa (wind/love), she recalls that the flag is fluttering in gusting wind, but it
was put there because of an affection: there is emotional attachment to that flag.
However, the flag as the nation is kept aloft by the winds of nationalism. In affirming her
love for the nation, she describes herself as “a firm soil” [a healthy soil], giving her sense
of national belonging a concrete and fertile materiality; she then infuses the song with an
uneasy dialectic: “I am planted into [nationalism], and it is planted into me.” This ushers
in a stark turn in tone: “predicament prevails” and “darkness is coming.” Despite her
sense of love for and belonging to the nation, and the flag’s seeming cry for her to find
joy in its presence, she is tormented by the other, more violent and oppressive aspects of
the nation that the flag also evokes.
Ali Talibab, the spoken word artist and independent music producer, provides
another visceral and evocative example of the ways nationalism is rendered through a
prism of contradictions. In 2011, Talibab’s songs tended to explicitly inhabit political
discourse, with titles like “R means Resistance” and “Truth is the Property of Existence.”
These songs, played with innuendos and semiotic incoherence, sought to criticize
capitalism, ideological oppression, and social hegemony. These songs were written,
according to Talibab, with a particular imagined collectivity in mind—a prospective
audience, the people—whom he felt connected to and compelled to address, as though
together they could accomplish political change. At that point in his music career and life,
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Talibab could identify with the nation as a community that aspired for social and political
freedom. Talibab’s political songs were thus part of his sense of belonging to Egypt.
But his outlook changed following the Rabʿaa massacre of August 2013, in which
the authoritarian regime raided a peaceful sit-in and killed thousands of protestors. The
massacre weighed on Talibab, not only because of its death count, casualties, and the
state’s violent repression of peaceful citizens, but because the “people” in the streets had
celebrated the massacre and welcomed the state’s violence in the name of maintaining
order and stability. The event drove a wedge between Talibab and his relation to the
people, to the nation. Talibab’s song “What Next After This Misery?” was written to
reflect on this populist support of authoritarianism in 2013, and the way he felt suddenly
estranged in Egypt. Talibab recalled:
This collectivity that I imagined in my head during 2011 [revolution], I then
discovered, was falling apart. I would march in protests, before realizing ‘I don’t
belong to those people, I don’t agree with them. I don’t have the same dreams.’ I
felt I had to get away from this idea that I am writing to people I belong to. I
started to feel I have to express my individualistic worldviews. “What Next After
This Misery?” was the beginning of this transformation. This was the time when I
realized that I would be walking alone. It was about me being alone in the
country.
Here, Talibab expresses grief over the lost hopes of the 2011 revolution, and also
recognizes an existential estrangement in the nation with which he must grapple. In 2013,
many independent music producers felt that they suddenly couldn’t belong to a nation
that called for a military regime to rule the country and cheered for the spilled blood of its
political opponents (i.e., the Islamists). The revolutionary society of Egypt, as Talibab
had imagined it in 2011, faded away like a mirage. How could he continue to feel that he
belonged to a society that would actively cheer on a massacre of peaceful protesters? And
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yet his career depended upon connecting to his audience, and he could not do so if he lost
his sense of belonging to the society. Like El Hawary, Talibab’s songs ask questions
instead of making assertions, in order to give expression to this estrangement from the
nation. Talibab’s songs also emphasize the body as a space of conflict where this sense of
estrangement from the nation is at war with an ongoing desire to nevertheless belong to
the nation. Talibab’s “What Next After This Misery?” is an exemplary demonstration of
how independent music songs of the time attempted to reveal this tension, between a
tormenting estrangement felt by many in the nation and a simultaneous yearning to
belong to its sociality.
What next after this misery?
How can we live in this trap?
After discovering that I am not that beast.
………………………………………….
Give me a hand my friend, get me out of the swamp.
Your eyes survey the death of my ailing body,
Slowly, as if the venom is flowing in a nerve,
It paralyzes; it overwhelms.
……………………………………………
We used to have opinions/ideas,
Now it doesn't make a difference, blackness from whiteness.
No, [this is] not frustration ...
We are [just] exhausted from looking for an identity.
All the paths are roundabouts, and the beginning has already been terminated.
We fight fascism,
But we embody fascism.
…………………………………………....
Escape. Escape.
Now the question is: would we be able to?
Or is fate playing with us?
Would we be able to integrate [back into society],
Or would our companionship heal us?
Or is it that the future never had us in its plans?
Excerpted from “What Next After This Misery?” El Manzoma [Ali Talibab],
2013.
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Figure 1: Ali Talibab performing "What's Next After This Misery?" (Photo
courtesy of Hossam Atef Farouk), Greek Campus, Cairo, Egypt, 2015.

The song is characterized by a lurking anxiety, articulated in a series of
unanswerable questions: “What next after this misery?”, “How can we live in this trap?”,
“Would we be able to?”, and “Would our companionship heal us?” Through these
questions, the song pivots between describing two different affective forces:
disenchantment with exhausted identities (the Egyptian identity) and also yearning for
social belonging in Egypt. The use of the first person plural throughout the song is
noteworthy, because Talibab is at once sharing his own personal torment and
ambivalence, and joining together all of his listeners with their own individual
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ambivalences into a unified “we.” At the center of this ambivalence is the question of
hope. It seems like the nation is lost in “roundabouts,” where revolutions bring only new
authoritarianisms. And to Talibab’s dismay, this is because “the fascism” that the
protagonists of the 2011 revolution attempted to fight is already ingrained inside the body
and the nation (“we embody fascism”). But then how can one cultivate hope when the
nation is already tainted with fascism? How can one find the “companionship” that heals
and opens one against the foreclosed future? The desire to cultivate new hopes captures
an essential element of independent music producers’ ambivalence towards the nation:
one cannot find hope through national identities, and yet it is through social belonging
that one can once again find hopefulness.
As the Talibab and El Hawary songs instantiate, songs by independent musicians
not only highlight the ambivalence of social actors towards the nation, but they also
contrast with the aesthetic devices of the mainstream media industry. In place of abstract
nationalistic fetishism, independent songs pull the focus back to the concreteness of life,
to the sensuality of the body, to the materiality of everyday objects. In place of
sentimental affection, they pose questions that dig into the contradictions of national life
in order to disperse them over ordinary experience, objects, and bodies. Independent
music producers take the very abstract notion of the nation from the glorious skies of the
Geist, and pull it back to the ground, where everyday lives are full of confusion, misery,
uncertainty, and predicament. The ambivalence that characterizes independent music
songs is the consequence of an attentive proximity to the concreteness of the nation, to its
people’s everyday life. The nation in these songs appears to be an imaginary that is not
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easy to grapple with: for all you may desire to belong to it, the closer you get, the more it
is apt to vanish or shatter before your eyes.

2.3 The Voyage of Freedom: National Identity versus Belonging
“Fuck ‘Egypt is the Mother of the World’… I don’t have anything to do with that
bullshit.” Samir made this comment to me in February 2016 on our way to grab
sandwiches for breakfast before heading together to his recording session. Two months
later we met at a street café for one last farewell hangout before his departure the next
day. Samir had finally made up his mind to move to Germany, after sixteen months of
deliberation and reluctance. I was curious to know how and why Samir had decided to
leave Egypt. When I asked he responded, “Because in Germany, I am a citizen.” His
answer startled me. He was neither a German citizen nor was he going to be one anytime
soon, and we were talking in mid-2016 amidst the Arab Refugee crisis in Germany and
rising xenophobia against Arabs in Europe. I debated the statement with Samir. He
conceded that he was well aware of the problems in Europe before adding, “but here [in
Egypt] one has to die in order to live.”6
Samir’s response, I would later learn, comprised a theory of freedom and
nationalism indicative of a wider sentiment prevalent in the independent music scene. In
6

Samir and independent music producers do not frame citizenship as a relation of “entitlement”— a set of
rights—that mediates the relation between the state and subject. Rather, the performance of citizenship here
(as in “I am a citizen”) is understood by subjects to be a process of continuous negotiations with regimes of
governance tussling for provisions, services, and benefits. This understanding of citizenship as a consistent
process of negotiation with the state is not an exceptional phenomenon among music producers, but rather a
foundational structure of political imaginaries in Egypt (Singerman 1996; Ismail 2006; Singerman 2009;
Sultan 2016). Citizenship, especially in the years following the 2011 revolution, became one of the idioms
entangled with social anticipation of political change and the potential for hope in Egypt (Moll 2012; elNawawy and Khamis 2013; Herrera 2014; Winegar 2014).
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this section, I will follow Samir’s journey as he weighs the decision to leave Egypt for
Germany, before deciding to return back to Egypt after only six months. While in the
previous section I focused on the differences in national narratives issued by nationalist
mainstream media and independent music producers, here I intend to show the difference
between identity and belonging as implied in independent music producers’ professional
aspirations and labor practices. Samir’s story shows the ways independent music
producers’ desires for freedom, in the Arendtian sense, build a tension between
independent music producers and national identities promulgated by the authoritarian
state. This journey also shows us the sense of belonging to Egypt that independent music
producers experience, due to the multitudinous social linkages that join (and at times
bind) them to Egypt. Understanding the contradiction between these two conflicting
methods of positioning oneself in relation to the nation—abstract national identity, and
concrete belonging to the nation—will explain how ambivalence towards the nation
emerges in independent music producers’ lives.
I first became acquainted with Samir during a lunch outing on a Saturday in the
fall of 2014, after one of the rehearsal sessions of Ahmed Nazmi’s Jazz Quartet (ANJQ).
Samir, who plays the drums in ANJQ was twenty-three years old and in his penultimate
year of studies at The Institute of Arabic Music (IAM). He grew up in Shubra, one of the
lower-middle class neighborhoods in Cairo, and his father was a saxophonist and a
session musician. Although Samir studied only Arabic music theory and practice at IAM,
he was a self-taught drummer (primarily through YouTube videos) of other genres and
aspired to become a jazz producer. By securing the drummer seat in several independent
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music bands in Cairo, he had cobbled together a living in the independent music scene.
On the day I first met Samir, he asked me about my experience as a doctoral student in
the US and consulted me on the stakes implied in moving out of Egypt. His German
partner had suggested moving together to Germany, but he was reluctant. I asked him
what the benefits of moving to Germany would be and he responded sarcastically, “so
that my adopted street cat can enjoy the trees and green fields in the abroad.” He wanted
his cat to have the freedom to run free and explore in an invigorating new environment—
and the implication was that he wanted the same for himself.
Leaving Egypt and moving to Germany would be a perilous step for Samir’s
career. Many independent music musicians look forward to touring abroad, especially in
the Northern Hemisphere and Gulf countries. The former provides cultural capital and the
latter ensures lucrative gigs. But as much as musicians in Egypt aspire to tour abroad,
they also seek to keep the tours relatively short so that they can return back to Egypt
quickly; in the competitive music market, securing one’s seat in one or several music
bands is at the core of maintaining a music career, and long absences from Egypt come at
the risk of losing one’s position in the music scene. Moving permanently, as Samir was
considering, was a serious decision. Not only might he fail in Europe, but should he
return to Cairo he might find that his network and references in Cairo had gone cold.
Career decisions like this one involve making prudent calculations and gathering advice
from peers who have traveled long-term or moved away permanently. In thinking
through a journey overseas, remaining abroad for an extended period, and then returning
back home, the category of the nation is fleshed out. Samir’s process of imagining a long61

term move away from Egypt, and the loss of the everyday social bonds and familiar
context that such a move would entail, revealed to Samir the multifarious bonds,
contexts, and collaborations that attached him to the nation.
There are several reasons why Samir considered, and eventually decided, to move
to Berlin. First and foremost, upon his graduation in 2016 Samir, like all Egyptian men of
his age, would become subject to a term of compulsory military service of one to three
years. Due to his family’s social standing and financial means, Samir knew that he would
be unable to use connections or payoffs to avoid or reduce his period of service. Not only
was he unenthusiastic about military service, but also such an extended time away from
the independent music scene would severely handicap his professional career. For Samir,
it was a sad irony that as an Egyptian citizen living in Egypt he would have less freedom
to pursue a career of his choice than if he lived in Germany as a non-citizen. Living in
Egypt he would have to sacrifice his career for military service and struggle for years
afterwards to regain his foothold in the industry, while in Germany he would have the
potential to focus on his music career unfettered.
Second, Samir expected to encounter greater freedom to explore his musical
horizons and more opportunities in Germany than he could in Egypt. Samir imagined his
journey to Germany as a voyage of freedom where he could explore new aesthetic
genres, musical styles, creative networks, and even different kinds of food and alternative
forms of romantic relationships. And moving to Germany would give him the license to
explore his capacities and limitations while moving freely: from one place to another,
from one field of activity to another, from one affective status to another, and from one
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music genre to another. To Samir, any place where he could explore his potential was
where he identified as a “citizen.” This is what he meant by his seemingly peculiar claim
that he could live as a “citizen” in Germany. Although he was a legal citizen of Egypt,
the life in store for him in Egypt certainly would not meet the criteria of his definition of
citizenship.
This desire for freedom among independent music producers like Samir pits them
against the state and its nationalist narratives. The nation-state is responsible for limiting
the potentials of independent music producers in various concrete ways. In the case of
Samir, this narrowing of potentials manifests in the form of unwelcome military
conscription and the consequent professional ramifications. Across other social fields,
independent music producers must wrestle with the state’s grip over media circulations
and most all aspects of public life—even those that remain staunchly and intentionally
apolitical. In a world where the paeans and patriotic clichés of President El Sisi (e.g.,
"Egypt is the mother of the world, and it will be the best in the world") have become
permanent background noise in Cairene mainstream media and daily life, and where the
Egyptian state apparatus continues to foreclose public spaces in the name of protecting
the nation, national identity has become fatuous. And here, pursuing such kind of
Arendtian freedom feels futile. To independent music producers, nationalism and
authoritarianism make one feel dead in Egypt (“here one has to die in order to live”) by
curtailing one’s potential and capacity for growth.
With such a profusion of factors suggesting that by moving to Berlin, Samir
would find greater freedom in his career and personal life, I was very surprised to learn
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that after only six months, he was reconsidering his move and contemplating returning
back to Cairo. Samir had been successful in landing some gigs as an oriental
percussionist in Berlin, and he had started to hang out with local musicians despite some
differences in aesthetic preferences. But when we met in Berlin in the fall of 2016, it was
clear that something was off. When I reminded him of his disgruntled remark back in
Cairo (“Fuck ‘Egypt is Mother of the World’”) he laughed and said, “That is a different
issue.”
I realized after coming here, having the luxury of time, that I have to start my
[music] project now … Here I realized that I have to work on my project, so that
it grows with me. The sooner I start, the better it will become in the future. But
then I can’t really do that here. I started to work on some [original music
compositions], but the project can’t happen here. I can’t find my space here. I
belong to our scene [the independent music scene] back in Egypt.
By starting a music project, Samir meant conceptualizing, forming, and
captaining a new music band and carving out a competitive space for this band in the
independent music market. Samir had begun to see himself as more than just an
instrumentalist, and envisioned a career for himself as the leader of a music project—the
first step on the road to becoming a music producer. While the instrumentalist is the artist
who is confined to the aesthetics and schedule of playing music on someone else’s terms
(e.g., Samir was an instrumentalist on the drums for gigs and recording sessions in Berlin
and previously in Cairo) the music producer is understood to be a visionary who has a
hand in all stages of production: composing, arranging, mixing, and performance. Even
when music projects fail to amass a sizeable fan base, their existence elevates the cultural
capital of the founding artists (the music producers) in music markets and networking
circles. And if a project succeeds, the profits can be reinvested back into the project, for
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example in the form of more upscale production, that can further amplify the success of
the band and give the band members some degree of economic stability. The aspiration to
become a music producer in this total sense is a relatively new phenomenon in the
recording industry, as it is one of the effects of the digital technologies which have
liberated music production and distribution from the monopoly of the established media
industry, and enabled independent music producers to own the process of production in
order to make and distribute their own original music.
But this aspiration tied Samir’s dreams back to Egypt, particularly to the Egyptian
audience and its musical culture. Samir was prescient to recognize why his music project
was unlikely to take root and grow anywhere but Cairo. First, becoming a music producer
is inexorably tied to addressing an audience that shares a common language and
familiarity with a common musical lexicon and repertoire. To start a music project in
Germany, Samir would need to learn a new cultural language (as well as the German
language) from the ground up. Until he could gain fluency in those languages, Samir’s
best chance at a career in music in Germany was limited to either becoming a prominent
"ethnic" artist within the circuits of the "World Music" market, or to establishing himself
as a session musician in a more popular music market (e.g. mainstream pop music)—
itself a challenging feat in the presence of a far deeper talent pool of competitors than he
faced in Cairo. Second, Samir would have to find and build relationships with other
artists who were familiar with his musical taste, and who preferably shared some
overlapping musical references. Third, he would need to develop a social network in
Germany to gain access to shared studio space and equipment, without which he would
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have difficulty affording the full costs of production and distribution. And fourth, he
would need to develop the cultural capital that would enable him to navigate the local
music cliques, studios, booking agencies, and venues, and leverage them to gather
supportive assistance for his project.
Back in Egypt, by contrast, Samir had already accumulated the aforementioned
cultural capital and social networks, and as a native he inherently belonged in front of his
audience, meaning he was in command of the cultural language. And he would not need
to shoehorn himself into an unfamiliar scene or a genre that clashed with his aesthetic,
because the musical niche he most identified with was an Egyptian creation. For better or
for worse, Samir belonged to the independent music scene in Egypt, and to the
prospective audience of that scene. If the voyage of freedom carried Samir away from
Egypt—with his refusal of the statist national identity—belonging to the independent
music scene would bring him back to Egypt. Samir’s defiance of the limiting pressures
imposed on him by the state led him to a journey abroad, only to find that it was in the
Egyptian independent music scene that he could best follow his dreams and widen the
horizons of his future.
This matrix of aspirations undergirding the lives of independent music producers
shapes their attachment to the nation. On one level, the producer’s voyage of freedom,
which invigorates him to explore his affective realities and capacities, pits him against the
abstract regime of national identity promulgated by authoritarianism and its allencompassing command of mainstream media. Here, antagonism towards Egyptian
identity is not a refusal of all links to the country; it is specifically a refusal of the state’s
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abstraction of the nation. On another level, the voyage of freedom reveals an attachment
to the nation through tangible social structures. This attachment can serve, rather than
hinder, a producer’s voyage of freedom. The nation here isn’t a canonized abstract
category: it is an imagined community of local social relationships, accumulated social
and cultural capital, and the prospective audience of the independent music scene. It is
ingrained in the materiality of production and in concrete social relations. While
independent music producers may refuse to identify with the fetishization of the nation
by mainstream media and the state’s official discourse, they nonetheless belong to Egypt
through the social relations that tie them to an imagined community.
The theme of ambivalence towards the nation is one of the foremost concerns of
independent music production, and it is located here, in the tension between identity and
belonging. Independent music zeroes in on the tension between the refusal of the nation
as an abstract identity and the simultaneous sense of belonging to the nation as a
condition for growth and flourishing. The analytical difference between identity and
belonging here is crucial to understand the ways aspirations shape independent music
producers’ ambivalence towards the nation. It was Samir who first alerted me to the fact
that in the Arabic language, the root of the word “belonging” (ʾenteemāʾ) is the verb “to
grow and flourish” (nama). “To belong is to grow, one belongs to where one can grow,”
he once told me. In contrast, the word “identity” (haweya) conjures images of dusty,
bureaucratic state institutions and their reams of paperwork. And belonging here doesn't
hinge on the discursive formations of nationalism (al 'umma , al watan, al qamya).
Rather, belonging here is grounded in historical affinities and practical entanglements
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that tie social actors and their voyages of freedom to the social in Egypt. Ambivalence
towards the nation stems from this inherent contradiction—between Egypt as an identity,
and Egypt as something to which one belongs—that complicates the lives of media
producers who rely on the workings of public circulations under authoritarianism.

2.4 The Enigma of the People
The 2011 revolution and its aftermath has been an important factor in shaping
independent music producers’ national imaginaries and they ways they frame their
belonging to Egypt. The 2011 Egyptian revolution resuscitated nationalism in everyday
life. On January 25th 2011, the first wave of protestors chanted: “The People want to
bring down the regime!” Eighteen days later, on the evening Mubarak resigned from the
presidency, the streets echoed with a resonant chant that marked many of the year 2011’s
protests, "Raise up your head, you are Egyptian.” The revolution set the stage for new
questions, performances, and claims of identity and belonging in everyday life. Among
independent music producers, the revolution represented a new way of relating to the
people and coalesced the relation between national hopes and independent music
producers’ entrepreneurial aspirations. During the 2011 revolution, independent music
producers’ and the people’s hopes aligned: both hoped for a new society where people
could practice freedom and explore their potentials in public life.
Mohamed Ibraheem is an Egyptian bassist, regarded as one of the best of his kind
in the Middle East, as attested to by many of the music producers I have worked with. He
grew up in a village in Mansoura in the Egyptian Delta. He first learned keyboard by
picking out the notes and chords of mainstream pop music from the radio, then he taught
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himself bass through VHS tape tutorials circulating in the 1990s. He went on to sit for
formal music training in Cairo and after his graduation in 2004, he worked as a producer
in the mainstream music industry before latching onto the jazz scene, and then settling
into playing bass for two of the country’s most famed pre-2011 independent music bands,
Resala and Vybe. Ibraheem was never interested in politics. But his home was less than
500 meters away from Tahrir Square, and so on January 25th 2011 he found himself in the
thick of the revolutionary action. He encountered many of his activist and musician
friends at the sit-ins and he quickly became an active participant, either providing
assistance to those at the sit-ins or joining in the protests himself.
And yet Ibraheem hardly mentioned politics or the revolution during my
interactions with him in 2014 and 2015, although he was active in the Tahrir protests in
2011 and even composed a song commemorating the revolution. One rare occasion to
discuss his participation in the revolution arose during a dinner at his house in 2015. His
wife made an offhand comment, teasing him by reminding him of his revolutionary past,
and I took the opportunity to ask him about his participation in the 2011 revolution. He
responded with a very telling explanation for why he was involved in the 2011
mobilization:
I thought that things like justice, unfairness, and power (el solta), and the way the
country is run, all of that had direct relation to me personally as well as people
around me. I presumed that the revolution was a fertile soil (tourba khesba) for
many things to happen, for my life and others’ lives to become better. I mean, I
imagined for example that I would be able to make the kind of music I like, that
our scene [the independent music scene] would flourish (ykbar), that I would be
able to make the music I like to make with others who also love what they do, for
people who love that kind of music. It is all related. I felt that this was an
opportunity when one could do something in this country. I don’t know why. It
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was the being with other people, seeing other people who also wanted this country
to be better.
In this explanation, Ibraheem revealed that he found more reason to engage in
revolutionary politics than just resisting or overhauling the state apparatus. To Ibraheem,
politics was also as a way of relating to “the people” who share this political field and its
common world. There is national imagination here that provides the political with
meaning and purpose, as one attempts to act together with likeminded strangers. It is
through national imaginary that an actor perceives his or her entanglement with others in
the political field—it is how they understand that their aspirations and problems are tied
to those of others. This national imaginary isn't merely a discursive narrative that
describes the abstract attributes of the nation: it is ingrained in social processes and
relations. The nation is located in the ways actors realize their relationality to others: “I
thought that things like justice, unfairness, and power … all of that had direct relation to
me personally as well as people around me.”
The nation here isn’t a collective identity: it is a form of belonging. Independent
music producers’ political actions are inexorably tied to an embodied form of belonging
that irreversibly braids the personal together with the social. In 2011, Ibraheem situated
his political action within a personal aspiration. The revolution allowed his visions of a
vibrant music scene where he could enact his freedom—where he could undertake the
voyage of self-exploration—to become connected to the freedoms of other people. The
nation here is the social imaginary that, in a concrete sense, entangles one’s aspirations
with others implicated within the polity of the nation. Ibraheem evoked the image of
“fertile soil” to describe an envisioned social space constituted by the revolution, where
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he could thrive, and where he could belong. Political action here reckons on a national
imagination that neither reduces the political to abstract values (e.g. ideological values or
“human rights”) nor utilizes politics to achieve social representation (as in
representational democracy). Revolting here depends on realizing that one’s freedom and
capacity is related to other people’s freedoms and hopes. Perceiving one’s own hopes
through those of others—through those of the people—is the bedrock of independent
music producers’ political action and discourse.
But while the revolution entangled independent music producers’ aspirations with
their forms of belonging to the nation and to the people, the revolution’s aftermath also
fissured the category of “the people.” Towards the end of 2011 Ibraheem moved to the
Netherlands, and two years later he moved to Lebanon. In a manner similar to the
voyages of freedom undertaken by Samir, Ibraheem went looking for his own version of
freedom by seeking out experiences and opportunities beyond Egypt before returning to
Egypt in 2013 to work on his music project. He returned to Egypt to start a jazz quartet.
In 2014, when the quartet failed to generate a livable income, he joined and began to
produce Hawidro, one of the year’s most promising music bands in the independent
music scene.
Hawidro played original Arabic songs that blended a unique mosaic of West
African, North African, and Nubian sounds. The band achieved middling success in
2014. But then with the intensification of the political crisis following the Rabaʿa
massacre of 2013, and with the military regime tightening its grip on public life, by mid2015 the independent music scene started facing financial strains. Hawidro maintained a
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baseline of success and was generating income, yet it never reached the threshold of
capital necessary to produce albums and music videos or to expand in the market. Here
Ibraheem could clearly see the entanglement of his musical aspirations and the political
crisis. In 2016 he made a cursory remark while watching political skirmishes on TV:
“The people [el nas] are stupid. This is a nation [sha’b] that deserves to be
downtrodden.” I retorted, “That is unfair. You yourself told me before that you
were with the people [el nas] in the revolution. You witnessed it yourself. You
know this is a regime with a hard grip.” He responded by alluding to the sweeping
populist support of the El Sisi regime: “Yes, but the same people who revolted are
the ones who now idolize a new pharaoh. They are the same people.”
The category of “the people” facilitated the mediation between personal
aspirations and political hopes in 2011, between the freedom of discovering one’s own
capacities and political freedoms. Yet it is also in relation to “the people” that
independent music producers register their stuckedness in music markets as an aspect of
wider political transitions. Independent music producers colloquially index such political
transitions through the idiom of the people: while “the people” revolted against
authoritarianism in 2011, two years later they revolted to reconstitute authoritarianism.
Ibraheem captured this confusion by arguing that “[t]he revolution unveiled the best of
this country and also its worst. Good people and also bad ones.” This is a confusion that
captures the ways the category of the people has been sustainably coopted by the military
regime (and its media arms) since 2013, imposing the regime’s official narrative of one
homogenous people in unity, while coercively oppressing the cultural diversity implied in
the category of the people. The aftermath of the 2011 revolution revealed to the
independent music producers what seemed like the enigmatic character of the people:
they can be an inspiration for hope, but they can also be the source of Egypt’s
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predicament. Independent music producers’ ambivalence towards national identity here is
an ambivalence towards the abstract concept of the people. Among independent music
producers, there was a sense that the hopes they invested in the revolution were betrayed
by “the people” who supported the populist authoritarian regime of 2013. It seemed as
though Egypt was where their hope was possible, yet Egypt itself also polluted their hope
with ambivalence.
This sense that “the people” betrayed the revolution also weighed on independent
music producers’ entrepreneurial hopes and exacerbated the tension of their relation
towards national imaginaries. The story of Abdelrahman Khedr, a cultural entrepreneur in
the independent music scene and the co-founder of Axeer Studios, exemplifies how the
resurgence of authoritarianism seemed like a betrayal of independent musicians’ 2011
revolutionary and entrepreneurial hopes. At the end of his final semester of
undergraduate studies in Cairo University’s engineering program in the spring of 2011,
Khedr collaborated with other friends (also engineers) to produce a music video for a
song by three rappers, entitled “Writing a Letter for Tomorrow?” that describes the
stories of three youths who were willing to dream, yet remained uncertain of what would
happen to their lives the next day. Posted on January 23rd 2011, two days before the
revolution, the song alluded to the anticipation of mass participation in the January 25th
revolution, as was called for on social media networks. The music video went viral over
the following weeks and the 2011 revolution succeeded in overthrowing Mubarak; both
events changed Khedr’s life forever. He quit his engineering career and cofounded Axeer
Studios, producing independent music videos as well as independent TV programs on
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YouTube. In 2011 and 2012, with its slogan “We tell stories to change the world”, Axeer
Studio produced music videos that expressed youths’ revolutionary hopes and the social
dreams of 2011. To this day, these songs provide mnemonic references to all those who
believed in the 2011 revolution, and sought to frame their personal aspirations within
wider sociopolitical transitions.
In 2013, Khedr was wary of the June 30th revolts against the democratically
elected Islamist president Mohamed Morsi, fearing that the military and
counterrevolution would coopt these revolts. He then took an oppositional stance against
the ensuing July 3rd 2013 coup d’état. He was thunderstruck on July 24th 2013, when
Field Marshal Abdel Fattah El Sisi, in a speech broadcast live on television, asked
Egyptians to take to the streets to give him a mandate to face violence and terrorism—a
mandate that had provided El Sisi with the populist support to use violence against any
opposition to his July 3rd coup d’état, and which buttressed the authoritarian regime in
Egypt with sweeping populist support. On Friday July 26th 2013, while protesters flooded
the streets of Cairo in competing rallies, Khedr was sitting in his office when he noticed
that rallying trucks campaigning for pro-military protests were gathering in the street
below. Flanked by plain-clothes officers and police soldiers, the trucks were using
loudspeakers to play the revolutionary political songs that Axeer Studios had produced.
In an agonizing and staggering recollection of the moment, spoken to me years later, he
mused:
It was very weird to see the people calling for fascism using the songs I produced,
cheering for blood through verses I believed in. I started to realize that the people
[the audience] are both smart and stupid, that what I produce is not in my hands—
the people do so many different things with it. It made me think of what I was
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doing. I say ‘we tell stories to change the world,’ but what change? Where? How
come whatever you do turns out to become stumping material for
authoritarianism? And if my dream is to change the world, why do I have to do it
here? What does ‘a country’ even mean?
Khedr’s questioning of the meaning of national imaginaries (“What does ‘a
country’ even mean?”) was a way for him to reconcile with the aftermath of the 2011
revolution and the populist support of authoritarianism. The populist support of the El
Sisi authoritarian regime in 2013 and 2014 unveiled the contradictions inherent in the
notion of “the people.” It made independent music producers rethink their relation to the
people and the nation. The 2011 revolution brought their freedoms and hopes together
with those of the people. Independent music’s aspirations to create an alternative music
culture seemed especially vibrant and possible in 2011 because there was a sense that
their desires for freedom aligned with the people’s hopes for freedom. But then the
populist support of authoritarianism in 2013 made them feel estranged from the people
and alienated from the authoritarian representation of the nation. A simultaneous
attachment to and estrangement from “the people” emerged that seemed like a new,
enigmatic social category. As independent music producers imagined and interacted with
“the people” in everyday life, with the hopes of 2011 and the weight of authoritarianism
always in the background, their ambivalence towards the nation was brewing.

2.5 Affective Alliances
In reconciling their estrangement from national identities and desires for social
belonging in Egypt, independent music producers attempt to approach their audience in
markedly different ways than their mainstream music counterparts. Mainstream music
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producers attempt to reach the masses of the nation, and in so doing they make the
assumption that the masses possess a homogenous national aesthetic taste. Independent
music producers invert the process by focusing on the “affective alliances” conjured
when artists express sincere feelings and ideas—their individuality—with the hope that
their work will find an audience of people with whom their art resonates. Their imagined
audience is the group of listeners who share their affective moods, within a nation of
listeners presumed to possess heterogeneous tastes. The relation between independent
music producers and their listeners takes the form of what Lukács has called “affective
alliances” where images, music, and discourses resonate affectively with segments of the
audience who share affinities, lifestyles or attitudes (2010, 3). In independent music
production, the masses of the nation cease to become the reference point of the
imagination that informs music production. Rather, independent music producers attempt
to imagine affective publics7 with which they can establish alternative forms of belonging
that go beyond the framework of the nation and the masses.
The nation is the audience of the mainstream music industry. I asked Rami
Mohsen, the media producer and director of the major mainstream record label
NRPmusic, which produces some of the biggest pop icons in the industry, why he had not
produced independent music bands on his label, although he would host them on the
label’s radio programs. He explained:

7

Affective publics can be seen as spaces where strangers relate to each other through circulation of affects,
affinities, and sensibilities (Born 2013), by virtue of which they can extract forms of belonging beyond the
official dominant discourse (Hirschkind 2006; Manoukian 2010)
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We tried. We talked about [collaboration]. But it isn’t feasible. In order for a
record label to produce a music band or a song, I need to make songs that people
in the street will listen to, understand, repeat, and unconsciously swing with its
tunes. What [kind of song] does that? A romantic song. And I am telling you: it
has to be accessible to everyone, even to the old authentically Egyptian streetvendor woman who sells vegetables at the street intersection. That is the magic
wand of any record label: to make a romantic, catchy, digestible song. But
independent bands won’t do that. That is their problem. They don’t want to write
romantic songs, but then how would they reach the people?
Rami argues here that the audience in the mainstream music industry is
quintessentially the masses, the people. Mainstream record labels and music producers
have to streamline this strategic methodology and aesthetic framework (the accessible
catchy romantic song) throughout the process of music production and distribution. The
masses here take on a national character—the “authentically Egyptian” average person,
everyone and anyone who is Egyptian. From the perspective of mainstream music
producers like Rami, the problem of independent music bands is the way they overlook
this masses-factor, the way they turn away from the people.
During one of Hawidro’s rehearsals in February 2015, preparing for the coming
music festival 3alGanoub, the band was working on one of their songs “Ya ṣabeya”
(“You, Young Woman”). Zeezo, the lead singer, began to sing: “You, young woman, you
have captured my mind. You are the tenderness of mothers, a jasmine flower in my
necklace. Your scent bleeds silence. You are the sound of reason as well as madness—
my happiness and my insanity.” Then the musicians stopped to rework the chord
progression. While the bassist and the percussionist were discussing the rhythm section,
Hassan, the drummer, shot a wry glance to Ahmed, the keyboardist and primary
songwriter, and asked with feigned innocence, “Ahmed, what is the tenderness of
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mothers?” The guitarist added with a snigger, “He loves the tenderness of mothers.” I
heard peals of laughter. Ahmed had written the song in a collaborative workshop
together with a songwriter and a poet. He stood by the lyrics, arguing that those
complaining should have participated in the songwriting workshop instead of making
snarky remarks. Still, Hassan raised a good point, “Yeah but how would people receive
that?” The crux of the argument was that the lyrics could be interpreted as having
disturbing incestuous undertones. A lively exchange ensued, dividing the band into two
camps: those who were uneasy with the misconstruable metaphor, and those who felt it
fit well with the semiotic structure of the lyrics. Before the lighthearted debate could turn
tense, Ibraheem made a constitutive argument to frame the discussion: “It is not whether
people will find it offensive or not, like it or not; it is about do we feel right about it or
not. We can’t perform something we aren’t convinced by. That is the issue, not the
people.”
Discussions like this one show how independent music producers negotiate the
terms of music production: with one eye attentive to the audience’s imagined reactions
and the other maintaining focus on the integrity of the musicians’ artistic decisions.
While listeners are an important element to weigh in the process of mediation, the broad
consensus among independent producers is that attempting to please the audience should
not define the terms by which the work of art is crafted. The underlying assumption here
is that an independent music band’s songs might not reach the masses and that the songs
are not written for anyone and everyone. The audience independent musicians have in
mind when writing and performing songs are those listeners who can affectively relate to
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them—the segments of the mass-audience who are touched by the affects of the song as
mediated by the independent music singers.
This framing of the relation between independent music producers and their
prospective audience as affective alliances departs away from the framework of the
nation as a reference point of identity. The reification and unity implied in the category of
“the people” atrophies; in the independent music scene, “the people” is exchanged for a
fan-base (el fans). The mass media industry addresses the audience as “the people” who
belong to a homogeneous nation, with music that panders to the masses through a fairly
impersonal and limited palette of generalizations, and legible (or digestible) lines.
Independent music producers shift away from the mass media industry’s focus on
meanings (e.g. the legibility of the narrative) and rather attend to the narrative’s affective
qualities. Within this shift, the relation between the fans and artist takes an individualistic
turn, where artists are expected to express their personal affective moods and
experiences. The independent music producer isn’t expected to make music that appeals
to every Egyptian by following a predictable and pat formula. Rather, the independent
artist is allowed to express a sense of contradictions, incoherencies, paradoxes, and
illegibility to stir affect and capture fans’ ears and bodies.
Although affective alliances break away from national identities, they still express
a desire to belong. Independent music producers express their ambivalence towards
national identity by questioning the category of the “nation,” as seen in the case of Ali
Talibab’s song “What’s Next After This Misery,” highlighting their estrangement from
national identities even as they express their desire to belong to the society. Talibab
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further developed this aesthetic, and by 2015 he had begun to explore his social
belonging by experimenting with eccentric lyrical narratives in an attempt to see whether
an audience could relate to the narratives’ affective qualities without him tackling the
question of belonging as such.
I decided by 2015 that I am not even going to appeal to any collectivity; I am not
going to imagine any bond between the audience and me. I will just express what
I feel, you know. I felt I don’t have to say something about us [as in a collective
group], but say something about me that others might or can relate to. I don’t
know. I was experimenting. I wanted to know what would happen if I decided to
sing words that don’t have any clear meanings to others: just my feelings. Would
others feel it too? Who will feel it? Who are those who can feel my words, and I
can belong to? Those will be the imagined collectivity I belong to, through
feelings. It is about who can feel me among those people who live in Egypt.
Talibab’s new artistic strategy was to return back to his personal, raw feelings and
to present them on stage. Experimentation was key; it was how he attempted to gauge and
establish affective alliances with the audience. And by sharing his affects of ambivalence,
Talibab was unveiling his confusions and scattered ideas on the stage, while attending to
the audience who would be affected by such artwork. And there, he hoped, was where he
could find and belong to an imagined community of listeners who shared the same
sensibilities and imaginaries. It was a quest for belonging that did not rely on a priori
presumptions about identity, but rather attempted to discover the grounds and affects
through which belonging could become possible. Talibab’s song “I Murdered Some Guy
Today” captures this strategy:
I murdered some guy today. It was such a pleasant feeling.
I slit his throat. His blood flew onto my hands.
I leaned in closer to him. I whispered in his ear.
I told him, “My lover, the night is still long.”
I licked his blood. Each lick excited me more.
Go inform the police officer that the suspect isn’t innocent.
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I dissected his eyebrows, and planted the sharp tip in his eyes.
And in each eye, I twisted the grip twice:
Once in the name of Allah, the other in the name of religion.
I swear to you, judge: he expressed his gratitude with tears.
I told him, “You are not alone. All of us are blind.”
I hugged him. I kissed his lips.
I ate, chewed, and blessed him.
If you looked for him, you would find him in the same place: in the sewer.
An idealistic place. I am so happy.
How many of you would like to be in my place?
You all did the normal thing.
Go and call the police. Call the police. Go and call the police.
Else you will be implicated in the crime.
Go and call the police.
Excerpted from “I Murdered Some Guy Today,” Ali Talibab, 2014.
I saw Talibab perform “I Murdered Some Guy Today” about five times, at venues
ranging from an intimate audience of one hundred fifty to a crowd of two thousand.
While performing this song Talibab would appear haunted, or entranced. Incanting the
song along with Talibab is a kind of exorcistic ritual for his most ardent fans, who travel
from hours away to attend his live shows. Talibab once made a passing comment to me to
the effect that he didn’t know why this song was a favorite among his fans, but it never
failed to cast a spell over the audience. He wanted to know my opinion. I told him that it
was one of his most visceral songs, and that it sketched a poignant scene before abruptly
flaunting lurid acts. It dissected the body and defiled the sacred (the courts and Allah). It
muddled the truth. It brought together affection and antipathy. It expressed distress that a
victim of sadistic torture and murder would be grateful to his assailant exactly because
only then could he relate to others—he could find belonging in a community of the blind.
And most startlingly, it broke the fourth wall and suggested directly to the audience that
some among them shared the narrator’s murderous impulse. In this accusatory lyric was a
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demonstration of vulnerability, in which the narrator revealed a need for belonging that
hinged on the audience’s capacity to imagine and share the protagonist’s pain,
predicament, and sadistic desires. For the song to succeed at affecting an audience, the
audience needed to share that desire for belonging so acutely that they would commit
(imaginary) murder. It is through such affective circulation that a sense of affective
ambivalence is circulated and an imagined community is conjured. In such an imagined
community, the artist and the audience find belonging by entering into a pact to belong to
one another.
It is in breaking away from the very abstract notion of “the people” and the
masses of the nation (the imagined audience of the state and mainstream media industry)
that alternative belongings can be constituted. As in “I Murdered Some Guy Today,”
individuation and expressing personal forms of life (rather than interpellating the listeners
as a mass-audience of particular national communities) becomes the mediatory conduit
through which a sense of sociality can be palpably experienced. When addressing an
audience of individuals rather than an imagined homologous mass, the signification of a
song matters less than its affective force—i.e. its capacity to mediate ambivalence as an
affect. As previously noted, while mainstream nationalist songs focus on sentimental
reification of the nation using rigid and abstract symbols, independent music issues blurs
personal significations and grapples with questions of belonging. In this way,
independent music producers create an affective alliance that facilitates a form of
belonging, which in turn depends on an affective alliance. This alliance might lack
signification (as in forgoing identities) but affectively it reverberates with intimacy and
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existential proximity. As Talibab himself aptly put it: “Not everyone would agree on the
meanings implied in ‘I Murdered Some Guy [Today],’ but those who feel it live in, and
listen to, the same frequency.”

2.6 Politics of Ambivalence
Although the affective alliances that independent music producers attempt to
cultivate through their artwork seem distant from the political, they can nonetheless
unexpectedly conjure political imaginaries that circulate in the independent music scene.
Because these affective alliances are based on shared ambivalence and constitute
alternative forms of belonging, beyond the state’s ideology of nationalism, the circulation
of the affect of ambivalence facilitates and embraces an inherent refusal of the hegemonic
ideologies of authoritarianism. This refusal resonates with the irreverent and rowdy
youths in the audience who witnessed and participated in the 2011 revolution before
retreating from politics after the reemergence of authoritarianism in 2013. In a sense, the
bond formed between the producers and audience that arises out of affective alliances
allows both groups to challenge the state, and to defect from the state’s ideological
culture to inhabit an alternative community of their own making—a community beyond
the ambit of authoritarianism.
Talibab’s song “I Murdered Some Guy Today” is one example of how political
desires can emerge even when independent producers’ lyrical narratives withdraw from
the political. Nothing is overtly politicized in this song: no political demands, no claims
to rights, no protests against the regime. And Talibab didn’t intend to make any
metaphorical or allusive references to the political. Nevertheless, the political resuscitates
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in spite of Talibab’s intentions, and in spite of the apolitical lyrical narrative itself.
During nearly every performance of the song I witnessed, as the audience incanted the
lyrics along with Talibab, a cluster of youth would make a consistent word substitution
such that the song’s opening lines, “I murdered some guy today. It was such a pleasant
feeling,” became “I murdered a police officer today. It was such a pleasant feeling.”
Sometimes the entirety of the audience, mistakenly or intentionally, would join in. The
sonic resonance between the Arabic word for “some guy” (ragel) and “a police officer”
(zabet), in addition to the heavy repetition of the word zabet repeatedly later on in the
song, creates the feeling that he is saying “a police officer” instead of “some guy” in the
opening lines. When I asked Talibab what he made of this, he said he thought that the
way the audience insisted on repeating what they thought they heard rather than what he
actually said can be attributed to the audience’s own political desires and experiences. A
significant portion of Talibab’s fan base was comprised of rebellious youths reared on the
ideals of the 2011 revolution. By and large, he explained, these young fans maintained a
staunch hostility toward the state security, and many experienced direct clashes against
the police during the revolution. Although nothing about the revolution or any anti-police
sentiment is overtly a part of Talibab’s song, the political is a specter that hovers around
it every time the song is performed.
The affective alliance that created among the fans a sense of belonging originated
from Talibab’s music, but once formed it was no longer his alone to direct or manage.
Despite the fact that Talibab’s objective was to use his music to create an alternative,
apolitical space of belonging for himself and his audience to inhabit, once the affective
84

alliance was formed around Talibab, the audience, finding other affects that they shared
(e.g., opposition to the police), infused those into the alliance’s makeup. The fans had
individually found their way to independent music because of the political—because they
refused the form of national identity issued by the state—and they brought that political
orientation into their affective alliance even when it wasn’t there. In a sense, the very
absence of politics in Talibab’s lyrics left an opening for his audience to introduce
politics into them. Independent music producers find themselves entangled in the political
because from the point of view of their audience they articulate a vague, but widely felt,
desire for social belonging that is not reducible to national ideology.

Figure 2: Ali Talibab performing "I Murdered Some Guy Today" (Photo
courtesy of Hossam Atef Farouk), Greek Campus, Cairo, Egypt, 2015.
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But independent music producers also find themselves entangled in the political
because from the point of view of the authorities they are expressing ambivalence about
national identities. Here we see an illustration of the manner in which independent music
producers are consistently implicated in politics, even when they have withdrawn from
the political. In the interview with Maryam Saleh that opened this chapter, Saleh insisted,
“I don’t want to use my art politically … my life is already muddled in politics.” Here I
want to unpack this tension between musicians’ withdrawal from politics, and their
involuntary immersion into it. I argue that one of the primary reasons that independent
music producers find themselves continually entangled in the political is that the
alternative forms of social belonging they give voice to are all-pervasive from the point
of view of the authorities. This is not because independent music producers set out to
reclaim national identities and narratives from the state, as did radicalized musicians and
artists like Sheikh Imam in the 1980s or Ramy Essam in the post-2011 era. Rather, it is
because independent music producers attempt to question the validity of such national
identities, and even the concept of the nation itself, by expressing their ambivalences.
Independent music producers’ ambivalence towards the nation moves them away
from the platform that organizes the relation between the state and mainstream music
production. Mainstream music producers and pop icons perceive their social positions
within the realm of the nation: they embody the idea that Egyptian artists play an
important role in bettering the nation, by being role models, by promoting the nation’s
values, by preserving the authenticity of Egyptian culture while modernizing its
aesthetics (Abu-Lughod 2005, Armbrust 1996, Winegar 2006). In Egypt, cultural politics
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between mainstream music celebrities and the state rely on such claims to and
identification with the nation. Although few mainstream music celebrities criticized the
state under the authoritarian reign of Mubarak or the post-2013 military regime, those
who did nonetheless embraced their identification with the nation as emphatically as did
the supporters. Pro-regime artists channeled their support by referencing the solidarity
and dignity of the nation under the authoritarian regime in their music (e.g. the regime is
protecting the nation), and the critics framed their opposition by displaying concern at the
impact the regime had on the nation (e.g. the government is plundering the nation).8
The nation is the linchpin around which politics is enacted here, between the state
and mainstream music producers. By co-opting national ideologies—by defining what is
the nation and how the subject should relate to the nation—the state maintained its
control over the platform upon which cultural politics were staged. Thus, independent
music producers’ ambivalence towards the nation and their withdrawal from the political
is inherently a refusal of the national platform put forth by the state.
Independent music producers’ holdout against the embrace of official nationalism
makes them look suspicious and irreverent to authorities, creating a tension between the
producers and the state’s policing apparatus. The story of Ousso, an independent
producer/musician and self-taught guitarist, sheds light on the ways independent music

8

For example, Amr Moustafa and Mohamed Moneer are two pop celebrities who can be said to occupy
polar opposite positions on the political spectrum. Moustafa is an avid supporter of the Mubarak and El Sisi
authoritarian regimes, and he has disparaged the 2011 revolution from the outset. Moneer’s songs, by
contrast, lobbed political critiques at the Mubarak regime throughout its thirty years of rule. Yet, despite the
singers’ conflicting politics, they recognize in one another a foundational point of similarity: Moustafa and
Moneer agree that they both occupy positions within the embrace of the nation. Both musicians explicitly
defend, glorify, and set as a point of reference the state’s official discourse of nationalism.
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producers´ ambivalences lead to tension and conflict with the state’s policing apparatus.
Ousso was an active member of the independent rock/metal scene in the 1990s, and he
had also been successful breaking into the mainstream music industry as a session
musician, recording for pop icons and mainstream music celebrities. In 1999, he cofounded, with his friend the singer Sherbini, one of the first independent music bands in
contemporary Egypt, “Nagham Masry” [Egyptian Tunes]. In a discussion with Ousso, he
recalled the formation of the band by emphasizing the band’s “Egyptianness”:
I didn’t know what kind of genre [the band] would be exactly. But when I heard
Sherbini singing in a gig, I felt it was very Egyptian. He sings very Egyptian
lyrics, like Ahmed Fouad Negm and Salah Jaheen. I wanted to bring together
these lyrics that describe ordinary life in Egypt, and rock music. It might have
seemed incongruous to bring Egyptian lyrics to rock music, but I loved both, and I
wanted to know what would come out of this mix.
Although the “Egyptianness” of Sherbini’s voice and lyrics inspired Ousso to
form one of the first independent Egyptian bands, Ousso is also an artist who refuses to
confine himself within Egyptian identity. Embracing the Arendtian desire for freedom, he
repeatedly advises his friends to travel in order to learn from other music scenes, to
explore something entirely new, and to periodically break away from the familiar artistic
environment in Egypt to expand their artistic potential. Contrary to mainstream music
producers who would consider their overseas tours a representation of Egyptian art on the
international stage, Ousso does not consider himself or his art to represent Egyptian
culture. Although independent musicians, like Ousso, are grounded in “Egyptian” culture,
they don’t confine themselves within the identity of “Egyptianness.” As Ousso explained,
the Egyptianness of the lyrics and the singer’s voice inspired the formation of the band.
Ousso easily blended such Egyptianness with what seemed at the end of the 1990s to be
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one of the pioneering music fusion projects in Egypt, by braiding rock, jazz, and oriental
music influences around Egyptian lyrics. By managing to negotiate diverse aesthetic
impulses and identities without essentializing his artwork within the framework of
national identity, Ousso and his peers broke away from the state’s national ideology,
which compelled artists to embrace their Egyptian identity and to consider themselves the
bearers of an authentic Egyptian musical culture.
The tension between Ousso and the police began when he set his sights beyond
the development of his band or personal career, and started to focus on building the
independent music scene. In 2006 he founded SOS—one of the first and most successful
music festivals to feature and promote Egypt’s independent music bands. In its three
active years, SOS held eighteen festivals and pulled in audiences in the thousands to
become one of the first milestones of success in the history of the independent music
scene. As it grew in popularity, SOS drew the attention of the authorities, and Ousso’s
connections and political clout were not enough to shield him from police interrogation:
he was summoned for questioning by the State Security Investigations Service on several
occasions, and during those episodes the interrogators threatened his personal safety and
used emotional abuse to attempt to coerce him into disbanding SOS. The motivation of
the State Security Officers was clear: they were anxious about SOS’s youth gatherings
because they were scarcely able to maintain control over new youth publics and the
emerging alternative social imaginaries that were moving away from the state’s
institutions and established media industry. Their concerns were not unfounded—Ousso’s
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festival conjured a collective effervescence that had expanded beyond live public
performances into social networks that the officials were unable to monitor or surveil.
From the thrust of the police interrogations, Ousso identified another critical, and
more abstract tension between himself and the officers: the officers were simply unable
to understand the psyche or attitude of the ambiguous and inscrutable Ousso. As he
recounted in his experience of a police interrogation in 2009, “The most vexing thing for
them was that they aren’t able to classify me.” He continued,
It disturbed them so much I guess. “Is he an Islamist? Obviously no. Is he a
leftist? Not really. Is he politically active?” Not very clear, since I don’t engage in
politics, yet my band performs political innuendos. “Is he against Mubarak’s
regime?” But then I am backed by top statesmen close to Mubarak himself. “Is he
a westernized elitist brat?” Yet I grew up in an ordinary middle class family, my
band performs only very Egyptian and colloquial songs, and I leave Egypt every
once in a while to tour or work abroad but I always return back home. This
disturbed them so much! They didn’t know where to put me on their map. I guess
that made them more suspicious. So at the end of it, you find them asking
desperately that baiting question “But: do you love Egypt?”
This line of questioning exemplifies how officers fail to read independent
musicians’ dreams, attitudes, and desires. The independent musician, like Ousso, doesn’t
exactly fit the figure of the national artist, the rebel, or the westernized brat. Yet the
state’s method of containing public discourse requires them to classify opponents in order
to track, follow, compartmentalize, and domesticate their presence in Egyptian social life.
Without a clear position for the subject on the political map, s/he can run amok. S/he
becomes a threat to the state. Ousso is an Egyptian citizen who quintessentially belongs
to Egypt’s musical culture and both independent and mainstream social networks, and yet
he rejects any abstract national identification. Ousso’s dreams and attachments become
ambiguous from the perspective of the police officers, who can sense his ambivalence
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towards the nation and yet cannot comprehend it. There is an affective puzzlement here.
The officer’s affective question, “Do you love Egypt?” is his last resort attempt to situate
the subject within the framework of national identification. The officer isn’t questioning
Ousso’s citizenship but rather his affects towards the nation. The inability of the officer
to stereotype or classify Ousso, in the absence of Ousso’s endorsement of abstract
national identification, turns into affective illegibility. Here independent music
producers’ ambivalence throws a wrench in the works of authoritarianism by disrupting
the ways authorities attempt to locate subjects into fixed positions.
“But, do you love Egypt?” is the authorities’ last endeavor to access this
imagination by asking Ousso himself to suggest where he could be situated on their map.
I asked Ousso how he responded to the interrogator and he said, with a careless wave of
the hand: “Nonsense, you know their trivialities, I just told them what they want to hear:
that we all love Egypt and that nothing we do was against the nation. That stuff. But they
stayed confused. They were incapable of understanding.”
It is not that the state interrogators fail to extract information from a subject like
Ousso; it is that the subject’s imagination and affects are inaccessible to the state. Here
affective alliances mediated through ambivalence, enable the sharing of alternative forms
of social belonging and cultural values, and also shelter those mediations from
authoritarian domination. In this sense, Ousso’s response shows how independent music
producers’ ambivalence towards the nation disturbs the platform that the state stages to
control music cultures. Independent music producers create alternative publics and
narratives that neither support nor oppose the authorities, meanwhile shying away from
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engaging with politics of nationalism. Independent music producers conjure new publics,
through music festivals, youth communities, and subcultural geographies, which defy the
familiar hegemonic ideologies of the state. They create an alternative imagined
community—an affective alliance— that is independent of the state, and exists parallel to
it.

2.7 Conclusion
While cultural producers in mainstream music enterprises still imagine their
relation to their mass audience within national frameworks, independent music producers
have jettisoned the notion of the national masses as an imagined prospective audience.
Instead, independent music producers opt to express their individual experiences, taking a
chance that their prospective listeners will relate to the affective qualities imbued in their
artwork. Digital media technology has been an important catalyst in conjuring new
desires and aspirations among independent music producers. It has facilitated the
development of the tools by which these producers can imagine music cultures where
they can explore their artistic freedom, develop methods of music production independent
from the commercial industry, and explore lyrical themes and musical genres beyond the
staid aesthetics of commercial pop. Here, independent music production shifts away from
the mass media industry’s vertical and compartmentalized process of production, to adopt
entrepreneurial media practices that embrace horizontal and flexible forms of production.
This shift implies a changing relation between cultural producers and their imagined
audience. Digital technology here invigorates independent music producers’ desires for
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freedom in the Arendtian sense: freedom that manifests itself in exploring one’s
capacities, engaging in collaborative work, and bringing newness into the social world.
The 2011 revolution offered musicians and Egyptian consumers alike the sense
that this freedom is possible—that a new music culture was on the horizon where artists
could share their affective experiences with everyday people. Independent music
producers imagined the 2011 revolution as a “fertile soil” where they could cultivate their
freedoms along with others (i.e., the people) who also aspired for freedom as social
change, as a way of acting together in public space. Here producers’ entrepreneurial
hopes, their journeys of freedom, were intertwined with their audience’s hopes for a new
social order. The 2011 revolution liberated the notion of the nation from the state, by
shifting independent music producers’ imagination of the nation to those who could share
their common world: the Egyptian people who aspired for a new soil where they could
thrive and grow. Such hopes broke away from official national representations and the
presumed identity of Egyptianness, to embrace alternative forms of belonging to Egypt.
Here independent music producers framed their Egyptianness not as mere identification
with the discursive genealogy of the Egyptian nation. Rather, here Egyptianness was
imagined as a lived experience and a form of social belonging grounded in sharing the
affects of everyday life.
Independent music producers’ novel conception of national identity has become
closely tied with the revolution’s aftermath and the resurgence of authoritarianism. The
resurgence of authoritarianism and the state cooptation of national discourses widened a
gap between the official narrative of patriotic nationalism and independent music
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producers’ affective belonging to Egypt; and populist support for this nationalist
authoritarianism has further alienated independent music producers from the people.
Populist support of the authoritarian regime in 2013 shocked the independent music
producers, who still adhered to the hopes and affective worlds of the 2011 revolution.
Independent music producers couldn’t reconcile how “the people” who revolted against
the authoritarian regime in 2011 in the name of freedom could be the same “people” who
then supported the populist authoritarian regime in 2014. Previous generations of radical
music producers, from the colonial and postcolonial eras, blamed colonial occupation and
Western imperialism for Egypt’s predicament. But for the independent music producers
in the post-2011 world, there was no British colonialism or Western Imperialism to blame
for the nation’s predicament. The predicament of the nation (i.e., the resurgence of
authoritarianism) seemed to be inherent in its people. “The devil is within” and “the
problem is in us” remain common refrains among independent musicians as they attempt
to explain to themselves the resurgence of authoritarianism.
Independent music producers’ ambivalence towards the nation grows when Egypt
becomes simultaneously a space of hope and of estrangement. On the one hand,
independent music producers imagine Egypt as a space of belonging—a space where they
can share cultural intimacies with others and in which they can pursue their
entrepreneurial hopes by collaborating with others on independent music productions. On
the other hand, the co-optation of national narratives by the authoritarian state estranges
the producers from the nation, imbuing their hopes with the sense that the nation itself is
the source of their predicament. Ambivalence emerges here in the gaps between the
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official and the intimate, the regime and youths, and the bureaucracy of nationalism and
its affective attachments. This is what I have called the contradiction between identity
and belonging, between the reified nationalism promulgated by the state and the concrete
belonging to the nation accumulated in the experiences of everyday life.
Independent music producers have to confront this ambivalence towards the
nation every day. They are not avant-garde artists who sequester themselves in artistic
temples to make art for art’s sake. They are media producers who attempt to intervene in
public life. They are implicated in the social and economic spaces of the nation. Living in
ambivalence requires the persistent negotiation of interpellated identities (e.g., the
practical implications surrounding Samir’s impending military conscription) and affective
belonging to Egyptian musical culture. Ironically, the independent music producer’s
entrepreneurial aspiration to create an alternative professional music industry where s/he
can get closer to the people and express her/his feelings beyond the dreary romantic
lyrical narratives of the commercial industry is what estranges her/him from the nation.
Thus, independent music producers do not attempt to reclaim the nation or recast the
official narratives of nationalism. Rather, they attempt to question the very category of
the nation by probing its collective imaginary itself. Here, belonging to Egypt isn't
flaunted, but problematized: the nation is not a given a priori identity, but rather it is an
attachment that producers attempt to unravel.
Hope—the voyage of freedom—leads social actors into a world of ambivalences,
where meanings are in crisis and where one’s identity and social belonging are blurred,
shaken and delaminated. During times of media and political transitions, when the old is
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dying and the new is not yet born, the hope of the youths like independent music
producers who adopt alternative social projects in Egypt leads to the apparition of social
contradictions immanent in the society9. And amidst ambivalence, social actors do not
necessarily seek to change the world in political terms; rather, they trace the grounds for a
lost world, for meanings and social attachments that have been strewn about, trampled,
and transformed during transitions. Ambivalence here isn’t merely an emotive condition,
but rather an endeavor to grapple with social contradictions, to rediscover one’s
belonging, alliances, and dreams. By embracing this ambivalence, independent music
producers withdraw from the political in order to imagine alternative forms of belonging
that are grounded in the materialized social relations of music production and affective
listening. And through inhabiting and circulating shared ambivalence, as a collective
affect, social actors improvise and explore new directions for their hopes, carving out
pathways that diverge from the national imaginaries of the mainstream music industry
and authoritarianism. Facing their ambivalences by making artwork out of such affects,
independent music producers attempt to explore alternative horizons of hope beyond the
official confinements of authoritarianism.
Withdrawal from the political here isn’t a passive action. Reinvigorating
imagination, as Arendt has articulated, isn’t merely a passive ideation of social relations.

9

Anthropologists have recognized the weight of the ambivalences that permeate everyday life during grand
social transitions by examining the ways these ambivalences shape political subjectivities (Yurchak 2005;
Kernaghan 2009; Ross 2010; O’Neil 2017) and subjects’ adaptations and practices of hope amidst a climate
of ambiguity and uncertainty (Dunn 2004; Kideckel 2008; Oushakine 2009; Jansen 2015). Ethnographic
approaches to the 2011 Arab revolts have also emphasized the ways ambiguity, liminality, and ambivalence
restructure social relations in tandem with the concurrent political transitions (Armbrust 2013; Iskandar
2013; Schielke 2017; Haugbolle and Bandak 2017; Armbrust 2017; Navaro-Yashin 2017)
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Imagination is a praxis through which actors reorient themselves in the world, evaluate
their attachments, weigh their losses, gauge their limitations, cultivate affective
attachments, and pursue new openings in life. Imagination, so to speak, is the act of
freedom under authoritarianism. Independent music producers don’t withdraw from the
political in order to evade their ambivalence to the nation. On the contrary, they withdraw
from the political in order to re-imagine their relation to Egypt and its social realm. In the
face of social contradictions—the contradictions inherent in the imagined notion of the
nation as a space of hope and a condition of estrangement—independent music producers
withdraw from the political in order to adjust its rubrics, and resituate the register of the
political. Instead of reinterpreting or reclaiming the nation, as a form of resistance against
authoritarianism, they invest in cultivating alternative affective forms of belonging. They
eschew head-on clashes with systems of power and instead build systems—affective
alliances and spaces of belonging—of their own. Although they aspire for political
change, they sacrifice political action in favor of generating affective alliances through
which they can pursue their aspirations and desires for freedom.
In Saleh’s interview at the beginning of this chapter, she mentioned, “Maybe I
struggle in everyday life … but I don’t want to use my art politically … Already making
art is a struggle in of itself. So, I don’t want to mix art and politics.” From their apolitical
stance, art becomes the imagination by which independent music producers maneuver the
hegemonic narratives of the nation in order to constitute alternative forms of belonging to
Egypt. “Making art is a struggle in and of itself” because imagination is a praxis that
requires circumventing, retreating, approaching, and engaging with the reality of
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authoritarianism in the same breath. Imagination is the praxis by which the labor of hope
and the desire for freedom, can carve affective belongings in the face of authoritarianism.
But can this labor of hope ever completely evade the force of the political?
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3: Aspirations
3.1 Introduction
It is January 25th, 2015. I am working as an assistant to the business manager at a
music studio that I will call Waive. It one of the foremost independent music studios in
Cairo. We are in the control room. Fawzy, the studio’s operations manager, is sitting at
the console with his back to us. Magdy is sitting hunched over on the couch and
anxiously staring at the screen of his laptop. Magdy is the cultural manager of the famous
activist singer Ramy Essam, now self-exiled in Sweden. It is 6:00 PM, and now Magdy is
becoming furious. Today is the fourth anniversary of the 2011 revolution, the first since
the ascendancy of Field Marshal Abdel Fattah El Sisi, and the Egyptian military, to the
presidential palace after the July 2013 coup. Yesterday, activist Shaimaa Sabbagh was
allegedly shot dead by a masked officer in a peaceful demonstration organized by the
leftist Socialist People’s Alliance Part (SPAP) with which she was affiliated. The last
desperate moments of her life were captured on camera. Snapshots of her falling and
bleeding over the shoulders of a friend circulated on pro-revolution social media feeds for
several days. Tonight, the Islamists and other youth movements are calling for
demonstrations across Cairo facing down riot police who are readying weapons and
taking position. As the demonstrations spread, Magdy shared the news with us: gunfire,
sirens, smoke, injuries, and 17 demonstrators dead – the bloodiest protests since El Sisi
was elected president. He started to share the news feed with us, exasperated, lamenting
and preaching revolutionary sentiments to call out for our attention. Fawzy turned to him
and retorted, “If you really believe in all of this, then why are you here? He who wants to
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do something should go to the street, not sit on the couch and make comments on the
internet! Right? Tell me! Isn’t this hypocritical? You can’t do this from here. Whoever
wants to do politics, go to the street, do not sit in the studio. The studio is a place of work.
We come here to work.”
There is a belief among the cultural entrepreneurs managing independent music
studios like Waive that such studios are, and must remain, isolated from politics and
dislocated from the political field: “it is not the place to do politics,” it is frequently said.
Musicians, entrepreneurs, and managers can definitely have political positions and
inclinations, yet political discussions are very rare in the studio. There is a prevailing
sentiment that the studio is a workspace where bands come to rehearse and make music
in soundproof, isolated rooms, away from politics. What confirms this sentiment further
is that the state has never targeted independent music studios even when they host
political activists. For example, Ramy Essam, the anti-military political activist and
singer whose songs have been acclaimed in Western media as the political art of the
revolution, and who was arrested and tortured by the army, was a Waive regular; but
Waive itself has never been targeted by the state. Yet, as I will show below, the
management and business planning of the studio reverberates with the political
turbulence beyond its walls, and the political contestations in public life are echoed in the
cultural entrepreneurs’ aspirations inside the studio.1 Cultural entrepreneurs are

1

I am operating here under the framework that understands sites of media production (studios and
workshops) as loci where social relations beyond the studio are negotiated and contested, and where
politics are enacted by imagining and addressing prospective publics (Becker 1982; Ginsburg et al. 2002).
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susceptible to political crises and authoritarianism in Egypt since the studios’ material
conditions and economic prosperity are entangled with the politics beyond their walls.
How can we read into these cultural entrepreneurs’ political imaginaries? And if the
studio is not a target of authoritarian repression, why do cultural entrepreneurs, like
Fawzy, incessantly insist on keeping politics out of the studio? What is the relation
between authoritarianism and the apolitical social space inside the studio?
Scholars exploring the state’s control of public culture and media production have
often approached the topic in terms of a polarity between coercion and consent, or in
Foucauldian terms, between punishment and discipline. On the one hand, analysis
focusing on coercion has emphasized the ways the state’s policing of public spaces and
various forms of censorship have worked to contain media production (Mazzarella 2013;
Sakr 2016). On the other hand, scholars emphasizing the state’s manufacture of consent
stress the state’s ideological indoctrination over coercive methods. Here, the state is said
to function within wider networks of institutions that discipline media producers to
willingly embrace the state’s hegemonic narratives in media production (Armbrust 1996;
Abu-Lughod 2005). This way of framing reflects a tendency within liberal political
thought to view the public space as a discursive space (what people say) constituted by
people’s assembly and movement in shared common life (Habermas 1989; Fraser 1990).
This reduction of a public to a form of rational-critical dialogue overlooks the material

For anthropological accounts that explore politics and social contestations taking place in the studio and
during processes of media production see Meintjes 2003, Larkin 2008, Ganti 2012, and Fisher 2016.
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conditions (what people do) implied in shaping public cultures. In music cultures like the
independent music scene, the production and circulations of discourse are inherently
related to media producers’ affective labor and states—i.e. their aspirations, excitement,
frustrations, distress, etc.— as they navigate the economic pragmatics and imperatives
implied in media production.2 If the state can act on media producers’ affective milieu,
then the state can also control media production and circulation. By going to the studio to
examine the producers’ affective states and labor, I attempt to unveil the state’s affective
power—its capacity to shape the affective milieu of the producers—and how it controls
social actors in ways that go beyond coercion and discipline.

2

My approach in examining the independent music studio is inspired by the body of theoretical work that
frames the public as a space of circulation of discourses that is tied to the lived materiality of producers and
consumers (Lee and LiPuma 2002; Warner 2002; Feld 2012; Novak 2013). I draw in particular on
ethnographic work that recognizes the ways sites and processes of media production are invariably
entangled with the affective resonance of discourses in people’s everyday life (Hirschkind 2006; de Abreu
2008; Moll 2010; Gray 2013).
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Figure 3: Recording session at The Studio (Photo courtesy of Amr Adel),
Cairo, Egypt, 2016.
In this chapter, I will examine the relation between media production and
authoritarianism by investigating the affective labor, business plans, and economic
imperatives enacted by the cultural entrepreneurs in the independent music studio. I will
focus on the case of studio Waive and the life histories of two of its managers, Fawzy and
Mona. Fawzy is an amateur musician who became an assistant to the business manager of
an independent music studio in 2003 before setting out to establish his own studio in
2010. Mona is a marketing agent who quit her job in 2011 to become a cultural manager
before joining Fawzy at Waive as a business manager. Fawzy and Mona’s life histories
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exemplify youths’ aspirations for alternative media cultures as they traverse three
different political moments in Egypt: authoritarianism before the 2011 revolution, the
resurgence of authoritarianism in 2015, and the four-year period in between. My
approach here focuses on the aspirations driving Fawzy and Mona’s cultural
entrepreneurship and how their business aims do or don’t change along with the
aforementioned political shifts. Importantly, this aspirational drive is not reducible
merely to a set of goals or achievements (e.g. making money, gaining fame) that the
entrepreneurs are striving to achieve. Rather, “aspiration,” as such, is an affective state
that implies a disposition to explore the future—one which incentivizes cultural
entrepreneurs to enact the affective labor required to devise business plans, manage
studios, cultivate an alternative music market, and pursue a professional path into a field
they are passionate about.3 By examining the disposition to aspire and the affective labor
of the cultural entrepreneurs in the independent music studio, I will discern the impact
and nature of the state’s affective power: the ways the state acts on and shapes the
subjects’ affective milieu.
My analysis of the affective power of the state draws on Arjun Appadurai’s
concept of “the capacity to aspire.” In The Future As Cultural Fact, Appadurai argues
that in order to aspire, one must cultivate the capacity to chart the map of the real by

3

Social actors’ aspirations, anticipations, and management of temporality, have become at the center of
entrepreneurship and labor practices with the spread and increased prevalence of postfordist regimes of
labor in the neoliberal age (Neilson and Rossiter 2005; Berardi 2009; Muehlebach and Shoshan 2012;
Curtin and Sanson 2016). In the field of cultural anthropology, ethnographic attention has been focused on
the ways creative workers manage and make sense of the flow of time as an integral aspect of their labor
(Ho 2009; Han 2011; O’Neil 2014) and the precariousness of creative workers as they attempt to foresee
and envision possible futures. (Ross 2010; Luvaas 2013a; Millar 2014)
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which one can navigate the available opportunities in the present and discern the material
means by which one can pursue aspired futures (2013). This capacity is a skill that is
“unevenly distributed in any society” (188). While privileged classes learn from their
parents and peers how to cultivate this capacity (they are provided with the maps and the
ability to navigate by them), underprivileged classes are deprived of the conditions that
enable them to cultivate that skill of excavating the present in order to draw a
navigational map for their aspirations for the future. More importantly, this capacity is
also an affective disposition4 that prepares subjects to intuit the future and to see the
present laden with possibilities for something better. The more one practices those
aspirational skills, the more one can inhabit the affective state of aspiring and the more
disposed one becomes to continue aspiring; thereby, one becomes increasingly skillful at
navigating the horizons of the future. For others, however, aspiration is not a possibility:
they lack the skills of aspiring, or are deprived of the disposition to aspire, or lack the
material means to cultivate socially sanctioned forms of aspiration; thereby, such subjects
are blocked off from the affective state that could orient them in the exploration of a
hopeful future.5

4

I borrow the term “affective dispositions” from Anne Stoler’s acclaimed article, “Affective States”
(2008). Stoler argues that political reason, the very rational basis of the state (à la Weber), is structured by
affective dispositions—the sentiments and sensibilities embodied by people in everyday life, distributed
according to social stratifications, and assessed and managed by political authorities
5
Appadurai’s concept of the capacity to aspire resonates with Bourdieu’s earlier work on the temporal
aspects of social practice. In his earlier ethnographic study on the temporality of everyday life among the
Kabayle under French colonialism in Algeria, Bourdieu argued that social actors fall into despair when they
cannot relate their “temporal dispositions” to their objective reality (1979, 2), when they fail to gauge the
relation between an overwhelming and unfamiliar present, and their aims for the future. In Pascalian
Meditations, Bourdieu develops this argument further, coining the concept, “the capacity to anticipate,” to
point to the management of temporality implied in social practices as actors calculate the consequences of
their practices and attend to the anticipated possibilities in the social field (2000, 210). In his typical
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The capacity to aspire is thus not an a priori given affect or trait.6 Rather it is a
capacity that “thrives and survives on practice, repetition, exploration, conjecture, and
refutation” (189). Like the muscles of the body, this capacity must be exercised and used
in order to flourish. The capacity to aspire is cultivated by the social practices enacted to
pursue specific aspirations, allowing subjects to socially engage with the world, explore
the available material means, and gauge the social bonds that ground aspirational social
projects. Appadurai’s notion of capacity here captures both the affective disposition to
aspire and the ensuing social practices enacted in the social world. The concept is
particularly useful to understand the relation between apolitical spaces (like the
independent music studio) and the authoritarian state. It captures the dialectic relation
between the entrepreneurs’ affective states and their affective labor (entrepreneurial
practices). By discerning the ways cultural entrepreneurs in the independent music scene
cultivate their capacities to aspire and exert the forms of affective labor that are implied
in their economic practices, we can also chart the ways the state can act on the
entrepreneur’s capacity to aspire.
In studio Waive, I intend to unveil the ways the state can act on subjects’ capacity
to aspire even in apolitical space. This is a form of power that does not act on subject’s

fashion, Bourdieu considered the capacity to anticipate to be an outcome of cyclical reproduction of
subjective habitus and objective structures. Appadurai’s concept of the capacity to aspire develops this
Bourdieuian framing by recognizing the embodiment as well as the praxis of aspiration. In that sense,
Appaduari suggests examining the capacity to aspire as an embodiment that can defy objective conditions
to find an opening for hope, or as a practical pursuit that can overcome actors’ earlier dispositions.
6
Appadurai’s capacity to aspire is different, for example, from Hage’s notion of hopefulness, which is the
innate trait that predisposes people to always strive for a better future (Hage 2003).
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ideas (as in ideological indoctrination), conduct (as in disciplinary regulative norms), or a
subject’s corporeal body (as in confinement, coercion, or punishment). Rather it is a form
of power that acts on the body’s affective state by propagating in the society an
atmosphere of uncertainty and anxiety, in ways that exhaust the capacity to aspire. The
state does not need to confront the subject or operate disciplinary institutions to regulate
the subject’s conducts. From a distance and without the subject even noticing, the state
erodes entrepreneurs’ capacity to aspire without targeting their businesses, expressions,
or labor practices, and in ways that usually go unnoticed by the entrepreneurs themselves.
This way of articulating the state’s affective power and subjects’ capacity to aspire also
shifts our ability to frame authoritarianism, revolutions, and political imaginaries beyond
the framework of oppression-resistance. In this chapter, through my study of Waive, I
intend to show the ways cultural entrepreneurs are always grappling with the state’s
affective power, pushing against the despair propagated by the state, and persevering to
cultivate their capacity to aspire.

3.2 Business Plans and Social Dreams (1997—2010)
In 2010, after seven years of working as an assistant to the business manager in an
independent music studio, Fawzy embarked on a plan to establish a studio of his own.
Fawzy belongs to the early 2000s generation of amateur rock musicians who started to
establish independent music studios as a way to pursue a professional career in the music
business that accommodated the alternative music genres they were passionate about (e.g.
rock, electronic). Another factor in this generation’s focus on establishing independent
music enterprises was the Mubarak regime’s crackdown on the metal/rock scene in 1997.
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To understand the business plans and economic practices Fawzy has envisioned for
Waive, I will trace first the professional and historical background that has shaped the
experience of this first generation of cultural entrepreneurs. Exploring the aspirations of
those amateur musicians who become professional cultural entrepreneurs in the
independent music scene will help me to explain the ways authoritarianism has shaped
the political imaginaries and material practices of cultural entrepreneurs in the
independent music scene prior to the 2011 revolution. In the next section, I will explore
how the revolution has shifted the entrepreneurs’ horizons of aspirations and the
emergence of a post-2011 generation of cultural entrepreneurs.
In the 1990s a flourishing metal and rock music scene spread among youths in
Egypt by amateur musicians from the urban middle class who were following the trend in
the West by covering the songs of heavy metal and rock bands.7 This music scene also
fostered a youth subculture that grew beyond the music by indigenizing the styles,
clothes, and subcultural aesthetics of the Western bands whose music they emulated. It
was a subculture that developed not in studios or venues, but in home gatherings where
youths would jam and at street intersections where youths would hang out to talk about
music, exchange cassette tapes, and share the scene’s news and its subcultural geography
in Cairo. In my conversations with veteran musicians and cultural entrepreneurs, they
recall niche music gigs for hardcore metal fans, performances at seasonal concert halls,
and sponsored mega rock concerts in the stadiums of Cairo’s sports clubs attended by

7
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thousands, known as the “Marlboro Concerts.” Although this music scene attracted the
attention of sponsors (e.g. Philip Morris’s Marlboro), this was a scene didn’t have the
mainstream music industry support, and lacked institutional structure (e.g. studios, labels,
established venues). It emerged from the rehearsals that took place at friends’ houses or
at available makeshift spaces on the outskirts of the city—some veteran musicians from
that scene claimed that jamming sessions themselves would frequently take place at those
street intersections where cassettes, small talk and informal news were also exchanged.
In 1996, an Egyptian tabloid, Rose al-Yūsuf, published an investigative report on
metal music in Egypt, referring to it as a satanic cult. Joining the new public frenzy, a
slew of other tabloids published explicit photos from satanic rituals in the West, passing
them off as performances of the metal scene held in Egypt (e.g. depicting scenes of
drinking blood, slaughtering cats, and engaging in orgies). In January 1997, the police
announced that they had arrested more than 80 members of a "satanic" cult, citing as
evidence such materials as compact discs by metal band Megadeth and t-shirts
emblazoned with skulls and inverted crosses. The arrests sparked near-hysterical
coverage in the Egyptian press, and political and religious leaders reacted with shock and
indignation. Press editors blamed the Internet and satellite television. Parliament passed a
resolution condemning the cult as a "deviation from the traditions of Egyptian society"
(Lancaster). Yet most of the arrested youths, as argued by veteran musicians, were just
members of the metal and rock music scene who tended to wear black T-shirts, favored
ponytails or shaved heads, and listened to or performed heavy-metal favorites such as
Metallica and Iron Maiden. One key piece of evidence was a videotape showing black109

clad teenagers just dancing wildly at a rock concert—a scene that by 2000s standards
would look profoundly familiar.
The state crackdown on the heavy metal scene was shocking, unexpected, and
unprecedented. It was unthinkable that simply wearing a black t-shirt, owning a compact
disc by the metal band Megadeth, or listening to heavy metal could get someone arrested,
much less that such arrests would become as sweeping as they became. The arbitrariness
of the crackdown created paranoia, hysteria, and a pervasive sense of vulnerability within
the metal/rock music community. Members of the rock/metal scene were unsure how to
handle the small number of Satanists among their ranks, because the public fervor against
the Satanists threatened the future of the whole scene: simply owning an electric guitar
had become grounds for arrest. Of course, part of the ethos of the scene was to make
music that pushed the boundaries of established social norms and disrupted public life,
but no one could have imagined it possible that the backlash would be so severe and so
widespread. Even today, documentaries made on the crackdowns struggle to make sense
of the extent and aggression of the state’s accusations and crackdown.
Upon his release in 1997, Amr Hefny—one of the musicians arrested during the
crackdown—returned to find the alternative music culture he used to belong to reduced to
a shadow of its former self. The better portion of the scene’s musicians and even fans had
sequestered themselves in order to evade arrest, and there was antagonism against
alternative music cultures in the media industry as well as the in the press towards those
who remained visible. In 1998, Hefny set out to establish what would become the first
independent music studio in Egypt, with the objective of gathering the scattered
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community of metal and rock amateur musicians in a safe space, and building an
institutional infrastructure for this beset and inchoate alternative music culture. By the
turn of the century, independent music bands had started to form, followed by new music
venues that hosted those bands. The rise of digital media had facilitated the musicians’
ability to reach the public, and independent music studios were multiplying. In a sense,
the imponderability and magnitude of the crackdown had become the impetus for
independent musicians to create their own institutions, and they were beginning to thrive.
This first wave of independent music studios that emerged in the early 2000s
equipped a new generation of musicians with a technical and social infrastructure that
shored up the burgeoning independent music scene in Egypt. In the studio, self-taught
amateur musicians learned about music production and sound engineering, exploring new
music genres with their peers. The studio was a workshop and an improvisational training
center for most of the members of the independent music scene, who had neither access
to media industry facilities nor professional music and sound engineering schools. The
digital revolution in sound production imbued the studio with new hopes and aspirations.
The availability and affordability of digital studio workstations in the Egyptian markets
beginning around 2004 meant that an independent music producer could not only go to
the studio to rehearse and jam, but could also produce music tracks and records with the
same professional quality as the mainstream media industry. At a time when the
mainstream music scene was inaccessible to non-established music producers,
independent music studios came to provide alternative music producers with technical
facilities by which they could imagine and give birth to an independent music industry.
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Through the independent music studio, amateur musicians became capable of aspiring to
an alternative music culture and carving out a professional career in the Egyptian media
markets. The studio became a space where money and art could be interlaced in a social
project: without the need for mainstream music’s money and resources, musicians were
free to produce music on their own terms and to their own taste. In an interview with one
of the veteran cultural entrepreneurs during that era, he reminisced about how, back in
2006, a now-popular independent music band was just a group of amateur musicians who
would lie on the ground and strum their guitars on the studio couch while “dreaming the
Beatles dream”— a metaphor that captures this desire for both popular success and
groundbreaking artistic styles.
As stated earlier, the capacity to aspire is an affective disposition that requires
cultivation through social practices. The emergence of the studios had sparked a sense
among musicians that building an independent scene was attainable—that is, there was an
affective disposition binding them to a shared project—but in order to succeed, the
musicians needed to ensure that their institutions were financially solvent and
sustainable—that is, they were committed to creating the conditions whereby they might
continue to cultivate their aspirations. There was an understanding that the perseverance
of the studio was the only way that their independent music projects could one day to
come to life. With the authoritarian crackdown on metal bands fresh in their minds, the
musicians were keenly aware of the ability of the government to demolish their work in
an instant. Thus, the financial stability of the studio was equal in importance to the need
to preserve the studio an apolitical space – this being an attempt to evade or at least
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mitigate the state’s unpredictable and arbitrary use of power. Throughout the first decade
of the 2000s, the independent music scene started to grow and mature: an assemblage of
independent music studios started to emerge (e.g. Studio 32, Eka3, Key66, Ultra), and
independent music festivals (e.g. SOS) and a mushrooming number of mid-sized music
venues (e.g. The Culture Wheel, After Eight, Cairo Jazz Club) created stages to showcase
new musicians and draw in larger audiences.
During times when the alternative music culture was under attack by Mubarak’s
regime and marginalized by the mainstream media industry, independent music
economies provided little to no professional opportunities for its amateur musicians. The
enterprise of the studio intervened to provide amateur musicians like Fawzy the avenues
to pursue a professional career in the music business and to stay around the music genres
they were passionate about. But much of this entrepreneurial labor was precarious, since
many of those cultural entrepreneurs lacked previous technical background in sound
engineering or recording technologies; they also had no previous experience in operating
a business. Much of their work in the studio was to improvise business models and selftrain themselves on sound technologies. For those urban middle-class youths, embarking
on music entrepreneurial careers in the niche market of the independent music scene was
a rebellion against the aspirational norms of the Cairene urban middle-class that pivoted
around having better-paid jobs and saving money. Music entrepreneurship here
resembled more of a rejection of dominant middle-class lifestyles in pursuit of passion
than an adoption of neoliberal attitudes that became common among cosmopolitan uppermiddle class Cairenes during the early 2000s (de Koning).
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In 2010, when Fawzy set on to establish his own studio, he brought his seven
years of experience as an assistant in an independent music studio to bear on his own
studio, in the form of meticulous, hands-on economic prudence. At his previous job he
witnessed the precarity of independent music businesses, and knew how much oversight
and planning it takes to keep them afloat. For example, Fawzy had seen many
independent labels founder because of their approach to album releases; they were
adhering to the then-standard model established by mainstream studios of pouring time
and resources into producing albums, then earning revenue on sales of physical records.
However, the musicians on the independent labels had small followings, and the labels
failed to recover their expenses. Fawzy envisioned a business plan for Waive that would
earn revenue mainly from rehearsal studio rentals rather than from music production
services or album sales. With six rehearsal rooms at Waive, this business’ bread and
butter would come primarily from amateur musicians coming to the studio to spend
leisure time, not from the professional music bands in the independent music scene.
Although the plan relied more on amateur music rehearsals than professional music
production, Waive also housed two recording rooms for professional music production
projects, with the hope that independent music markets would flourish in the next few
years and generate demand. Fawzy’s business plan did not incorporate diversification or
collaborations beyond the studio (e.g. working with music venues or booking agencies).
To Fawzy, with the underground status of the independent music scene, such
entrepreneurial pursuits were risky adventures and not sound revenue streams.
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It is important to note that Fawzy’s framing of the studio as quintessentially a
business enterprise differs remarkably from the workings of the mainstream culture
industry. While the latter relies on capital investment in order to accumulate profit by
producing entertainment, independent cultural entrepreneurs set out to do business in
order to produce music and build an alternative music scene. When I jested with Fawzy
once at Waive, explaining to him that he must be regretting spending all those years in an
industry as low-earning as the independent music scene, he smiled back and responded,
“if the objective was only money, it would have been better to invest my seed capital in a
kebab and kufta restaurant—I would have made more money for sure.” Cultural
entrepreneurs, who invest their savings and garner investments from family members,
friends, and small funding agencies to start up their studios, believe that there is more
than money at stake in this business. An existential aspiration to build an alternative
music scene drives those cultural entrepreneurs in the independent music business—not
profit. They do care about profits and making money, as do any cultural entrepreneurs
and business managers, but they see profit primarily as a means to continue making the
music they want in the way they want, rather than an as end in and of itself. A desire to
build the independent music scene is what provides their lives with meaning, what shores
up their aspirations in moments of failure, and what differentiates their business brand in
Cairo’s crowded media markets.
For this generation of cultural entrepreneurs, the studio was framed as a space
where independent music producers and amateur musicians could cultivate their capacity
to aspire. It is where they learned the avenues for aspiration, and where they navigated
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the available means to establish the independent music scene. Their social dreams did not
project a utopian image of what the independent music scene would become. There were
no clear visions of the ways this alternative music culture would manifest. But there were
daydreams in the studio (e.g. the Beatles dream), which entrepreneurs, sound engineers,
and band members all fantasized about. For this generation of cultural entrepreneurs,
establishing enterprises and institutional infrastructure for the independent music scene
was also a way of making alternative lifestyles and artistic practices possible. The studio
provided existential and financial grounding that helped them navigate uncertain futures
under Mubarak’s authoritarianism. And inside the studio, concrete hopefulness
manifested in the thick of business planning and pragmatic practices that provided
independent music producers’ with technical infrastructure amidst transitioning media
technologies.
In a sense, engaging in music business became the cultural entrepreneurs’
response to the state’s aggressive policing and authoritarian power: if they could not
develop their alternative music scenes in public life, at least they could exercise their
capacity to aspire within the independent music studio. Music entrepreneurship also
provided cultural entrepreneurs’ lives with meaning, where they imagined their business
practices as incubators of independent music endeavors and themselves as facilitators of
alternative music culture beyond the regime’s oppressive scrutiny of public life.
Here, the studio acts as a space for social dreams and a business enterprise. As a
space of social dreams, the economic logic of the independent music studio exceeded the
economic utilitarian parameters of the Homo economicus framework. Managing and
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establishing the studio was an aspirational endeavor that took into account business logics
and economic imperatives, but it was not driven by the middle-class aspiration for
investment or dividends. In a sense, investing in the studio was an affective investment in
hope, an aspirational investment driven by a desire to put following one’s passion before
making money. As a business enterprise, in spite of these affective investments, their
aspirations were already molded during the years of consternation after the 1997
authoritarian crackdown on the metal and rock scene. Those aspirations emphasized the
need for an apolitical atmosphere in the studio. Cultural entrepreneurs were wary of
investments in public life. Maintaining the solvency of the studio business, more than
exploring music projects beyond the studio or collaborating with other independent music
enterprises, was the grounding practice and the cornerstone of the cultural entrepreneurs’
aspirations.
While the next generation of cultural entrepreneurs (those who joined the scene after the
2011 revolution) would invest more energy in establishing networks and expanding their
collaborations beyond the studio in public life, for this pre-2011 generation it was the
sustainability of the studio that represented the grounds for a not-yet-conscious hope.
Fawzy and the cultural entrepreneurs of the pre-2011 generation practiced something like
hopeful waiting, where they focused on maintaining the studio business as prerequisite
groundwork for independent music projects, while waiting for the market for independent
music to begin to flourish outside of the studio. This desire to sequester behind the walls
of the studio was partially due to the public’s unreadiness for independent music, but
most importantly it reflected a desire among pre-2011 cultural entrepreneurs to retreat
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from public life into the safe confinement of the studio, away from the authoritarian
regime’s arbitrary use of power. It was only after the 2011 revolution, and the fall of the
Mubarak regime, that those entrepreneurs’ hopeful waiting would be finally fulfilled.

3.3 The Spirit of the Revolution in the Studio (2011–2014)
The grand opening of Waive, in January 2011, coincided with the eruption of the
revolution that toppled the Mubarak regime. The opening was postponed till April. But,
following the revolution, the studio found itself situated in a whole new music world and
public culture to which the studio’s business plan would need to recalibrate. The 2011
revolution came to shift the trajectories of independent music markets and public culture.
Independent music cultures boomed after the revolution thanks to a flurry of youth
activity and a new generation of young cultural entrepreneurs emerging in the thick of
street performances who joined the ranks of the independent music scene with alternative
aspirations that outstripped those of the earlier generation. This post-2011 generation of
cultural entrepreneurs introduced new, agile, and collaborative business strategies that
cohered with the vibrancy of the alternative music cultures growing during the first three
years after 2011. This post-2011 generation of cultural entrepreneurs established music
enterprises and adopted music business models that differed remarkably from their earlier
pre-2011 peers, who managed independent music studios under Mubarak’s
authoritarianism. By examining the experiences accumulated during the first four years
after the revolution and the new entrepreneurial practices implemented by this post-2011
generation of cultural entrepreneurs inside studios like Waive, I will explain how the
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revolution instigated new aspirations and affective milieus in the independent music
studio.
After the 2011 revolution, the independent music scene witnessed an
unprecedented boom in the Egyptian media economies. Shortly after the Tahrir Square
sit-ins, independent music bands successfully popularized their songs through emergent
social media platforms among wide segments of youths sympathizing with the revolution.
In tandem, activists, independent music aficionados, and rising ranks of cultural
entrepreneurs started to improvise music events and festivals in the streets (e.g. El Fan
Midan). With the surge of independent music entrepreneurship, young entrepreneurs
passionate about this new music culture started to establish modest music venues that
hosted independent music bands. The mainstream media industry and advertising
industry began to attend to the new rising popularity of the independent music producers
and started hiring them for their own projects. With this newfound interest in independent
music production, and the channeling of lucrative financial capital into new markets,
independent music bands needed cultural entrepreneurs who were more agile and willing
to adapt to these changing media economies than the earlier cultural entrepreneurs, who
confined themselves within the walls of studios and venues. Moreover, with the
expanding number of music events, there was an opportunity for new ranks of young
cultural entrepreneurs to plan and implement music projects where they could collaborate
with independent music producers and different sectors of media markets. In a sense, the
revolution did not merely liberate the public space from authoritarianism’s policing
control, as much as it instigated a new spirit in social life and spurred new desires among
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middle-class youths who aspired for alternative lifestyles, careers, and public culture. The
revolution created the social field and public life where the rising new generation of
cultural entrepreneurs could cultivate their capacity to aspire and foster the thriving post2011 independent music markets.
One of those post-2011 cultural entrepreneurs, Mona, honed her entrepreneurial
skills during those revolutionary years after 2011, before joining Waive in 2014 as a
business manager. After the 2011 revolution, Mona quit her job as a marketing agent in
an international educational institution, with the aspiration of joining the creative market
in Cairo. I came to know Mona in 2012 when she was organizing a two-day graffiti and
music event downtown while she was still navigating her way into the professional ranks
of the booming post-2011 independent music scene. For that graffiti-music gig, she
rented a garage in Cairo’s downtown, pulled in funding from international NGOs,
collaborated with graphic and web designers, and networked with graffiti artists and
independent musicians to put on one of the most acclaimed gigs of that year. After the
success of the project, she started to repeat the experience and to expand her
collaborations within other media sectors (e.g. the advertising industry, booking
agencies). Through improvisational and explorative projects like this graffiti-music event,
she started to build a strong network in the independent music scene and media
industries, and accumulated field experience in planning and implementing music
projects. Shortly after, she started to write music op-eds in magazines and websites and to
manage two independent music bands. She was immersing herself in every aspect of the
independent music scene, evidencing a passion for exploration and the stamina to
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improvise. By mid 2014, Mona had accumulated two years of experience in the creative
economy.
During the years after the 2011 revolution, something was happening beyond the
liberation of public space from the policing grasp of Mubarak’s authoritarianism; the
revolution galvanized youths’ capacity to aspire. For years, those youths thought they
were living under an authoritarian regime that would never end, and they anticipated an
indomitable Mubarak dynasty with the president grooming his son for the office. When
Mubarak was miraculously overthrown in February 2011, it appeared as if anything could
happen. There was a circulating affect among the youths that the miraculous was within
their grasp. There were resuscitated promises and desires in this new world. For young
cultural entrepreneurs like Mona, the revolution was an inspiring event: an inspiration to
rethink their professional ambitions and life aspirations, and to jettison the careers and
lifestyles shoved down their throats by their parents. By quitting her well-paid job to join
the ranks of the independent music scene in spite of the precariousness of cultural
entrepreneurship, Mona chose to dream of an alternative professional life and alternative
music culture beyond the hegemonic social values and mainstream media cultures in
Egypt. Those dreams were not driven by a utopian vision of an alternative media culture.
In fact, many in this generation of cultural entrepreneurs pursued a professional
entrepreneurial career in the independent music scene neither by training nor by an a
priori decision; rather, it was by continuously exploring their potentials, collaborating
with other members of the scene or the media industry, that they came to learn what their
passions and dreams were. It was by acclimating to the grammar of the post-2011 media
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economies—planning, managing, and executing collaborative music events—that they
honed they affective disposition to aspire, and learned what it means to aspire and how to
aspire. In other words, it was through this capacity to aspire in the thick of music business
and in public life that those post-2011 cultural entrepreneurs foresaw a present that was
laden with potential.
In 2013, the music projects and events implemented by the post-2011 cultural
entrepreneurs were charting new business horizons for alternative media cultures and
even changing the production processes inside the mainstream media industry. These
transitions in media economies also affected the independent studios established by the
earlier pre-2011 generations of cultural entrepreneurs, like Waive. There were new
lexicons and modi operandi that the earlier generation needed to cope with, and much of
the music scene boom was taking place outside of the studio (in street events, PR
activities, collaborative projects, and social networking) where they had no experience. In
addition, the post-2011 cultural entrepreneurs also began to establish their own
independent music studios, with agile, diversified, and collaborative business models that
invested in music projects beyond the studio. Just two blocks away from Waive, shortly
after the studio opened its doors to the public, three amateur electronic musicians who
had quit their former marketing jobs in multinational corporates, collaborated to establish
a new independent music studio in 2011 named EPIC. Fawzy had a nervous eye on the
rising fame of this new studio and its savvy cultural entrepreneurs. EPIC managers
mastered the art of collaboration and diversification. They swiftly built alliances with a
music venue to showcase artists, and signed a deal with a production house to produce
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visual media for EPIC’s artists. The studio offered advice and contacts for EPIC’s artists
who wanted to tour internationally. Then EPIC managers started to establish connections
with the mainstream media industry, producing scores outsourced from advertising
agencies and securing a lucrative financial line for the studio. The collaborative ethos and
expansive spirit was embraced at EPIC, and this new canniness in doing music business
beyond the studio’s walls was something that Fawzy sought to emulate at Waive. By
early 2014, when the independent music scene was undergoing an unprecedented
vibrancy, Fawzy knew he had to promptly act to catch up with the new game of the
creative economy. By mid 2014, Fawzy hired Mona to become the studio business
manager. And shortly after, I joined Waive as a social media officer and an assistant to
Mona in August 2014 as part of my fieldwork.
When Mona joined Waive in 2014, she came with different affective dispositions
and experiences than those of Fawzy—differences that highlighted the revolution’s effect
and the ways the post-2011 generation of cultural entrepreneurs had cultivated an
alternative capacity to aspire. In my first meeting with Fawzy and Mona at the studio,
Mona laid out her new business strategy for Waive, which was based on expanding and
diversifying the studio’s business by harnessing the social capital in the studio,
implementing music projects beyond the walls of the studio, and rebranding the studio as
an art community and music hub. This strategy aimed at positioning the studio at the
center of circulations in the music market, from which the studio could endeavor to mine
financial capital through various emerging opportunities. During the meeting, Mona
explained:
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To expand the studio, we have to turn it into a hub, explore opportunities in the
scene. In order to do that, we have to make people come to us first, they will
create ideas and we host these ideas in-house, or promote the studio name in the
scene. To stand out is to bring in all this action in the scene through the studio. I
mean we need to build a sense of community. People should feel this is their
home here … Then from there we start to develop, make use of, this community
to network and implement projects outside of the studio.
But Fawzy was worried. He understood the relevance of Mona’s strategy, but he
was concerned about the additional overhead and returns on investment. “All of that is
great. Do whatever you want; you can experiment with all these ideas, even the crazy
ones. But the coming period is tough. The scene is treasonous [alluding to the
fluctuations of the independent music scene]. We need to be cautious with the money
here.” Mona retorted,
But that is your problem, Fawzy. You are putting the money before the
foundation. You can’t just set out to bring in money. You need to build a
community first, a foundation upon which money will eventually come. Don’t
think ‘hit-and-run’, think ‘slow-and-steady.’ Think of the big game and not the
scant pennies. Making money isn’t the most important thing here. What brings
money in is the point here. And it is building a community around the studio and
collaborating with others beyond the studio that will bring in the money.
This dialogue reflects the different entrepreneurial visions embraced by the
cultural entrepreneurs learning their skills during the revolution and earlier entrepreneurs
who established their studio under Mubarak’s authoritarianism. These two different
visions reflected two different affective dispositions to aspire by entrepreneurs who have
been through different experiences. On the one hand, Fawzy lived most of his twenties
working as a cultural entrepreneur under Mubarak’s regime and witnessed the 1997
crackdown on the metal and rock scene. Arbitrary use of authoritarian power and the
imponderability of the state’s crackdown on the metal/rock scene in 1997 molded
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Fawzy’s capacity to aspire. For this earlier generation of cultural entrepreneurs, hope was
confined within the studio. They cultivated a capacity to aspire by devising business
models that kept their music enterprises afloat in spite of the precarity of the independent
music market. In a sense, their capacity to sustain their studio business during the years
before 2011 confirmed their affective disposition to stay within the studio. This was a
capacity to aspire that did not practice the skills of aspiring beyond studio management.
Fawzy was well experienced in dealing with big institutions, drafting contracts,
maintaining the operations and financial records of the studio, and he had a musical
background that helped him to understand the aesthetics and technical aspects implied in
music processes of production.
On the other hand, Mona’s entrepreneurial experience was cultivated during the
revolution. Before joining the independent music scene, the revolution had affectively
inculcated in her the sense that there was ample potential for a better future. The habits,
affects, and techniques she had accumulated through independent media entrepreneurship
during and after 2011 has honed her anticipatory skills and proleptic vision. This
experience during the revolutionary era of 2011 endowed her with what we might call an
affective disposition to aspire, as an embodied readiness to explore latent opportunities
for an aspired future. This post-2011 generation of cultural entrepreneurs cultivated their
capacity to aspire by improvising music projects among youths in the streets, in public
life, and in collaboration with enterprises from different media sectors. For this post-2011
generation, economic value did not exist in the studio at all (“Think of the big game and
not the scant pennies.”), but rather in the circulations taking place in alternative media
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cultures and mainstream media economies. They wanted to capture value from those
circulations. Building a community in the studio, as Mona planned for Waive, was a
strategy to latch onto these circulations, connecting to fans, independent music producers,
mainstream media producers, social media influencers, etc. Theirs was a capacity to
aspire that shrugged off risk and embraced failure through an affective disposition that
foresaw the potentials for economic value latent in media circulations. Contrary to the
pre-2011 generation of cultural entrepreneurs, their success came from aspiring in the
thick of these circulations, without even music experience as in the case of Mona. Both
generations of cultural entrepreneurs, and both Mona and Fawzy, aspired for a flourishing
alternative music scene. But each had a different capacity to aspire: different affective
dispositions towards the future, and different skills with which to anticipate opportunities
and foresee potential. These two different ways of aspiring were largely shaped by the
political contexts in which the entrepreneurs were exercising their capacity to aspire.
Mona proved to be more up to the task than Fawzy during her first year at Waive.
Although Waive opened its doors in 2011, it was Mona’s strategies in her first year that
created a new energy in the studio. The studio’s Facebook tagline and marketing slogan,
“Waive is Not Just a Studio [Mesh Mogarad Studio],” encapsulated Mona’s business
strategy of expansion and diversification. Mona devised new initiatives intended to
enhance the studio’s social and cultural capital with considerably low overhead,
positioning the studio as a bustling music hub in the independent music scene. Mona’s
new strategy involved: creating a makeshift venue in the studio’s meeting hall for small
gigs; organizing workshops on music production and art entrepreneurship administered
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by the studio’s network, and catered to up-and-coming independent musicians and
producers; enhancing the social experience in the studio by improving the studio café and
lounge area; promoting regulars’ music production by running their music videos on
LCD screens in the lounge area, or what was called Waive TV; assisting independent
musicians and venue managers in the marketing and distribution of tickets through
Waive’s networks; providing free of charge or on credit technical assistance and sound
engineering services to independent music festivals; and expanding Waive’s social media
presence and collaborating with social media influencers and popular independent music
Facebook pages for collaborative and mutual promotions. By mid 2015, and with Mona’s
adept entrepreneurial agility, Waive had become a stepping stone for rising creative
artists who were trying to wade into the independent scene; musicians, younger
entrepreneurs, graphic designers, photographers, and video producers who were looking
for gigs, music opportunities, or quick-buck stints in this alternative music scene. Waive
had become a gate to access the independent music scene. Consequently, it grabbed the
attention of the mainstream media producers who went to Waive when looking for
collaborations in the independent music scene.
Mona’s restructuration of Waive’s business strategy in her first year reflects the
ways post-2011 cultural entrepreneurs cultivated their aspirations in public life through
collaborative projects based on thriving social bonds and business alliances beyond the
studio walls. Making use of media circulations and diversifying and expanding their
business was not merely a naive hopefulness that “tomorrow will be better.” There was
an astute understanding of the precariousness implied in doing business in the
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independent music scene: it is a fluctuating and seasonal market. In addition, post-2011
cultural entrepreneurs were aware of their limitations as small enterprises with limited
capital and labor power, operating in a competitive market ruled by media moguls in the
mainstream media industry and established producers in every media sector. Those
entrepreneurs approached social life and media culture as a space laden with potential,
yet they also realized that they had to collaborate in order to seize those opportunities.
Here, the collaborative ethos and the social bonds that facilitate cooperation among
cultural entrepreneurs were at the center of their economic strategies as well as their
aspirational practices. In a market like the independent music scene where money is
scarce and return of investment is limited, collaborative approaches enabled
entrepreneurs to expand beyond the studio while mitigating the precarity of the gigeconomy (distribute losses). While the post-2011 cultural entrepreneurs developed this
collaborative ethos in the streets in 2011, joining music enterprises like Waive provided
them with the institutional base to bridge into mainstream media economies and to
leverage their entrepreneurial practices across media sectors.
This strategy of developing music projects through an institutional base (the
studio) was the bedrock of how the post-2011 cultural entrepreneurs mitigated failure.
The enterprise, its financial capital, social capital, and labor power, provided a safety net
that absorbed the shocks of failure. At Waive, Mona’s projects were always prone to
failure. But as long as these failures did not affect the solvency of Waive’s business,
failure was considered to be an educative experience that honed the entrepreneurs’ skills
and helped inculcate understanding of market forces. Failure became here a crucial
128

reflexive tool to map out the available means in reality and the possible ends in the
future. The pre-2011 generation of cultural entrepreneurs confined their aspirations
within the walls of the studio, by focusing mainly on managing the business operations
and the solvency of the studio. In contrast, post-2011 entrepreneurs developed and
exercised new kinds of aspirations beyond the studio by continuously projecting those
entrepreneurial skills into the future, through collaborations, expansions, and failures.
The post-2011 entrepreneurs cultivated aspirational skills that sought to operate on a
bigger and wider scale, while aiming to expand the independent music market instead of
confining themselves to the studio’s business. And these aspirational skills hinged on
incessantly reorienting themselves towards new discoveries, updating and recalibrating
their skills, and making sense of the shifting media market. This process of adaptation
was not only how they were doing business; it was also how they learned to keep aspiring
while cultivating their entrepreneurial intuitions and skills, how they cultivated a
disposition to persist in aspiring. Yet, this need for continuous adaptation in order to
cultivate hope is also what makes the post-2011 entrepreneurs’ capacity to aspire, as I
will show next, prone to the atmosphere of uncertainty and anxiety propagated by the
state.

3.4 An Atmosphere of Uncertainty (2015–2016)
By mid 2015, things started to change in the studios of the cultural entrepreneurs
of the independent music scene. There was a spreading sentiment of stuckedness
compounded with a feeling that the future was very fungible. A lack of trust festered
among the cultural entrepreneurs in the independent music scene, and collaborative
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projects started to break down for imponderable reasons. Cultural entrepreneurs’
collaborations, expansions, and adaptation to failures that were used to cultivate the
affects of aspiration started to fray. Meanwhile, two years after the 2013 coup d'état, the
authoritarian state under El Sisi started to tighten its grip over public life and heralded
sweeping changes to the developments that took place after the 2011 revolution. Among
the cultural entrepreneurs, there was an ineffable feeling that authoritarianism was
affecting the independent music scene, in spite of the fact that the state did not target the
scene as it did back in 1997. Yet, it was too overwhelming to suss out the correlation
between the breakdown of collaborative projects and the resurgence of authoritarianism.
In Egypt, by mid 2015, the state’s arbitrary use of power started to conjure an
atmosphere of uncertainty across the independent music scene, creating a permanent
mutual mistrust and social anxiety among cultural entrepreneurs. The state started to
randomly shut down independent music concerts in 2015. It was not clear why the
government disallowed some concerts while giving permission to others—especially
when the canceled concerts had no overt political message. Beginning in 2015, the
Egyptian Syndicate of Musicians (an official syndicate that aligns with the regime’s
politics and which provides prerequisite licensing to perform music in Egypt) canceled
the membership of musicians who had publicly opposed the state or whose music had
political undertones. Yet, surprisingly, some prominently politically outspoken musicians
were left untouched by the syndicate’s vindictiveness. In one case, the syndicate revoked
the license of a musician, Hamza Namira, for allegedly belonging to Islamists in spite of
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him denying any such political affiliation. It came out months later that it was just a plot
against Namira for personal vengeance.
The state’s occasional crackdown on cultural spaces and institutions was
inscrutable in ways that swiftly spread confusion. Also in 2015, the government
shuttering of music festivals, venues, and cultural centers was by all accounts arbitrary,
usually attributed to the contingent outcome of the mood of the local district police
officers, the offered bribes, the social capital of the venue managers, and the
contingencies of the political climate at that time. The practice of arbitrarily shifting
political redlines disseminated stress and bewilderment. In 2016, for example, the state
security department arrested the members of amateur street music group, “The Street
Kids,” for their sarcastic political songs, yet did not endeavor to arrest members of other
bands whose lyrics had overt anti-government political undertones (such as Cairokee).
On the top of that, acts of terrorism and civil society organization laws introduced in
2015 were widely fungible and vaguely worded, turning the court of law into a circus of
chance. In 2017, for example, a famous social media influencer who goes by the handle
“Khorm [A Hole]”, who is known for his sarcastic nihilist social media status posts and
videos, and who would never be thought of as an Islamist or a religious young man, was
arrested for allegedly belonging to a state-listed terrorist group, the Muslim Brotherhood.
In other cases of detention, citizens would be arrested for vague and ambiguous
accusations like “misusing the internet,” “promoting the propaganda of terrorist groups,”
or “belonging to a terrorist group” to refer to perfunctory acts like posting internet memes
or hanging political posters in their private homes.
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In the studio, those actions enacted by different state apparatuses appeared
imponderable and arbitrary. No one knew exactly where the red lines were, or why some
venues and concerts were shut down while others stayed untouched; no one understood
why some independent music producers were harassed by pro-regime men while others
were overlooked. Cultural entrepreneurs made guesses, extrapolated conclusions, and
improvised explanations. But their attempts to make sense of the political agenda and
strategies set by authoritarianism came to nothing. The state’s actions seemed random,
disconnected and uncoordinated, yet they also felt frequent and ironic.
In most cases, state actions seemed distant from the studio and yet they weighed
on the studio’s business practices. Cultural entrepreneurs would talk about the state’s
actions as they happened, then forget about them after two or three days. But even when
the state’s imponderability and arbitrariness stayed ineffable or was forgotten, those
events had affective indelible marks on the bodies of people involved in cultural
production. Piecemeal, they became inured to this atmosphere of uncertainty as the new
norm, and started to be perfunctorily more cautious in their entrepreneurial approaches.
Something very insidious was taking place here. Cultural entrepreneurs were affectively
registering this minutia of imponderable events in public life, readjusting their
entrepreneurial approaches without noticing the ways these readjustments were changing
in tandem with the state’s arbitrary use of power. The façade of the independent music
studio as an apolitical enterprise compounded this misrecognition. But most importantly,
in the thick and uncertain murkiness seeping into the studios’ entrepreneurial projects, it
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was too difficult to guess where the uncertainty was coming from, what instigated it, and
what its limits were.
At Waive, this atmosphere of uncertainty impinged on Mona’s entrepreneurial
practices, crippling her business strategies, and eventually changing Mona’s own life,
without her ever noticing the complicity of the state in this process of change. An
example from one of Waive’s projects explains the ways the propagation of an
atmosphere of uncertainty affects bodies, and how the state can affect the cultural
entrepreneurs from a distance.
Since joining the studio in mid 2014, Mona believed that Waive, with its vibrant
social networks and centrality in the music scene, had a viable business opportunity to
become a booking agency for independent music in Egypt. In May 2015, an opportunity
loomed when “The Theatre”, a then-emerging events agency that served the mainstream
as well as the independent music scene’s concerts in Egypt, approached Waive.
Expanding beyond Cairo, The Theatre planned a music festival to be held during the
summer of 2015 on the North Coast— the foremost summer vacation destination for
middle-class Egyptians and youth. The lineup included several young independent music
bands and, most importantly, Souad Massi, an Algerian musician and singer who had
been amassing a huge fan-base among independent music fans in Egypt since 2006. For
international acts like this one, The Theatre preferred to hire Waive for the job. The
Theatre and Mona started corresponding to negotiate the terms of the contract. But then,
two weeks later, The Theatre set out to renegotiate the artist fee, threatening to move
away from the offer. Then after two weeks of intense emails, the correspondence fell off.
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When I asked Mona about the project four months later, she could not clearly state why
the project fell apart. I later learned that the Souad Massi gig never happened.
But behind the curtains there were dynamics that Mona was unaware of,
dynamics that reveal the ways the atmosphere of uncertainty created by the state can fray
mutual trust in the independent music scene. In reality, The Theatre had different fears in
mind, fears that clearly register the affective toll of authoritarian politics on the music
scene. In May and June 2015, government authorities had started to abruptly shut down
independent music concerts just one or two days in advance. Most of the time the
government would provide no explanation. Sometimes it would justify cancelations for
“security reasons,” other times it would claim that legal clearances had not been
successfully completed. The absence of any pattern that would explain why some
concerts were canceled while others were cleared was baffling for most of the cultural
entrepreneurs. Yet it became an important factor for them to consider when organizing
music concerts. Just days after The Theatre and Mona first negotiated the Souad Massi
deal, the concerts of the two most popular independent music bands in Egypt
(Sharmoofers and Cairokee) were abruptly canceled by authorities. On the top of that,
bringing in international acts, like Souad Massi, had become a recurrent alibi for
canceling events on the grounds of lack of public performance license. The inconsistency
of the government’s policies, the abruptness of concert cancelations, and the shifting
redlines, made it confusing to plan out music concerts without risking a huge amount of
financial loss. Out of convenience, Ahmed Nada -- the agent responsible for the North
Coast festival at The Theatre -- wanted to minimize potential exposure to financial loss
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(hence negotiating the artist fee), and he planned to wait until the fog lifted to suss out the
situation, before eventually turning down the whole project without further explanation to
Mona.
These botched collaborations became frequent in the independent music scene.
Their recurrence affected Mona who started to think that the social networks of the scene
were untrustworthy and ephemeral, that it was tenuous to rely on creative collaborations
with other entrepreneurs. Although politics seemed distant from independent music
studios, the state’s arbitrary use of power was a catalyst in creating an atmosphere of
uncertainty that propagated among cultural entrepreneurs across the scene. Because
abrupt cancelations and arbitrary shutdowns were imponderable, cultural entrepreneurs
started intuitively and casually to adopt more prudent calculations while attempting to
avoid risks and focus on short-term planning and fast return of investment. In the
example of Waive and The Theatre attempt collaboration, The Theatre’s agents intuited
that it was risky to invest in international acts when the state was abruptly canceling
events. Yet, unaware of those intuitions, Mona presumed that the agents had just dropped
the ball. And as cultural entrepreneurs tried to wade through this atmosphere of
uncertainty by slowing down their approaches and waiting for more clarity, cultural
entrepreneurs could not share those adaptations improvised on the spot. Cultural
entrepreneurs also had different priorities, anticipations, and assessments of the recurrent
contingencies. There were entrepreneurs, like The Theatre’s agents, who adopted more
cautious attitudes to uncertainty and slowed down their business expansions to weather
the storm. Other entrepreneurs, like Mona, kept trying to navigate the field in spite of the
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emergent uncertainties, while nevertheless feeling that collaborations in the scene had
become very transient and tense for imponderable reasons. With these incongruences and
contingencies, and through chain reactions, cultural entrepreneurs across the scene started
to adopt risk-averse and pedantic calculations in doing business, to desist from
collaborative work, and to retreat back to focus on the business operations inside the
studio.
This atmosphere of uncertainty struck hard on the post-2011 cultural
entrepreneurs’ affective dispositions and aspirational labor. For those entrepreneurs, the
incapacity to sustain trustworthy business relationships and reliable collaboration hit at
the very core of their entrepreneurial story: the aspiration to build an independent music
scene by harnessing creative collaborations among youths. And the more they muddled
through the scene, with the new contingencies and uncertainties propagated by the state,
the more they became mired in a palpably-sensed miasma of mistrust. By the end of
2015, Mona settled on the conclusion that the creative collaborative approach she had
been advocating in the scene was not working. In December of that year, I met with
Mona and Sara in Maadi to catch up and share gossip from the scene. Sara was also a
creative manager in an established booking agency in the independent music scene. Mona
had recently set out to start a new project, Feluka, an online platform to facilitate
introductions between venues across the globe and music bands in Egypt. The project
intended to help independent musicians bypass booking agencies and connect directly to
venues. Embedded in its technical web design and booking model was a presumption that
local artists could neither collaborate with each other nor trust booking agencies. “So
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artists and venues can arrange gigs without agencies’ exclusive deals or all that
networking hassle,” Mona explained. I questioned the project’s premise, suggesting that
she should collaborate with other booking agents or entrepreneurs who had experience in
managing online independent music platforms and who had accumulated experience in
that field. She promptly retorted “This is my own project, I am not working [i.e.
collaborating] with others anymore. I am not going to be invested in anybody’s dreams
other than my own.”
I reminded Mona of her earlier discussion with Fawzy in our first meeting at the
studio (quoted above). I argued that the premise of her new project and rejection of
collaborative projects was moving away from how she used to do things and start up
projects. Sara intervened: “But you can’t trust anyone, you can’t rely on anyone,
everyone is trying to corner himself in an isolated silo to protect his turf. So simply you
can’t work with others.” Mona went on to explain that she had already discussed her
project with another cultural entrepreneur who had established an online streaming
platform that he later rebranded as a booking agency. “I approached him, but he told me
that he still doesn’t know what is going to happen with his online platform. And this is
what happens all the time in the scene, you tell someone about this idea, and they ‘wow’
it, then you go back to them with a plan, but they tell you ‘that is a great plan, work on it,
and once it starts to move on let me know.’” She added with rage, “But why would I need
you once the train is moving on and the project is succeeding!” Sara intervened to
explain: “The problem is that everyone is afraid of taking a step forward. As if everyone
is hesitant to move on. The future is so vague. So everyone thinks that he shouldn’t move
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until he waits to see what will others do. But then everyone is waiting. Don’t you feel it?
That everyone is suffocated, from life, from the way things run in this country, the chaos
and the inconsistency, that you don’t know what is happening tomorrow. That is why no
one trusts others in the scene, because things always change, and you have to always plan
for the worst in order to survive.” Mona nodded before adding, “Creativity needs
incubation man, it is like fire. But then all that you feel around you is apathy. Don’t
underestimate how apathy can kill an entire generation! Apathy is the cancer to
creativity.”
Mona here captures the quintessential aspect of the atmosphere of uncertainty: it
acts on the body’s affective disposition, making one more callous (“apathy can kill an
entire generation”), suspicious (“wait to see what will others do”), and hesitant
(“everyone is afraid of taking a step forward”). With those dispositions, the future
becomes too vague to cooperate, commit, and invest together in collaborative projects.
Everyone is waiting for others to confront risky projects first, everyone feels like they are
walking on thin ice, and everyone is waiting for the other shoe to drop. In these changed
circumstances, building collaborative music projects, working with others, and aspiring
for expansive projects that go beyond the walls of the studio accumulate precariousness
rather than mitigating it. What Mona calls apathy is a reflection of this widening
corrosion of social affinities that started to seep into independent music scene among
cultural entrepreneurs in 2015. Social bonds became too fragile to shore up
collaborations. The state orchestrated this atmosphere of uncertainty, which became
palpable and omnipresent in entrepreneurs’ lives, and which they described by referring
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to a feeling of “suffocation”. Cultural entrepreneurs’ metaphor of suffocation here
captures the miasma of uncertainty, apathy, and hesitance that is somatically sensed
(shortening the breath of the body), and yet remains ineffable and elusive. This
suffocation, this weight in the air, is not something they were capable of describing
easily, and they rarely referred it to the political. Because uncertainty seeped into the
cultural entrepreneurs’ community piecemeal through contingent scattered events (as in
the foiled Waive-The Theatre project), they misrecognized the state’s role in propagating
uncertainty for the apathy and lack of mutual trust in the scene. Suffering from chronic
suffocation, subjects failed to notice the source and gestalt of uncertainty (the state and
state’s arbitrary use of power). This suffocation weighed down on the independent music
scene by individualizing the capacity to aspire: “I will invest only in my own dream.”
And it created this sense that social relations, collective dreams, and collaborative
projects were too fragile to rely on or to invest in. Not only did the state’s atmosphere of
uncertainty shatter the collaborative ethos that post-2011 cultural entrepreneurs cultivated
in 2011, it also frayed the social bonds among cultural entrepreneurs themselves. In
failing to notice the role of the state in propagating this atmosphere of uncertainty that is
continuously occluded by the suffocation, fellow cultural entrepreneurs started to turn
against each other.

3.5 Politics of Aspiration
Although cultural entrepreneurs were oblivious to the ways the state was
propagating an atmosphere of uncertainty, they experienced the presence of the state in
public life as well as in the studio. And although cultural entrepreneurs usually refrained
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from approaching or reflecting on the political landscape in Egypt, they knew that they
were always entangled with its turbulences. Such disdain was an indication of youths’
political disenchantment after the flurry of the revolutionary years (2011-2013), and a
reflection of youths’ inadequacy to approach the paradoxes and imponderability of the
political landscape in Egypt. In three years, those youths witnessed a “miraculous”
revolution in 2011, the rise of Islamists to power in 2012, a second revolution against the
Islamists in 2013, followed by a coup d’état and a counterrevolution that has successfully
resurrected authoritarianism in Egypt. In 2016, understanding the ways the military
regime ran the country seemed unattainable, the horizons of political change appeared to
be foreclosed, and the populist support of the ruling military regime alienated those who
aspired for social change in 2011. There were so many unknowns, confusions, and
unresolvable political contestations that made the political seem inapproachable and
unfathomable. Yet, sooner or later cultural entrepreneurs had to grapple with the “stateeffect” that manifested in their lives (Abrams 1988). Understanding the ways cultural
entrepreneurs experienced the political in the studio and public life as they attempted to
circumvent its effects elucidates the political imaginaries that were gestating in their
allegedly apolitical studio.
The state appears in cultural entrepreneur’s music life in a very ghostly way8. In
August 2015, I had a rare discussion with Mona on the political crisis in Egypt. She had
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The uncanny presence of the state and political authorities in subject’s everyday life is one of the features
of authoritarian governance as documented by anthropologists in various cultural contexts ( Taussig 1987;
Mbembe 1992; Scheper-Hughes 1993; Taussig 1997; Nelson 1999; Mbembe 2001; Navaro-Yashin 2002).
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just returned from a training workshop held in Berlin organized by the German Goethe
Institute’s program in support of cultural entrepreneurs and the development of the
creative economy in the Arab Region. Mona was fascinated with her first visit to Berlin.
Following this trip, and for the entirety of my final year in the field, she would always
juxtapose “here” (Cairo) to “there” (Berlin). Mona was not impressed by the modern in
Berlin per se; rather, her juxtapositions were trying to describe her somatic experience in
Berlin: “I felt there is air and they are breathing in Berlin. I felt I could breathe.” By that
she meant that she found in Berlin what she believed to be a music scene vibrant with
creative collaborations that was shoring up cultural entrepreneurship. For example, she
was attentive to what she considered to be the absence of policemen in public life in
Berlin. In contrast to Berlin, Mona described how people in Egypt were always
witnessing the presence of policemen in public life: around venues and in concerts, in the
airport and the train station, around public squares, schools, and hospitals, etc. Not only
did she highlight the omnipresence of policing in Cairo, but she also pointed to the
quotidian presence of undercover police informants around venues, music concerts, art
centers, street performances, etc. Similar to the Foucauldian panopticon, Mona explained
the ways she palpably felt the presence of state power in everyday life even when no
police were immediately visible: “They [the informants] don’t act. You know they are
there, and probably they aren’t going to act, but you know they are there. You know that
you are watched all the time. They want to remind you in your head ‘the government is
watching you.’” When I asked Mona her thoughts on how the state affects the
independent music scene, she said: “The government suffocates us. It is like a weight in
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the air [to’ol fel gaw]. Can’t you feel that weight in the air? It is not that the state is
silencing us. [Rather,] it muzzles our breathing, it suffocates us.”
I am less interested here in assessing how modern Berlin and its music scene was
imagined and experienced by Mona, than I am in investigating the ways her impression
of Berlin reflects back on her experience in Cairo. I want to focus here on the ways Mona
uses the idiom of suffocation to juxtapose Cairo to Berlin and to express political
connotations in affective terms. In Cairo, public life for cultural entrepreneurs seems like
a Foucauldian Panopticon where they feel they are always watched, waiting for the other
shoe to drop. But contrary to the conditions of that Foucauldian model, there are no
normative regulations that they have to adopt in order to avoid the state’s coercion. They
do not know exactly what the red lines are or what is potentially disruptive in the state’s
perspective. They are already working and playing in a very apolitical field. But they also
know that at any moment the state might snatch one of them for ironic and imponderable
reasons like “misusing the Internet” or “disrupting societal peace.” Even if they are not
targeted by the state, marginal harassment by authorities can disrupt their business for no
apparent reasons (e.g. a policeman seeking a bribe by going through the motions of
arresting musicians on stage). The state manifests here not in the form of ideological
indoctrination, a censor office, a disciplinary institution, or a penal consequence. Rather,
the state is experienced here as a perennial state of anxiety (e.g. the undercover police
informant) that is sensed somatically by what Mona is describing as “a weight in the air”
which suffocates everyday life. This is not the anxiety felt while protesting against
authoritarianism or criticizing the military regime. It is an existential anxiety that acts on
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the body, festering a sense that the future is dangerous and vague. It is an existential
anxiety that suspends the body, by alerting its senses towards an awaited yet unexpected
breakdown. Although cultural entrepreneurs inhabit what they consider to be an apolitical
space, they live “in [a] state of emergency which is not the exception but the rule,” where
“every possibility is a fact.” (Taussig, 34). Suffocation here is a state-effect that weighs
on cultural entrepreneurs a state of anxiety, alertness, and stress impeding their capacity
to “breathe the air” in the absence or the presence of the policeman (“the government is
watching you all the time”). It is a state of anxiety that the state ingrains in the circulation
of affect in everyday life, and which molds cultural entrepreneurs’ business practices to
become more insecure, mistrustful, and wary of uncalculated risks.
The state also has a ghostly presence and suffocating effect inside the studio. In
2015, with the intensification of the economic crisis in Egypt, leaked news had been
circulating that the IMF was tying financial grants for Egypt to structural adjustments that
included currency devaluation, reducing fuel subsidies, and slashing public funding in
several substantial sectors. Expectations were high that a surge of inflation was in sight
and that the Egyptian pound might lose half of its value. Such economic policies,
especially currency devaluation, would have had dire economic ramifications for Cairene
studios that relied mostly on imported music equipment. But the government never
explained to the public what the conditions of the IMF loans were, or what economic
policy would be adopted in the next few years. In order to avoid public outcries and
protests, the government obscured its economic plans and attempted to impose sudden
economic policies by increasing fares and taxes and reducing different sorts of public
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funding. In some cases, the government would even publicly dismiss the possibility of
these economic changes, as it did when it considered devaluing the currency, in 2015.
Yet the devaluation did in fact take place, in 2016, causing inflation and 50% loss of
value in less than two weeks. This lack of transparency regarding the state economic
policy felt like an imponderable mess to Fawzy at Waive: “They wake up one day and
decree this law. Then one week later they just cancel it. No one knows what is happening
in this country, or who is managing this whole mess.”
With the state’s opaque implementation of drastic economic policies, the state
seeped into the studio like a ghostly force infusing operations management with anxiety.
At Waive, by the end of 2015, Fawzy started to feel worried, anticipating the state’s
sudden economic policies and consequent recession in the independent music market that
could undercut the studio’s business plans. Something like the abrupt currency
devaluation in 2016 brought down Waive’s capital for equipment purchase to half of its
2015 value. In 2016, Fawzy applied new austerity measures to mitigate the anticipated
market recession and surging inflation. He started to steer the studio back to resemble
something like its former business model that prioritized the financial sustainability of the
studio over expanding and diversifying the studio’s music projects. In negotiation with
Mona, they started to call off some of the studio’s projects that brought in lots of social
capital, but with overheads and no return of investments. Many of the improvisational
projects that Mona had devised to diversify and expand the studio’s business in 2014 and
2015 were shut down.
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By the end of 2016, Mona herself became more frustrated with her job at Waive
and with collaborative projects that did not generate ample financial returns. In a striking
abandonment of her 2011-2015 celebration of collaborations and creativity-comesbefore-money ethos, she told me in 2016, “I am no longer working for those pennies, I
am a money whore now, I want to build my career.” Disavowing her earlier hopeful
disposition in the independent music scene would often resuscitate in her a sense of guilt
and shame that she shared with her trustworthy friends. This disavowal was not some
practical consciousness that can be brushed off as a Cairene hipster-ish idealistic
aspiration for the indie. This disavowal was not a mark of the kind of maturity that
reorients a subject towards the conjunctions of practical pursuits and anticipatory
approaches. It was a disavowal that was bred in the uncertainty and anxiety that starved
oxygen from any form of futuristic imaginaries while leaving entrepreneurs like Mona in
a void of meaninglessness: “I don’t know why I am doing all of that. It doesn’t mean
anything anymore. Not to me, and I think not to many in the scene,” Mona lamented in
2016.
Notice the transformation transpiring in Mona’s life here: from rebelling against
the middle-class hegemonic models of aspiration (e.g. saving money, taking well-paid
jobs, pursuing stable careers) in order to pursue forms of labor and sociality she was
passionate about in 2011, to becoming a careerist, a “money whore,” in 2016. It is a
transformation that reflects the destiny of cultural entrepreneurs’ aspirations for social
change and alternative public culture under authoritarianism. It is a transformation that
took place under the weight of authoritarianism, and the state’s propagation of a state of
145

anxiety and uncertainty. Although cultural entrepreneurs had already tried to circumvent
the political through apolitical music entrepreneurship, the state still seeped into the
studio and their lives while molding their affective dispositions. The state’s abrupt
implementation of economic policies infused the scene with an anxiety that squeezed
cultural entrepreneurs into a “trying to survive” mode. Cynicism was bred here, and
money reasserted its rule. At the end of the day, Mona needed to maintain her $300 per
month ($150 per month after the currency devaluation in 20016) salary job to pay her
bills. And now that her capacity to aspire for an alternative music culture through
collaborative ethos has been extinguished, she has had to focus on the middle-class
aspiration proper: to build a career. Especially among the post-2011 generation of
cultural entrepreneurs who cultivated their aspirations in the revolution, there was an
indelible bitterness that suffused their souls as they turned away from their earlier
aspirations for an alternative social life. Something had broken inside their souls that
were now brimming with affective turbulence. It was not easy for Mona to embrace such
new callousness (“I am a money whore … I want to build my career”), especially given
that she used to berate others for similar statements or behaviors just one year earlier.
The atmosphere of uncertainty and the state of anxiety act on the cultural
entrepreneurs’ affective states, and not merely on their visions of hopes and aspirations.
From a distance, far away from the cultural entrepreneur, the state had been eroding
Mona’s capacity to aspire. There was an affective tension inside Mona’s life between the
ways she had become (“a money whore”) and what she aspired to become, the passion
that drove her to the studio in the first place in 2011. There was a struggle inside of Mona
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between a desire to stay faithful to what she believed in and aspired for in 2011, and a
new affective state in which she felt that aspiring for an alternative social life was
meaningless amidst anxiety and uncertainty. The state here turns subjects against
themselves, impaling them on a struggle between what they wish they were and what
they had become. Although Mona’s career in the independent music scene “doesn’t mean
anything anymore,” she opted to stay in the music business to build a career she had
already invested in (and also because she could not afford to be unemployed). But in
doing so, she was also eviscerating her life of the meaning she wanted for it (“I don’t
know why I am doing all of that”). She was living a hollow contradiction between the
mode of aspiring she believed she should practice and cynical adaptation to uncertainty
and anxiety. She became the callous person she used to criticize one year ago, and that
haunted her with an incessant sense of guilt and betrayal. Yet subscribing to the dominant
middle-class aspirations of “building a career” was the only way to keep going in the
studio. Being cynical and jettisoning her 2011 aspirations was the only way to protect
herself from the frustrations and exhaustions that ensue aspiring in an atmosphere of
anxiety and uncertainty.

3.6 Conclusion
Under authoritarianism’s uncertainty and anxiety, aspiring for alternative forms of
life can become a self-destructive act, a frustrating practice, and an exhausting form of
labor. It is in the ways uncertainty and anxiety disturb the relation between means and
ends, the present and future, the meaning one desires for his/her life and the unfolding of
one’s life, that aspiring for an alternative form of life can become a kind of “cruel
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optimism” (Berlant 2011). The more the cultural entrepreneur invests in aspiration in this
atmosphere of anxiety and uncertainty, the more the hopefulness implied in his/her
affective labor becomes meaningless. In such moments, when the future appears
foreclosed, when the capacity to aspire is extinguished, “the ability to invest oneself in
the prospect of a meaningful life is worn thin” (Allan 2014, 153). And in order to sustain
any semblance of hopefulness, in order to maintain the sense that life is going on and has
a meaning, the post-2011 cultural entrepreneurs had to eventually retreat back to the
confines of the studio, as the pre-2011 generation of cultural entrepreneurs had under
Mubarak.9
Although the state’s ghostly presence was palpable in the cultural entrepreneur’s
everyday life, it did not cultivate something like resistance or stimulate a political
discussion among the entrepreneurs. On the contrary, there was a prevalent desire to
escape from the political all together, and to circumvent any discussion about the state.
There was an assured belief that the state was beyond reform, that the military regime
was indomitable. By the fall of 2016, something in the air seemed very similar to the pre2011 independent music studio landscape. Studios were still active with the hustle and
bustle of an emerging stream of independent music bands. They fared well in spite of the
perennial economic precarity due to the popularity independent music achieved after
2011. But the entrepreneurs were more confined inside the studios, more insular in ways

9

Several anthropologists have examined this sense of losing the meaning of life amidst times of social
despair, to highlight the ways despair impedes social practice and intensifies social alienation (Desjarlais
1997; Hage 2009; Oushakine 2009; Garcia 2010; Lucht 2011; Stevenson 2014; O'Neill 2017).
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that were remarkably different from the vibrancy that characterized the studio during the
first year after the revolution. Maintaining the enterprise and sustaining the studio’s
business operations, rather than investing in collaborations, diversifying studio’s
business, or expanding into public life, became the norm once again. The specter of pre2011 authoritarianism was reincarnated.
By propagating an atmosphere of uncertainty and anxiety, authoritarianism had
successfully and enigmatically extinguished the post-2011 cultural entrepreneurs’
capacity to aspire, pushing it back to the confines of the studio. The state had strained
social bonds and social action not by intervening in cultural entrepreneurs’ social lives to
punish or discipline them, but rather by acting on their affective milieus and on their
embodied affective dispositions. The state here acted on the entrepreneurs’ capacity to
aspire and their affective disposition of aspiring. In this apolitical social space, subjects
were free to act, collaborate, do business, and create alternative media cultures: but they
were slowly and inexorably stripped of their capacity to aspire. And by eviscerating
meaning from collaborative practices and from their lives, the state’s atmosphere of
uncertainty and anxiety cut closer to the bone than cultural entrepreneurs might have
thought.
The state’s power over subjects’ aspiration is a consequence of the fact that the
capacity to aspire is not intrinsic by nature, nor is it an indispensable quality. Cultural
entrepreneurs’ disposition to aspire must be cultivated in practice. When Mona was
capable of enacting collaborative practices during the post-2011 revolutionary years, she
was also cultivating the affective disposition to aspire, to navigate the future and to
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explore opportunities beyond the studio. She had the sense that the future was unraveling
with auspicious paths, that aspiring was going to pay her back with more opportunities.
But when suddenly Mona realized that mutual trust among the entrepreneurs in the
independent music scene was frayed and that she couldn’t undertake adventurous
entrepreneurial practices under the stress of anxiety and uncertainty, her disposition to
aspire started to wear thin. Now, the future seemed ambiguous. Undertaking adventurous
entrepreneurial practices seemed risky and inauspicious.
There is a crucial dialectic here between the subject’s affective state and social
practices. In 2011, the revolution vitalized among a new generation of cultural
entrepreneurs an affective disposition to aspire, by inculcating the sense that one can
aspire to personal and social change. But those affects do not merely cultivate one’s
capacity to aspire. It is cultural entrepreneurs’ ensuing entrepreneurial practices in the
streets, studios, and media economies that brought those affects into real life,
transforming this revolution-inspired disposition to aspire into alternative social projects,
business models, and entrepreneurial experience. This is how cultural entrepreneurs could
develop their capacity for aspiration, anticipate the futures they aspired to, and safeguard
the meaning of their lives. By kneecapping the post-2011 cultural entrepreneur’s
aspirational practices (e.g. collaborative practices) through uncertainty and anxiety, the
state extinguished these cultural entrepreneur’s desire and disposition to aspire. That is
how subjects lose their capacity to aspire: the opportunities in the present are squandered,
the horizons of the future are foreclosed, and hope is occluded.
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The conventional Foucauldian approach has tended to regard apolitical spaces like
the independent music scene by focusing on the pervasiveness and ubiquitousness of
power, while framing the process of domination along the panoptical model of power
(Foucault 1977; Burchell et al. 1991). Everywhere subjects are under surveillance to be
disciplined in institutions that conduct their subjectivity according to normative
regulations. But in Egypt, this framework sometimes conceals rather than reveals the
power dynamics evident in subjects’ lives and the affective weight of the state. The post2011 cultural entrepreneurs actively disavowed normative regulations. And in the
neoliberal age, the nation-state is not as much investing in disciplining the subjects as
much as in excluding and including them in the circuits of capital (Hage 2003; Ong
2006). Here it is more productive to recall Zygmunt Bauman’s arguments on the
underlying substantive change in the nature of domination taking place in the early 2000s
late modernity (2000). Bauman recognized that in late modernity domination is attained
by “obtaining discipline through ‘precarization’, deepening the uncertainty under which
the subjects of power choose, decide and act.” Instead of dominating through
management, surveillance, coercion and punishment, Bauman argues that domination is
moving “from cutting down the options to multiplying them, from making the setting of
actions more ‘transparent’ and predictable to making it, on the contrary, more opaque and
less calculable.” And therein we are facing a form of “domination-through-uncertainty”
that acts on the circulation of affects and perpetually propagates “the state of ambient
insecurity, anxiety and fear” (Bauman 2008, 112).
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The case of cultural entrepreneurship in the independent music studio, provides
here a lens to approach authoritarianism’s tactics of “domination-through-uncertainty”
and “domination-through-anxiety” which function in apolitical spaces in tandem with the
military regime’s conventional disciplining institutions and policing bureaucracy. More
clearly in the military regime of 2013 than in Mubarak’s authoritarianism before 2011,
we can notice the ways in which the state attempted to control the uncontainable media
cultures of the 2011 generation by undercutting their capacity to aspire.10 The
authoritarianism of 2013 does not attempt to contain alternative media cultures by
sweeping arrests or censorship, but by throwing an enigmatic wrench in the works
abruptly and arbitrarily.11 While those state interventions do not seek to obliterate
alternative media cultures, they propagate an atmosphere of uncertainty and anxiety that
erodes entrepreneurs’ cultivation of hope and their capacity to aspire. In approaching
power dynamics in apolitical spaces in Egypt, where subjects avoid opposing or
confronting the state, we can think of authoritarianism as a diffuser of despair rather than
a machine of oppression. And we can revisit the 2011 revolution by reading it as an event
that reinvigorated aspirational affects rather than a form of resistance against domination.
In that sense, we can read into the subjects’ perseverance to resuscitate their capacity to
aspire and salvage hope as investments that tussle with domination, even when those
subjects themselves demure from engaging with the political.
10

For ethnographies that explore the relation between anxiety, uncertainty, and domination through an
examination of media cultures, see Varzi 2006, cooke 2007, Bishara 2012, and Wedeen 2015.
11
While literature on neoliberal authoritarianism in Egypt has explored the ways the state has managed to
govern by controlling subjects’ social relations (Ismail 2011; Elyachar 2005) and imaginaries (Mitchell
2002; Singerman 2009), here I am suggesting a novel alternative and supplementary mode of governance
that does not rely on such direct administration and control.
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Especially under neoliberal authoritarianism,12 the capacity to aspire needs to be
cultivated and to be cared for. Compassion here, if I may say, has to intervene to salvage
meaning and sociality in the face of uncertainty and anxiety. In 2014, Fawzy was one of
the few in the studio who anticipated the coming reincarnation of a vindictive
authoritarianism. Although he believed in Mona and the post-2011 generation in general,
he was also worried about what might become of her, how frustrated she would become,
once the future felt foreclosed. Now when I return back to that incident when Fawzy, on
the day of commemorating the revolution in 2015, insisted that the studio isn’t the place
for politics (the opening of the chapter), I like to think of it as an act of kindness towards
himself and other people in the studio. Drawing a firm line between the political and the
apolitical was his way of sheltering meaning and hope from turmoil amid anxiety and
uncertainty. By framing the studio as an apolitical enterprise that seeks to “build the
independent music scene” and waiting for the miraculous to happen, Fawzy was trying to
salvage some air and breathing space from authoritarianism. It is how he cultivated and
exercised his capacity to aspire during many years under authoritarianism. And I like to
think of Mona’s audacious disavowal of her earlier aspirations for an alternative lifestyle
as an act of kindness towards herself. A hint of tenderness towards herself that sought to

12

Although neoliberalism is usually understood to denote the political ideology that draws a separation
between the market and the state (Harvey 2007), under authoritarian regimes such neoliberal ideologies
become the method of what Mbembe has called “indirect private government” (Mbembe 2002, See also:
Mbembe 2001 and Bayart 2009). Anthropologists examining neoliberal authoritarianism have elucidated
the everyday life and social manifestation by which neoliberal authoritarian regimes rely on biopolitical
tactics and informal state-networks to control subjects’ practices, corral their imaginaries, and limit their
social exchange (Roitman 2005; Ferguson 2006; Rofel 2007; Piot 2010). In that sense, youths’ capacity to
aspire under neoliberal authoritarianism is usually pitted against the neoliberal authoritarian regimes.
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salvage the soul and the remnants of hope from “domination-through-anxiety” and
“domination-through-uncertainty.” While she might have fallen short of sustaining hope,
other independent music producers would sustain their capacity to aspire by creating
fantasies, which is what I will examine in the next chapter.
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4. Fantasies
4.1 Introduction

Figure 4: Cairokee Empire Ad, 2018

Cairokee, an independent music band in Egypt, was founded in 2003 but only
really rose to prominence as one of the top acts in their market in 2011, a feat many
would attribute to the popularity of their song “The Voice of Freedom” that went viral
during the Tahrir Square sit-ins of the 2011 revolution. By 2017 Cairokee’s popularity
had grown to the extent that they had their own events organization agency, and they
organized a mega concert of a scale unprecedented by any other independent music band
in Egypt. As alluded to in the promotional video quoted below, the concert was
postponed several times due to repeated last-minute cancellations by the authorities.
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Cairokee announced their May 2018 concert date (which would be the first to be held
successfully) with a video on YouTube with the following voiceover:
Since the beginning in 2003, nothing was easy
But in spite of that we were on our way to the top.
Our response was success after success.
And with every challenge, our powers increase, our challenges increase, our fans
increase.
And when we fall,
We rise up again.
And we remember our audience—who have become one of us, and our voice—
And by which we reached the top.
We planned to hold “Cairokee Empire” as the biggest concert in Egypt,
As the biggest band with the biggest audience in Egypt.
But unfortunately it didn’t happen.
We tried again so that we didn’t let our audience down,
But again it didn’t happen.
Everyone told us that this concert couldn’t happen.
But our audience knew well that Cairokee don’t give up.
Cairokee Empire,
Cairokee concert,
For the Cairokee Nation.
May 11th 2018
Cairokee is on the top …
And we are staying there for a while.
Cairo Empire Ad, Cairokee’s Facebook Official Page, 2018
The video opens with Amir, the frontman of the band, sitting pensively in an
ornate velvet armchair, head bowed, brow furrowed, wearing a military uniform-inspired
suit emblazoned with medals. As the camera pans we see he is in the midst of a photo
shoot in disarray, in the backstage area of a theater. Stacked equipment trunks and
scattered microphones intermingle with dusty gilded mirrors draped with red sashes
leaning haphazardly against the wall. Despite the chaos and Victorian elements, the effect
is modern and chic. Amir stands and moves towards the retreating camera in slow motion
with a self-assured, almost confrontational stride. The video cuts to grainy footage from
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one of Cairokee’s biggest concerts of the 2011 revolution: a packed crowd of hundreds of
fans cheering and jumping in unison. The next frame is a still shot of their YouTube page
showing the video for “A Drop of White” racking up 30 million views. Then the shot cuts
back to the studio where Amir is joined, one at a time, by other members of the band,
each attired in their own deconstructed military-inspired regalia— blue jeans and
epaulets, tattoos and brass-buttons—setting down their instruments to flank him in
formation. Interspersed with these scenes are two slides that quote some of Cairokee’s
critics in the mainstream media: “[Cairokee is] the worst consequence of the January
revolution,” and “Cairokee is the dissonance that aims to dismantle the nation. They must
be arrested.” Now all five band members are swaggering forward together, chins raised
with bellicose confidence. Tamer, the band’s drummer, is holding a six-foot flagpole with
a furled, blood red flag that he carries thrown over his right shoulder. The band stops
suddenly, poses shoulder to shoulder with cocky nonchalance, gazing forward with vigor
and defiance, as if for a portrait… or a fight.
There is an affective force resonating in this concert advertisement, perhaps partly
a product of the contradictions it manages to embody. Although the ad does not make any
political claims, it stands in defiance of whoever attempts to impede the band’s progress
(presumably “the authorities”). Although the red flag they carry might signal their leftist
inclinations and disdain for “capitalist corporatism,” the impact is subdued by a
smattering of product placements throughout the video. The strategically placed cans of
branded soda, and the half-dozen corporate logos in the closing credits, attest to the fact
that the concert—and the video itself—were made possible by a slew of corporate
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sponsors. There is ambivalence in the video: Did these independent artists sell out to
sponsors and corporates? Are they taking a political position in opposition to the state or
is their revolutionary gesturing pure pageantry? And to what end does Cairokee utilize
the notion of “empire” in this music video?
Literature has tended to frame such subcultural engagements with mainstream
cultural industries along the polarity of resistance and cooptation: artists are either punk
rock-like rebels who refuse the industry and its hegemonic values (Hebdige 1979; Hall
1991) or else their “cool” culture has already been co-opted by the mainstream cultural
industry and they are merely following patterns of aesthetics and behaviors that they have
been spoon-fed by marketing agencies (Adorno 1991). My interest is not to determine
where on this spectrum to situate Cairokee and their peers. Instead, in this chapter I will
focus closely on the independent music bands’ own branding strategies after the 2011
revolution in order to suggest that branding strategies encapsulate fantasies that provide
independent music producers with meaning and existential grounding that orient
independent music producers amidst a prevalent sense of defeat, sadness, uncertainty, and
ambivalence shaped by the resurgence of authoritarianism. By showing the ways
producers use branding to craft and embody these fantasies, I intend to explain how
independent music producers create imaginative spaces of hope that can counter the
suffocating affective weight of authoritarianism.1

1

Ethnographic studies exploring advertising industries have examined the production of the brand as a
social site that reveals the technologies of social imagination and the economy of qualities (Mazzarella
2003b; Foster 2007; Ito 2007; Pier 2011), the nexus of creative labor and power structures in the field of
cultural production (Moore 2003; Wang 2008; Johanssen and Holm 2006), the corporatization and
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My examination of brands and branding in the post-2011 media cultures in Egypt
builds upon Jacqueline Rose’s States of Fantasy, and uses her framework to examine the
social functions and political effects of fantasy (1998). Rose’s conception of fantasy
departs from the conventional usage of the term, which denotes an escape from reality in
order to inhabit an impossible dream or to indulge in forbidden pleasure. Rose uses the
term “fantasy” in a technical psychoanalytic sense to describe the subject’s active
engagement with the world. A fantasy in this sense is a symbolic rearrangement of the
world, often arising out of situations of conflict, crisis, or ambivalence, conjured when
the subject has to retreat in order to recapture the world. A fantasy is an alternative
rendering of reality that attempts to manage its crises. When the real seems inscrutable,
fantasy provides the subject with a sensibility and worldview by which s/he can reorient
her/his actions in society. As such, fantasy here is a form of active engagement with the
world. When the real is infused with sadness, foreclosures, and estrangement, fantasy
provides comfort, strength, and encouragement. The structuring power of fantasy is the
means by which the subject can look at the world from different angles, tell the story of
social bonds and the future in a different way, and recalibrate his/her orientation to a
challenging situation in order to engage with it by rearranging its parameters.

codification of creativity (Coombe 1998; Pang 2012; Taylor 2014a; Hoesterey 2015), and the homology
between the virtual ubiquity of the brand and the virtual worlds of the internet (Lury 2004; Arvidsson
2006). In this chapter I am less interested in the semiotics of the brand, and more interested in the ways
branding becomes a process by which social actors fashion the self and inhabit alternative virtual worlds
(Mazzarella 2003a; Luvaas 2009; Lukács 2010).
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When subjects share crises, conflicts and ambivalence in their worlds, fantasy
becomes the collective space through which subjects reframe reality and sociality. What
holds people together, what brings them together in action, in struggle, in hope, is the
“psychic glue” of social reality that fantasy provides (3). Here fantasy becomes a
framework to examine the political: “fantasy shapes the contours of our political worlds”
(79). By examining collective fantasies, Rose proposes that we can also trace political
subjectivities and actions. Fantasy—the way subjects imagine their worlds, the way they
frame reality, and the way they relate to others who share the polity—becomes the
ground upon which subjects stand politically and the canvas upon which they sketch out
their political destinies. Fantasy is the connection between the inner psyche and the
public world, between the intimate and the practical; it is where politics are enacted in
terms of loss, yearning, resistance, hope, or identity.
I will use Rose’s conceptualization of fantasy in this chapter to explain both the
ways fantasies emerge from within a moment of crisis and conflict, and the ways those
fantasies enable engagement once again with reality. First, fantasy illuminates how the
brands that independent music producers build around their projects are distinctive and
affective worldviews that arise out of and are shaped by the affective crises that the
producers experience under authoritarianism (e.g., ambivalence, uncertainty, anxiety,
despair). Second, through fantasies we can examine the ways independent music
producers use those affective worldviews as a way to weather the affective power of the
state, to engage with the real, and to act in the world. This capacity to escape from reality
in order to reengage with it from a different perspective ties Rose’s account of fantasy
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closely to the labor of hope and the ways social actors anticipate the future in the present:
“Never completely losing its grip, fantasy is always heading for the world it only appears
to have left behind” (3). Although the branding strategies deployed by independent music
producers may seem to be an apolitical market practice, by viewing them as collective
fantasies we can see how they are vectors of hope that run into the future in spite of the
state’s machine of despair. As collective fantasies, we can examine the ways independent
music producers reckon with a present crisis, while attempting to carve out a future for
themselves in spite of authoritarianism.
The fantasies that branding strategies create offer independent music producers a
way to engage with political crises and authoritarianism without directly engaging in
politics. Thereby, the fantasies produced by the brand also provide a way for independent
music producers to pursue their entrepreneurial hopes and cooperate with capitalist
corporations without becoming subsumed by their market logic. Independent music
producers, like Cairokee, not only create branding fantasies in an attempt to “sell their
products,” they also inhabit those fantasies. In the “Cairokee Empire” ad, for example,
there is fantasy at work: the advertisement is crafted with an astute branding strategy
devised by Cairokee members to highlight the theme of “glory.” Although this branding
strategy attempts to sell more tickets, it also creates the fantasy that Cairokee members
are glorious fighters against authorities. Branding strategies, like the celebration of
“glory” in this ad, provide Cairokee band members with a space beyond the political
where they can pursue their entrepreneurial hopes (e.g., making a living from reaching
the 2011 revolutionary youth with their music), while maintaining an implicit posture of
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defiance against the state. It is important to note that independent music producers are not
adopting these branding strategies only skin-deep: rather, the producers inhabit the
fantasies expressed in the brand, and live by them. In so doing, they are endeavoring to
find their bearings under authoritarianism.2
The fantasy constructions embraced by branding offer a window to observe the
ways independent music producers navigate around the despair and affective confinement
of authoritarianism to engage with the political and pursue their entrepreneurial hopes.
They also illustrate how independent music producers embrace the crises and
contradictions they experience under authoritarianism: harboring antagonism towards the
state and yet collaborating or avoiding confrontation with it; seeking independence from
the mainstream media industry even as they steal moves from its playbook. The gambit
of the language of fantasy is that it transcends the binary of resistance and co-optation.3

2

During the twentieth century, Marxist-inspired critical theories have established that the “real” is always
mediated through structures of meaning, ideologies, and fantasies (Zizek 1989; Benjamin 1999). In the
field of anthropology, Claude Lévi-Strauss’s work on mythologies paved the way for cultural
anthropologists to examine the ways fantasies (i.e., the fictions of the myth) establish and mediate social
relations in a particular cultural context (1955; 1978). Fantasies, in this anthropological reading, are social
constructions by which people make meanings, make sense, and relate to each other. Ethnographies
examining fantasies have elaborated the ways fantasy lays down the landscape of the political space
(Taussig 1987; Taussig 1997), enables the imagining of social relations embedded in economic practices
(Comaroff and Comaroff 1999; Guyer 2007), and conjures alternative identities and social attachments
(Boellstorff 2008; Krings 2015; Luvaas 2013a). In this chapter I draw upon ethnographies that have
examined how social actors fashion their self, reimagine their relation to the world, and redefine the
landscape of possibilities in their lives through the work of fantasy (Weiss 2009; Moore 2011).
3
In ethnomusicology and anthropology of music, the analysis of the political intersections of cultural
production has tended to be located within the binary of resistance and co-optation. On one level, scholars
have elaborated upon how musical creativity is always caught within the economic logic of capitalism and
neoliberalism (Taylor 2012; Curtin and Sanson 2016; Taylor 2016). On another level, ethnomusicologists
have also shown how the digital technologies that are promoted in the neoliberal era have facilitated
alternative alliances and workspaces that transcend the confinements of neoliberal logic (Weiss 2009;
Luvaas 2013a; Shipley 2013; Manabe 2015). In this chapter, I attempt to go beyond this binary of
resistance and co-optation in order to explore how independent music producers attempt to conjure
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Conceptualizing the work of the brand in terms of fantasy helps one to situate these
independent music producers in a horizon of futurity, and to examine how fantasy allows
them to keep moving despite the contradictions of social reality. Between the uncertainty
of the future, and the urgency to act in the present, these fantasies create an imaginative
space of hope.

4.2 Branding and the Political
Although branding may seem like an apolitical market space, marketing practices
in Egypt since the 2011 revolution have become entangled with the structures of hope
and the social imaginaries produced by the revolution. Independent music producers’ role
in reshaping marketing strategies and branding in post-2011 Egypt is a window by which
we can examine how media producers grapple with shifting and contested political
landscapes in what initially seems to be an apolitical space. In the advertising industry,
promoting a product (or an idea, a service, etc.) requires designing a brand image that
expresses the product’s distinctive features and mediates its affective qualities through
narratives and audiovisual elements in products and promotions. The brand image creates
“a virtual world” (Mazzarella 2003a: 53), a fantasy world for the product that speaks to
consumers, affects them, tells them stories, and makes promises to them, in order to
enable these consumers to identify with the product. A product, like a car, is branded not
by listing the car’s features, but rather by creating a fantasy around the car, a fantasy that

alternative and autonomous social worlds in ways that depart away from hegemonic structures of power
(for a similar approach to music cultures, see Steingo 2016).
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the consumers would like to access and experience. I propose that in post-2011 Egypt,
the making of fantasies is always entangled with the political. Independent music
producers’ wide-ranging participation in the advertising industry since the 2011
revolution lets us see the ways in which branding—the making of fantasy—has become a
terrain where political positions are enacted and contested, affectively and economically.
The 2011 revolution changed the landscape of the advertising industry and
branding strategies targeting the youth demographic in Egypt. Celebrated in media outlets
as the “Youth Revolution” and Egypt’s “Facebook Revolution,” the 2011 revolution
endowed a new generation of youth with particular qualities: rebellious, active, serious,
irreverent, independent, agile, resilient, creative, savvy—these were the “wired citizens”
and digital-natives reared on the 2011 and 2013 revolts, whose everyday life was
quintessentially politicized and digitalized. The 2011 revolution signaled to the marketing
agents in the advertising industry that this new generation of urban youths could only be
reached using new and more imaginative marketing approaches. Previously, marketing
strategies relied on pop icons and broadcasting networks that were firmly under the
thumb of Mubarak, but after the revolution, these strategies seemed to fall short of
reaching the sensibilities and affective spaces of the new generation. Among marketing
strategists, there was a sense that new voices, new visual motifs, and new idioms were
required to address these revolutionary youths, taking into account the ways the 2011
revolution had shaped and affected their lives. In order to reach post-2011 youths in
Egypt, advertisers knew that they had to infiltrate the dream worlds conjured by the
revolution, to speak to new affects, argots and slogans, to access the digital worlds of
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irreverent youths marked by hope and (self-)identified as the movers and shakers of
social change in Egypt. The mainstream advertising industry recognized that the making
of fantasies for commercial brands needed to address the revolution’s affective force: the
brands’ fantasies needed to speak the language of revolutionary hopes in order to enable
the revolutionary youths to feel a sense of identification.
The advertising industry started to piggyback on the revolutionary moment,
attempting to incorporate its hopefulness and euphoria, by adopting revolutionary idioms
and images in commercials and by hiring the media icons of the 2011 revolution, like
independent music producers, who could address the digital-savvy and rebellious youths
of the revolution. However, there was an inherent tension in this process of incorporation:
as marketing agencies attempted to address the youths’ revolutionary hopes and worlds in
their campaigns, they recognized that they must also circumvent the political.
Specifically, advertising agencies wanted to avoid the risk of taking a political position
that would compromise their marketing campaigns in the politically charged public of
post-2011 Egypt. Thus, marketing strategists tried to find ways to tap into the
revolution’s affective spaces while neutralizing the political in their commercials and
promotions. In 2011 for example, the mainstream advertising industry started to
collaborate intensively with independent music producers to produce commercials with
taglines like: “Express Yourself,” “You Are Unique,” “Make Tomorrow Better,” “Rise
Up, Your Hands Can Challenge Foggy Clouds,” and “Nothing Can Stop You.” These
commercials featured songs that highlighted an apolitical utopianism and incorporated
visual elements such as Twitter-like messages, collaborative graffiti and street art, and
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scenes from civil engagement volunteerism, in order to mediate this sense of social hope
while making no mention of political conflicts or criticisms. Marketing agents skillfully
used brands to create fantasies that mediated the affects of the revolution in order to
resonate with the irreverent and politicized post-2011 youth, while eviscerating the
political discourses from these fantasies.
In this sense, it might appear as though the advertising industry successfully coopted the revolutionary voice of independent music producers by exploiting its affective
force while depoliticizing its narratives. This chapter will focus closely in on the making
of fantasies in a politically charged place like Egypt, where revolutionary hope suffuses
everyday life, to show how the engagement with the political does not fade away in
revolution-tinged marketing campaigns, but rather shifts to an alternative dimension.
The practice of using branding to create fantasies that tap into revolutionary
affects while depoliticizing commercial narratives was on display in a 2014 campaign by
marketing agency MI7. The campaign, for a major local beverage corporation in Egypt,
was called #talaʿ_elbatal_ʾilly_gowak [“Let Out the Hero Inside”]. The forty-second
commercial at the center of the campaign shows flashy scenes of hip youth striking
rebellious postures and undertaking disparate activities, and features the music and
narration of the prominent independent rap artist and producer Zap Tharwat:
You are still young, but also conscious.
You tweet, and you write history.
You change your hairstyle, and you change your nation’s destiny.
You spend your time in jests and jeers, but you are serious at the right moment.
You lift weights in the gym, and you carry responsibility.
You “work [prank] your friends, and you work day and night.
You press “like,” and you press with all your heart [you are intrepid].
You bear the dream of today, and you are worried about the future.
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This is your generation. This is your opportunity.
Let out the hero inside.
“Let Out the Hero Inside,” Zabadoo Commercial ft. Zap Tharwat, 2014.
“Let Out the Hero Inside” creates a fantasy. The commercial narrative plays on
the duality of playfulness and responsibility. In this fantasy, the audience is interpellated
as the savvy, playful, funny, flippant, and stylish youngster who is also serious,
conscious, active in public affairs, intrepid, and invested in the country’s future. There is
a sense of breezy affirmation of youth irreverence that avoids coming across as heavyhanded. While the commercial was designed to appeal to revolutionary youths, with
carefully crafted language delivered by a revolutionary independent music icon, it
completely guts the political from its discourse. It avoids thinking about the affective
weight of the political moment in which it was released, when a crisis was unraveling in
the political landscape. The commercial first aired in May 2014, one of the most critical
moments in the post-2011 transitions, just ten months after the coup d’état and three
months before the Rabaa massacre, when tensions were high between the pro-military
and pro-Islamist publics. Although the marketing strategists at MI7 were targeting
revolutionary youths with this commercial, the fantasy it conjured worked because it
extracted emotions and argots from the political minefield of real life to a neutral space,
devoid of the political but charged with emotions inspired by the 2011 revolutionary
moment. Commercials like “Let Out the Hero Inside” capture an aspect of youths’
lifestyles and revolutionary affects, but they deliberately ignore the weight of the political
in their everyday life. Here we see how fantasy gets set up: it captures reality from a
slanted angle, with a different perspective, in order to conjure an alternative vision. The
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affects of the 2011 revolution are mediated in this fantasy-form: the revolution’s delirium
of hope, messy standoffs, perverse sequence of events, and bloody encounters are
streamlined into an apolitical fabulation.4
Independent music producers provide the advertising industry with the “voice” of
revolutionary sentiment precisely by betraying the political. Independent music producers
are complicit in the depoliticization of revolutionary discourses and fantasies by pursuing
entrepreneurial hopes that aspire to latch onto the capital flow of the mainstream media
industry. And yet, there remain several backdoors through which the participation of
independent music producers in mainstream advertisements nevertheless ends up
engaging with the political.
The popularity of commercials targeting revolutionary youths promoted the
affective power of independent music producers. The success of commercials and
campaigns like “Let Out the Hero Inside” proved that revolutionary affects, even when
they lacked explicit political expression, are vivid, widespread, and vigorous. Overall, the
revolutionary youths at whom these advertisements were targeted perceived campaigns
like “Let Out the Hero Inside” favorably. Far from viewing the participation of their
independent band heroes in such commercials as sell-outs or victims of co-optation, the
young audience celebrated these commercials. To the revolutionary youths, the fact that
an artist like Zap Tharwat had appeared in a mainstream commercial was an indication
that their revolutionary voice was widespread and loud enough to earn space on the stage

4

For ethnographies and critical studies that explored the ways in which the state had attempted to co-opt
youth subcultures, see Allison 2009, Ivaska 2011, Aidi 2014, and Zoller 2014.

168

of mainstream culture, and was continuing to spread. This revolutionary voice was
something that mainstream advertisers cannot replicate on their own; they could not
deliver it without the involvement of independent music producers. The involvement of
independent musicians in corporate ad campaigns indicated the affective power of
independent musicians. Although mainstream commercials were gutted of political
content, they nonetheless mediated revolutionary affects shared by independent music
producers and their youth audience.
In addition, participating in mainstream commercials did not lessen the ability of
independent music producers to engage with the weight of the political in the rest of their
work. On the contrary, honing their affective power in mainstream media markets and
reclaiming the revolutionary voice in the mainstream media industry had only bolstered
the impact of the political message they carried. For example, at the same time as the
“Let Out the Hero Inside” campaign was being aired, Zap Tharwat produced a music
video, “You are One Generation, We Are a Different One,” with political innuendos that
marked the difference between the political oligarchy of the authoritarian state and the
new generation of youths reared on revolutionary hope in Egypt.
The involvement of independent music producers in mainstream advertising was
not co-optation but rather a form of active political engagement. As discussed in the
introduction to the chapter, fantasies of branding provide a method for active engagement
with the political—not just for advertising firms, but also for social actors like
independent music producers. By choosing to participate in mainstream media
commercials, independent music producers were enacting not only their own fantasy, but
169

also encroaching into the fantasy-making space of the advertising industry. By gaining
access to the resources of a multi-billion media industry, independent music producers
were reclaiming the voice and affects of the revolution from within the belly of the beast.
Establishing a precedent of involvement in mainstream commercials, independent music
producers curtailed the ability of mainstream celebrities and pop icons to perform
revolutionary affects in those spaces or claim the revolution as their own. On other
words, independent music producers prevented corporations and mainstream celebrities
from co-opting revolutionary hopes and affects from revolutionary youths and artists. If
mainstream advertising companies wanted the revolutionary voice in their commercials,
the active engagement of independent music producers ensured that they themselves
would be the ones speaking in that voice.

4.3 The State’s Brand
The previous section explained how independent music producers’ participation
in making commercials in the advertising industry does not imply a merely symbolic
engagement with the political; by honing their affective power and presenting themselves
as the producers who can access the affective spaces of revolutionary youths, these
producers are also engaging with the political on material and economic terms. To
explain the stakes implied in this engagement with the political, I will examine one of the
marketing campaigns, #ThisIsEgypt, in which independent music producers collaborated
with the state, the political agent par excellence, to promote Egypt’s tourism industry.
Here, in the apolitical space of branding, in the making of fantasies, we can see how
political contestations take place in economic, affective, and imaginary spheres.
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In 2015 the Egyptian state launched a two-year marketing campaign,
#ThisIsEgypt, in order to resolve an accumulated crisis in one of its largest economic
sectors: tourism. Due to the political unrest that had been ongoing since 2011, Egypt’s
tourism industry had plummeted in 2015, mainly due to security threats, civil unrests, and
rising xenophobia. The Egyptian Ministry of Tourism had commissioned the global
marketing agency network, JWT, to develop the campaign, and JWT’s marketing strategy
diverged remarkably from earlier campaigns commissioned by the state. Instead of
promoting tourism in Egypt with commercials, billboards, and posters as in the state’s
earlier campaigns, JWT determined that #ThisIsEgypt would be promoted online to target
global and local youths. The crux of the campaign was that #ThisIsEgypt would promote
tourism by asking youths to take photos and videos of Egypt’s everyday life with their
cellphones, and to post this material on social media networks with the hashtag
#ThisIsEgypt in an attempt to populate the Internet with positive images of the country,
thereby setting a global digital trend. To build momentum for the campaign and hashtag,
JWT would attempt to recruit independent music producers—digital celebrities among
youths—to promote the hashtag through their active social media networks.
The Ministry of Tourism launched its new campaign on December 10th 2015 in a
press conference. Several independent music producers and bands had been invited to
discuss the prospects of collaboration between the band and the government. Hisham
Zaʿzooʿ, the Minister of Tourism, began the conference with a report on the crisis of the
tourism industry, and then explained JWT’s vision and strategy for the campaign. After
the speech, the minister approached the producers and artists in attendance, and with a
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serious, affirmative tone he stated, “We will work together to overcome the crisis…. You
are the ones who can advertise and promote Egypt. Because we love Egypt, because we
love Egypt.”
Here the state’s approach to appealing to revolutionary youths dovetailed with
that of the corporate advertising industry: by showing readiness to listen to and
collaborate with independent music producers in their campaigns, the state and private
corporations were both attempting to capture the revolutionary hopes and affects of
revolutionary youth. Also, like its corporate counterparts, the state in its #ThisIsEgypt
campaign completely disregarded the political causes of the tourism crisis; it gutted the
political out of the campaign and ignored the political tension between the independent
music producers and the state. The manager of the campaign at JWT was well aware of
the political origins of the tourism crisis; in a private conversation he enumerated them to
me, wryly listing off the regime’s repression, police violence, and the stagnating political
atmosphere in Egypt, as well as the deteriorating condition of security infrastructure in
Cairo and the lack of competent tourism services in the country. Both Minister Zaʿzooʿ
and the advertising agency representative understood that the tourism crisis was a result
of the political crisis suffusing Egypt. But both decided to sideline this political reality
and delaminate revolutionary (and marketable) affects from it, leaving them with
something they could work with. Zaʿzooʿ presented the collaboration between the
government and independent music producers as a national mission that would boost the
Egyptian economy, a mission that should be the responsibility of all those who “love
Egypt.” Allegedly the government was interested in enabling anyone to participate in
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promoting Egypt, regardless of the pervasive political crises and the mountain of
conflicted political leanings—although they also had a definite idea of what would and
would not make good content. As the press conference made clear, the making of the
#ThisIsEgypt fantasy was open for everyone—every Egyptian youth, everyone who
“love[d] Egypt” and wanted to promote its economy—as long as they did not sully this
affective production with the political.
In reaching out to independent music producers, the government had attempted to
suspend the political by drawing a line between the perpetual crisis suffusing Egypt and
the apolitical national duty of every Egyptian to promote Egypt. But almost immediately,
the political leaked into this apolitical fantasy. Zaʿzooʿ had scheduled a two-hour Q&A
during the kickoff press conference, and invited artists to discuss the potential of cultural
production in Egypt and the role of entertainment in promoting Egypt globally. Instead,
artists used the time to question the government’s role in promoting and facilitating art
and entertainment in Egypt. One of the invited artists, Ahmed Bahaa, the founder of the
independent music band Sharmoofers, raised issues that touched on the political and
security crises. He complained about the legal conundrums that artists and producers had
to go through to put on concerts in Cairo and other governorates in Egypt, the cancelling
of concerts by the police department, the bureaucratic conundrums and hurdles of
inviting international music acts to Egypt, and the exorbitant taxes that fettered the
independent music scene. Bahaa suggested that the government could promote and
encourage the independent music scene by giving independent music producers access to
the plethora of unused cultural centers and venues owned by the government, which were
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mostly in states of disrepair and dilapidation. He argued, “If the government wants us to
promote Egypt, they also must help us in promoting Egypt.” In response, Zaʿzooʿ agreed
that the administrative obstacles facing independent musicians and other artists should be
reduced. However, the minister dodged the political core of Bahaa’s complaints by
stating that his ministry had no authority over the three main state agencies involved in
the entertainment business (the State Security Department, the Ministry of Culture, and
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs), and that he would prefer to cooperate with independent
music producers within the spaces that were available and feasible at the moment.
This made a side conversation between the minister and the musician after the
press conference even more remarkable. In an attempt to assuage the lingering tension
from the Q&A and to ply Bahaa for his and his band’s collaboration in the campaign,
Zaʿzooʿ told Bahaa, “We know we are living under a dictatorial regime, but let’s work
with what we have here. We all want this country to be better.” This comment, a bald
attempt to appeal to Bahaa as a fellow Egyptian, was in keeping with Zaʿzooʿ’s
marketing imaginary: that the political must be sidelined in order to find a pragmatic
arena for collaboration with independent musicians. Bahaa’s response revealed his own
willingness to sideline the political in order to further his interests: “Well if you are such
good dictators, why don’t you open the government youth cultural centers and venues for
us to use?”
This dialogue between Bahaa and Zaʿzooʿ shows the ways political contestations
are enacted in the allegedly apolitical space of #ThisisEgypt. The government wants to
co-opt the independent music producers’ brands and their affective force in order to
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promote its marketing campaigns. And independent music producers like Bahaa
participate in the making of the state’s marketing fantasies as a way to gain new grounds
in media markets. But there is an underlying opposition between the authoritarian
regime’s need to foreclose and police public spaces, and independent music producers’
entrepreneurial stakes in opening these public spaces to expand their markets. In the
Q&A session, Bahaa clearly identified the transactional condition of the collaboration
between the state and independent music producers: “If the state wants our help.” This
framework neutralizes the power dynamic between the state and independent music
producers. In a later conversation, Bahaa told me that he thought of his participation in
#ThisIsEgypt as an attempt to “work with the state and not for the state.” He knew that
the government needed the affective power and digital reach of independent music
producers in order for the marketing campaign to succeed, so he approached the
collaboration with an entrepreneurial eye and without concern that his autonomy could be
compromised. In his sardonic quip to the minister (“If you are such good dictators, why
don’t you open [space] for us?”) he posits a relation to the state that goes beyond
resistance or compliance (as well as outstripping the expectations of the minister, who
had not anticipated that Bahaa could maneuver around his position as a rebel against the
state’s dictatorship) using the campaign as a bargaining chip to gain access to the state’s
cultural centers. Here, in the apolitical space of marketing, independent music producers
engage with the state, not in political terms, but rather in economic ones.5

5

It is worth noting that these dynamics are closely related to the “fantasy” of the state or what Philip
Abrams has called “the state effect”: the ways subjects imagine the state as a unified monolithic and
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Since the 2011 revolution, independent music producers have participated in the
making of fantasy in the mainstream advertising industry by addressing youths’
revolutionary hopes, while sidestepping the political. The marketing strategies informing
these advertisements must gut “the political” from the discourse of the advertisements,
carving out an apolitical fantasy space in their marketing campaigns. But the making of
fantasy never completely departs from the real, nor can it completely let go of the
political. Political discourses and criticisms suffuse the virtual world among the irreverent
politicized youths who are the target of these campaigns.
The revolutionary hopes of 2011 themselves are not afforded space for political
expression in the mainstream media industry, yet the marketing strategists and statesmen
know that such affects circulate among youths, and hence they hire independent music
producers for their campaigns order to reach the youth demographic. This confirms the
existence of such affective spaces and such revolutionary hopes, despite the
unwillingness of mainstream media to otherwise acknowledge them. Independent music
producers accumulate affective power by claiming a capacity to address youths’ hopes
and virtual worlds, as seen when the producers leverage such power in their collaboration
with the state. By inventing branding fantasies of their own, thereby encroaching on the
advertising industry’s capacity to shape fantasy, independent music producers have found

homogeneous institution (1988). For more on the fantasy of the state and the incongruences between
different institutions and arms of the state, see Taussig 1987 (also Tausig 1997); on how subjects embody
the contradictions of the state, see Nelson 1999 and Das and Poole 2004; on how cultural producers in
Egypt embody this fantasy of the state see Khachab 2017.
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a way to amplify and reverberate affective forces that speak to youths’ revolutionary
hopes. Therefore, even when independent music producers participate in the making of
depoliticized fantasies, they are accumulating their affective power, expanding their
markets, and leveraging their power to maintain their autonomy against capitalist
industries and the state. In this sense, and to that degree, they are also engaging with the
political.

4.4 Getaway Branding
Similar to other business enterprises that adopt marketing strategies to promote
their products in the market, professional independent music producers brand their
projects once they start to see growth in the music market. Sometimes these branding
strategies are not explicitly stated—they may be implicit in the band’s choice of colors, in
the logo design and graphic designs, in the way they announce events and gigs, in the
way musicians and singers act and perform in public, and in the band’s narratives and
performances. Branding imbues a band’s performances and songs with a desired affective
mood. Branding also provides a fantasy, an oneiric lifestyle, through which independent
music producers can enact their entrepreneurial hopes even as they build affective
alliances with their youth fan base. The genesis of this branding strategy and its gestation
is inspired by the independent music producers’ lifestyle, experiences, and worldviews.
In a sense, the branding strategy is imported from how the independent music producers
live and perform their music: if the band members are playing psychedelic post-rock
music, then their attitude on the stage, their album cover, their tattoos, and their music
videos will create the atmosphere of an energetic dream; if they are playing reggae, then
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they will act like Rastafarians, and many will have dreadlocks; if they are playing
oriental-rock fusions, then there might be some folkloric motifs hand-painted onto their
gear and gadgets; and so on. In a way, the branding strategy emerges from their lives, just
as, dialectically, they start to live their lives according to these brands.
Sharmoofers is an independent music band that adopts a getaway branding
strategy that is crystallized in their tagline, “We are happy because of music.” In
February 2012, the two founding members of Sharmoofers, Bahaa and Mo, were
recovering from romantic breakups when they started to record homemade music. More
broadly, February 2012 was the time when a sense of sadness and defeat started to seep
in slowly into everyday day life on a national scale. This was just two months after the
defeat of the second wave of revolution (the Mohamed Mahmoud clashes), which led to
the death of ninety protestors and eight thousand injuries among the revolutionary youths
at the hands of the police. Earlier, that same February, seventy-two soccer fans who
belonged to the revolutionary Ultras Ahlawy group were slaughtered in a massacre
orchestrated by pro-Mubarak counter-revolutionaries and police officers in the main
stadium of the city of Port Said. During that period in time, Bahaa (the percussionist and
the lead vocal of Sharmoofers) started to pay visits to Mo’s apartment in Maadi. Mo (a
drummer and the bassist of Sharmoofers), who had been suffering from depression for
several months, used to sequester in his neighborhood, leaving the house only to play
gigs before returning back to seclusion in his apartment. During casual hangouts at Mo’s
apartment, both produced Sharmoofers’ first music track, “Chat in the Garden,” during an
ecstatic epiphany induced by what they called “Rastafarian delights” (i.e., marijuana
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hash). “It was a joke, we were trying to make anything that would make us feel happier in
such sad times” Bahaa recalls.
Sharmoofers was born exactly at a time when sadness seemed to prevail in Egypt.
And it was born not as an entrepreneurial music project or an artistic endeavor, but rather
as a perfunctory and casual way for two friends to make themselves feel happy. 6 In the
band’s origin story, there was already a desire to escape to ecstasy, to sequester away in a
cozy space where one can chat in the garden and make music mainly for the sake of
happiness. It is a desire that juxtaposes the founders’ personal failures (romantic
breakups) with the generalized sense of political defeat that was looming in the spring of
2012.
On the same day that Bahaa and Mo produced “Chat in the Garden,” Bahaa
created a Facebook page and YouTube channel both tagged with the band’s tagline, “We
are happy because of music.” In search of a logo, Bahaa took a photo of a comic figure
sketched by a friend on his apartment wall: a bald man with a spiked moustache, heavy
eyebrows, and a red bowtie; a kind of comic depiction of a scruffy Egyptian pleb or

6

In their review of the theme of “happiness” in cultural anthropology, Walker and Kavedžija have argued
that although happiness is rarely examined explicitly in the discipline, its values, meaning, and affects lie at
the very heart of the anthropological endeavor (2015). Although the spread of neoliberal ideologies and
postfordist production by the end of twentieth century have incited new debates on happiness as a social
structure and cultural paradigm in critical theory (e.g., Ahmed 2010; Davies 2016), anthropologists have
made few contributions to these debates (see a review of literature in Thin 2012, Johnston et al. 2012, and
Walker and Kavedžija 2015). Despite the dearth of dedicated ethnographic treatments, a new
anthropological engagement with happiness (and its related topic of wellbeing) is emerging, examining the
ways happiness is tied to the theme of hope by elucidating the ways the social experience of happiness is
informed by cultural expectations (Clark 2009; Jiménez 2008; Fischer 2014), molded by economic and
capitalist promises (Lucht 2011; Thin 2012), enmeshed in the pragmatics of negotiating everyday life
(Jackson 2011) and sought after at moments of abandonment and boredom (Desjarlais 1997; Kideckel
2008; Höjdestrand 2009; O’Neil 2017).
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ordinary guy. This character would become the band’s logo and its fantasy character—his
name, Mr. Sharmoofer, emerging as an inside joke and a play on the word “sharmoot,”
meaning “a man whore” in Arabic, which is also used by young Egyptians to describe
those with lax attitudes and procrastinators. Starting in February 2012, Bahaa and Mo
started to include more members in the band and to upload more music tracks with blends
of funk, reggaeton, and Latin tunes. By February 2014, the band’s popularity started to
surge on social media, three months before they even performed their first live concert.
By mid-2015, they earned a spot at Red Bull’s Sound Slash (an indicator of music band’s
status; only top-ranked independent bands play in this concert). And by the end of 2016,
they had become the top stars of the independent music scene.
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Figure 5: Mr. Sharmoofer, Sharmoofers YouTube Official Page, 2012
Sharmoofers’ embrace of happiness, as a tagline and distinguishing marker, was
not devised as merely marketing strategy that would increase the band’s fanbase. Rather,
it emerged organically during Bahaa and Mo’s playful musical serendipities in the studio,
before giving their music project a more professional turn. Thus, the idiom of happiness
was already implied in the band’s nascent formation and has emerged along with the
creative labor of its artists and managers. The irony of Sharmoofers’ tremendous success
among revolutionary youths since 2012 is that even as the band was growing massively
in popularity, there was a growing sadness and sense of defeat among youth under
authoritarian Egypt. Sharmoofers’ brand of happiness and their exploding popularity in
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Egypt’s media markets therefore represented the counterpoint to the resurrection of
authoritarianism two years after the 2011 revolution.
Although Sharmoofers’ brand and lyrics are apolitical, the band embodies
inherent irreverence to authorities. This irreverence is more affective than discursive; it
doesn’t express itself as an explicit opposition to authorities. Sharmoofers’ appearances
on mainstream media broadcasting networks can show us how this affective irreverence
can be shown to be an affective force. In September 2014, the popular Egyptian TV host
Hala Sarhan hosted Sharmoofers’ founders by introducing them as follows: “Simply put,
they are crazy. They are the beat of a rebellious generation. Egypt’s new generation. The
youths who are rebellious against traditions, boredom and standards. And who have
departed from the waḥda-we-nos and el-maqsom [the common music riffs of mainstream
music] and the romantic sweet lyrics.” (Sarhan)
In the middle of the segment, the band members explained how Bob Marley had
been a luminary for their music and how the tagline “We are happy because of music”
built upon and aligned with Marley’s Rastafarian ethos. Commenting on the invocation
of Bob Marley, the host asked, “And are you Rastafarian too? What does Rastafarian
mean?” Mo responded “Rastafarians simply love life, promote peace, and hate the
government…. We also love life and promote peace.” So the host retorted, fishing for a
political statement, “And do you hate the government?” Mo wryly responded, “No, not
exactly that, not that I don’t hate the government, but at the same time I wonder ‘So what
are you up to [eh el nezam]?’” Mo’s response “eh el nezam?” (literally meaning ‘what is
the system’) is used in colloquial Egyptian to relay suspicion, worry, and lack of trust.
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There is a palpable sense of a culture of refusal and irreverence in Mo’s response.
Yet it stays submerged under the text. Mo doesn’t foreground a political position, as
much as he slips it within the band’s affective affiliation with their idea of the Rastafarian
way of life, to “love life, promote peace, hate the government.” In a sense, “hating”
authorities here is tied to “loving” life. The anchor’s follow up question meant to
interrogate Mo’s position towards authoritarianism. But Mo swiftly backpaddled: beside
the fact that challenging authoritarianism on air could put him in legal or physical
jeopardy, his political perspective wasn’t easily reducible to a specific position. Mo
instead represented his politics in affective terms, sharing that he is suspicious of
authorities. Members of Sharmoofers belonged to the generation of 2011 revolutionary
youths, and embodied its ethos. They were antagonistic to the military authoritarian
regime of 2013, and tried to rebel against its mainstream culture. And yet they did not
seek to confront authoritarianism directly. There is a conflict here, and a crisis.
Sharmoofers’ members could not confront authoritarianism, and yet they were affectively
positioned against it, and their lives and discourses inherently stood in opposition to its
culture. Instead of explicit political confrontation, Sharmoofers displaced their discourse
and actions to the affective realm. They presented themselves as the “crazy” ones, who in
spite of the defeat of their 2011 revolutionary hopes could still be “happy” by making
music. And they were the vulgar ones, in the origin of their band name and in their affect,
who refused the mainstream media and middle-class’s culture of respectability, and
refused the established traditions of Egyptian music culture to invent “crazy” lyrical
forms. Sharmoofers’ refusal of the state and the hegemonic values of established
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mainstream media cultures is mediated affectively rather than discursively, by
challenging the sadness propagated by authoritarianism and the sense of defeat they and
their peers experienced after the failure of the revolution.
In their attempt to counter everyday sadness under authoritarianism, Sharmoofers
projected a world of happiness as a fantasy in which the band members could escape
from reality. But here fantasy doesn’t completely lose its grip on reality, and rather stays
tethered to it. In Sharmoofers’ studio, in 2016, I reminded Bahaa of an older discussion
between him and another musician at studio Ganoub back in 2012, when Sharmoofers
was just starting, and when Bahaa wryly told him, “I no longer want to do this sad [rock
and metal music], it is deep and great, but I want to make music that delights and is
cheerful.” Bahaa recalled the incident and laughed, “Yeah, and I don’t want to make
cheesy romantic [pop] music either. Why would I want people to cry? … They are
already depressed and exhausted, … they have been struggling for years…. We have seen
a lot in the last five years…. No, we want them to get to be happy within all of that.”
Then with a more serious tone, he exclaimed, “Here [in Egypt], we are sad all the time!
Why would I listen to music that makes me sad? Aren’t we already sad? Maybe someone
living in Sweden, where he is enjoying a good life, might want to listen to saddening and
depressing music, and he would cue in some music to weep since he hadn’t wept for a
long time. But in Egypt, no, we are weeping all the time.”
Bahaa’s embracement of happiness as a lifestyle and musical aesthetic attempted
to create a fantasy (i.e., we are living in a happy world), that departed from an everyday
life that he described as “sad all the time.” It is this fantasy that made Sharmoofers
184

distinctive with respect to other cheesy and depressing music (mainstream romantic
songs and avant-garde elitist music); it was the brand of Sharmoofers. Yet, this fantasy of
happiness is relevant and meaningful exactly because everyday life is in crisis, because it
juxtaposes sadness. The fantasy of happiness does not entail blindness to sadness, bur
rather it is the recognition of the sadness and depression suffusing everyday life under
authoritarianism (“We have seen a lot in the last five years”). It is a fantasy that is
tangential to the political and from which social actors attend to the “exhaustion”
culminating in the post-2011 political crises and everyday “struggles” against
counterrevolution and authoritarianism. Happiness does not merely displace the political
here; rather it is a branding strategy that circumvents the political to gesture towards
different intimacies and registers the affects of the bands’ revolutionary fans (recognizing
their struggles and exhaustion). Happiness carves an apolitical space to meditate
revolutionary affects in alternative means, offering people a chance to feel positive
affects even amidst sadness, uncertainty, and anxiety.
Sharmoofers’ fantasy of happiness isn’t only a branding strategy that promotes
the band’s artwork. It is a fantasy that is also performed by the band through lyrical
narratives that mediate this fantasy and which provide this world of fantasy with
characters and stories. Sharmoofers rely on an aesthetic style that resonates with the
youths who can read their own lives, aspirations, and the distinctive irreverent argot of
their generation into the lyrics. And through this aesthetic style, Mr. Sharmoofer, the
mythical protagonist in Sharmoofers’ lyrics, weaves a fantasy of happiness for this
audience by telling stories about extraordinary and familiar situations: Mr. Sharmoofer
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wants to emigrate to Mars to establish a start-up that will sell Egyptian cotton boxers; Mr.
Sharmoofer complains that one day he woke up to find everyone cleaning the floors and
now he had wet the hem of his pants; Mr. Sharmoofer likes to spend hours on the flush
toilet smoking his cigarette and reading comics; Mr. Sharmoofer decides one morning
that he will start going to the gym, and cut off junk food and soda, to vex his exgirlfriend; Mr. Sharmoofer vacillates between worrying about his insomnia and paranoia,
dreaming that he is flying on a dragon chased by a swift elephant; Mr. Sharmoofer
decides to go to Thailand to play with a real elephant until he starts smoking pot and gets
arrested and jailed in Thailand for life.
While mainstream music production typically relies on hyperbolic exaggerated
romantic melodramatic narratives, Sharmoofers write songs that explore the familiar
themes of the everyday. Ironically, it is this return to the familiarity of everyday life and
its objects (e.g. boxers and boots, smoking hash, reading comics on the toilet bidet,
working out in the gym) that conjures up the compelling world of Sharmoofers’ fantasy.
Yet, there is also an artistic reworking that tweaks the elements of everyday life into
unthinkable lyrical narratives and intriguing dramatic situations to create the fantasy of
happiness. Mr. Sharmoofer is a goofy man and yet he attempts to outsmart others in
slapstick comedy situations that he always survives. Youths either identify with Mr.
Sharmoofer or at the very least appreciate his attempt to make them happier. In
Sharmoofers concerts, these lyrics are played with fusions of Latin beat, reggaeton, and
funk tunes that spur youths to dance and stomp the ground with ecstasy and elation. And
when Mr. Sharmoofer slows down to tell a story that is not as funny (like when he tells
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the audience his stories of unrequited love), listeners believe and sympathize with Mr.
Sharmoofer and continue to dance to the band’s tunes. Not only do Sharmoofers’
aesthetics here cohere with the band members’ lifestyles and their brand tagline (“We are
happy because of music”), but they also offer up a narrative, a story, and an affective
space for a fantasy of happiness. Mr. Sharmoofer’s adventures and stories become the
medium of the fantasy of happiness, constituting the affective conduits through which
listeners can access the fantasy of happiness for themselves, and even carry it home with
them after the concert is over. By participating in Sharmoofers’ fantasy, by singing along
and by dancing, a collective fantasy of happiness is conjured up—one that can be shared
between the audience and Sharmoofers.
In performing the aesthetics of happiness, Sharmoofers depart from the romantic
genre of the mainstream media industry, and the avant-garde music production that they
depict as saddening. This alternative aesthetic envisions different kinds of listeners who
anticipate alternative aesthetics and fantasies beyond the familiar stagnant narratives of
pop music, but not only that: this is also an aesthetic that seeks to enact social and
political transitions. For example, Mo imagines Sharmoofers to be the future of those
transitions vis-à-vis mainstream pop icons by explaining: “Where is Amr Diab or Tamer
Hosny [two pop icons in Egypt] now! They do not exist … why? Because they are not
original anymore. Because after we have been screwed over by the revolution … and all
what has happened since 2011, and still you would come and sing to your “babe,” her
eyebrows, cheeks, and lips … then, fuck you!”
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Sharmoofers’ affective brand of happiness not only distinguishes the band’s
music from other mainstream production; it also imbues the band’s artwork with
distinctive qualities that map onto the revolution and the experiences of the post-2011
generation of youths in Egypt. And it is through this qualitative distinction and affective
mapping that Sharmoofers attempt to maintain their autonomy. Sharmoofers, like most
independent music producers, would like to resist ceding control of their artwork to
corporations and the mainstream media industry. But for Sharmoofers, autonomy is not
merely a refusal of corporate control. Rather, autonomy is manifested in the capacity to
maintain “originality” by attending to post-2011 youths’ everyday life and experiences
under authoritarianism, in contrast to A-list pop icons who elevate themselves in the aura
of stardom and who are still stuck in the romantic genre and its idioms: babe, cheeks,
lips. By addressing the audience as peers who share a common affective world,
Sharmoofers cultivate a close and intimate relationship with their audience. This enables
Sharmoofers to present happiness as an apolitical collective fantasy in which youths’
revolutionary affects are mediated, not in the form of a political discourse, but rather
through apolitical shared intimacies (as in the stories and adventures of Mr. Sharmoofer).
The fantasy of happiness also opens the horizons of entrepreneurial hopes for
Sharmoofers, by enabling them to cooperate with the very government authorities and
capitalist institutions they oppose and criticize, all while maintaining their autonomy. For
example, as mentioned above, Bahaa and Mo were invited to participate in the state’s
#ThisIsEgypt campaign. Had it been handled poorly, such collaboration with the state
could have tarnished their image by making them come across as ingratiating sycophants
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to their irreverent and anti-authoritarian young fanbase. When I asked Bahaa how he
managed to balance this tradeoff, he responded:
We worked with the government not for the government … See, media markets
nowadays don’t operate within the same old model where a big institution would
commission artists and producers to make artwork. Nowadays media production
operates through networks of small entities that work together, or stakeholders in
different networks who collaborate on a project. In order for the band to grow it
has to network, to bargain for access, and the more your network expands the
more you become stronger and independent. So yes, if the government wants to
work with us to make people happier through music, then why not? Our goal is to
make people happy!
As Bahaa remaps the band’s media entrepreneurial practices by charting media
markets along horizontal and networked collaborations between disparate entities
(including the government), he posits “happiness” as an orientation device. The fantasy
and brand of happiness here provides Sharmoofers with the entrepreneurial strategy that
permits collaboration with capitalist mainstream institutions, just as it does with the state.
Happiness thus provides Bahaa and Mo with the leverage necessary to suspend political
tension and create an apolitical space where they still can pursue their entrepreneurial
aspirations, relate to irreverent youths, and collaborate with the government. The fantasy
that happiness can be found in their music imbues Sharmoofers with a distinctive
character (their brand) that provides the band members with autonomy as they wade into
media markets. This suggests that there is an engagement with the political in
Sharmoofers’ work that extends beyond the binary of power and resistance. Notice, for
example, the ways Bahaa cues in happiness to redefine the space of power/resistance, by
arguing that the government here does not stand on the top of the hierarchy, but is just
another entity in a networked economy. As much as the fantasy of happiness attempts to
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create an apolitical space where alternative imaginaries, affective circulations, and
lifestyles would be possible in spite of authoritarianism, it also provides a way for
Sharmoofers to pursue their entrepreneurial hopes, allowing them to keep going, even in
the face of authoritarianism.
Branding strategies, like Sharmoofers’ “We are happy because of music,” are one
kind of branding that I call getaway branding, by which independent music producers
grapple with the contradictions and affective weight of authoritarianism. Getaway
branding strategies like “We are happy because of music” are fantasies that emphasize
hope, and seek to expand its scope in spite of authoritarianism. Such fantasies sequester
independent music producers within an apolitical space; but at the same time, this
cordoning off of the political enables them to create affective alliances with a fan base
that is also bearing the brunt of authoritarianism. This kind of branding—which is also to
say, this kind of fantasy making—provides an existential reckoning with uncertainty and
anxiety under authoritarianism: in the getaway fantasy there is solace that is resilient to
the despair that authoritarianism propagates. Fantasy here provides meaning, grounding,
and an affective basis for collective imagination and action. And it does that by
reimagining reality in alternative ways—for example, by mediating happiness through
lyrical narratives and themes that are inspired by youths’ everyday lives. Hence, although
this kind of fantasy seeks to carve out a space of hope that remains resolutely apolitical, it
differs from the branding strategies of advertising agencies and the state (which also
depoliticize narratives). The getaway fantasy is not merely a marketing gambit by which
independent music producers can sell more. Rather, the fantasy is a lifestyle adopted by
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the independent music producer, and an aesthetic style that conjures up affective worlds
as a way of reckoning with authoritarianism—with its all sadness, uncertainty, and
despair. And as much as the getaway fantasy provides a way to circumvent
authoritarianism’s affective weight, it also orients entrepreneurial hope, with agility and
autonomy, in media markets. In the refuge of the fantasy—in the refuge of the getaway—
independent music producers can act, maneuver, and build affective alliances in spite of
uncertainty. Contrary to first impressions, the getaway is not an avoidance of life’s
sadness and depressing realities, but a space of hope where agency and engagement in
public life can be resurrected.

4.5 Recalcitrant Branding
Not all independent music producers can afford the fantasy of getaway branding,
especially once they have amassed wider segments of the rebellious youth audience, or if
they performed vociferous revolutionary songs during the 2011 revolution. While
Sharmoofers was able to use getaway branding to circumvent the political in order to
avoid direct confrontation with the 2013 authoritarian regime, Cairokee’s status as an
icon of the 2011 revolution, marked by the revolution and its hopes, had to adopt a
different approach. In this section, I will examine Cairokee’s approach—their branding
strategy (i.e., glory)—as one example of what I call recalcitrant branding strategies. This
kind of recalcitrant branding plays at confronting authorities, but does so through
depoliticized narratives and performances. For example, the Cairokee Empire
commercial, detailed in the opening of this chapter, attempts to obscure Cairokee’s
political position and forbears from explicitly challenging authoritarianism. Yet even
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with no explicit mention of politics, fans can read their intentions between the lines; the
military costumes, the red flag, the mise-en-scène, and the band members’ postures and
attitudes make them come across as affectively irreverent towards authoritarianism. The
theatrical backdrop is apt; they are not confronting authoritarianism in the streets -- they
are performing their rebellion on their own terms, against an unnamed enemy, on a stage
set. While getaway branding strategies (e.g., Sharmoofers’ happiness) create an apolitical
space in order to engage with authoritarianism, recalcitrant branding strategies (e.g.,
Cairokee’s glory) attempt to challenge authoritarianism through depoliticized fantasies.
Highlighting the differences between these two branding strategies, as I will show below,
can tell us how different forms of fantasies shape the political imaginaries of independent
music producers.
Cairokee started in 2003 as a rock band comprised of five friends and neighbors
in the posh district of Maadi. They were one of the forerunners of the independent music
movement of the early 2000s, braiding together Western music genres with Arabic lyrical
narratives that departed from the romantic themes of popular Egyptian music, instead
tackling social issues related to youth unemployment, alienation, poverty, and estranged
belonging in Egypt. Cairokee’s long period of failures and struggles during their time at
the bottom of the underground scene is an important aspect of their current story and
branding. In their early days, Cairokee failed several auditions to get a spot on the stage
at Cairo Jazz Club, a music venue that hosted the more well known independent music
bands of the early 2000s. They got a break when another venue, the Culture Wheel, gave
them a few shows. The venue was less prestigious and the money was meager, but it gave
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them exposure and a stage on which to hone their live performances. In 2010 they were
ready to release their first album but they were already frustrated with seven years of
striving in the underground music scene to little avail; they considered disbanding. It was
on January 25th 2011, when the streets of Cairo erupted with the Tahrir Square protests,
that they found their groove. Watching the mainstream media smearing the Tahrir sit-ins,
Cairokee produced the iconic revolutionary song, “The Voice of Freedom.” Although
Cairokee had never produced political songs before the revolution, “The Voice of
Freedom” took a firm stand in support of the revolution, demanding the overthrow of
Mubarak, and depicting live scenes from Tahrir Square sit-ins in the song’s music video.
The song, which was posted on social media days before the resignation of Mubarak, still
stands today as the top-ranked Egyptian revolution song on YouTube. The youth of
Tahrir Square idolized Cairokee, and they earned their place as one the music icons of the
2011 revolution, and thus became a major player in the independent music scene. They
had arrived.
Although their songs and performances during the 2011 revolution were what put
Cairokee on the map, the band members have been diligent at keeping the band at a
distance from the political sphere, even prior to the revival of authoritarianism after the
2013 coup d’état. On one level, Cairokee members explicitly refuse to politicize their
artwork: the band’s image as the “voice of freedom” and the “sound of revolution”
among Egyptian youth feels to the band members like a liability. Cairokee’s association
with the revolution is alarming to the musicians, especially to Amir (the band leader,
songwriter, and lead vocalist) and Hady (the band’s senior manager), for different
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reasons. Amir worries that the band could be accused of hypocrisy, of undeservedly
riding the wave of the revolution, and he is reluctant to corral Cairokee’s aesthetic within
politics lest the band’s songs, as he explained to me, “become a journalistic commentary
and stump opposition … [instead of] ... art that describes our feelings and how we
experience everyday life…. Politics can come through these feelings. But I don’t want to
torque my feelings to become political.” Hady, a former event organizer who cut his teeth
in the entertainment business, believes that the band’s success depends on its capacity to
persevere independently of the political crises and its contingencies in Egypt, so
entangling their brand with politics makes for an unstable foundation. In addition, Hady
is worried about drawing the ire of the authorities, which would jeopardize Cairokee’s
business by getting their music license revoked, and could tarnish the band’s relationship
with corporate sponsors. He also anticipates that before long, their young fan base will
grow disenchanted and bored with “the dreary leitmotif” of politics and revolutions.
Hady explained to me: “You need to go deeper than this [writing explicit political songs].
You need to address the feelings, dreams, the reality they live … you can’t just keep
talking about the government and the revolution; youth know that already, they
understand that we are living under an oppressive regime. What youths need is something
that speaks to their lives beyond the obvious [the political crisis in Egypt]. You have to
show not tell.”7

7

Other musicians—like Ramy Essam, who is celebrated by academics and media outlets as a revolutionary
artist and whose songs represent direct political campaigning—not only face exile or worse at the hands of
the state for being too outspoken, but are also ridiculed and disparaged by Egypt’s independent artists who
see them as mawkish and maudlin.
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The resurgence of authoritarianism in 2013 cemented the need for Cairokee to
depoliticize their narratives and performances. But the fact that the band had recognized
the pitfalls of binding their success to political and revolutionary songs even before then
indicates that their motivation to do so goes beyond the fear of the authoritarian state.
Hady described this rethinking as the band needing to address the political in ways that
went “beyond the obvious.” Hady’s argument shifts the band’s politics from a discursive
political expression to an affective exploration of politics through the register of “feelings
and dreams.” Amir, himself an iconic figure of the 2011 revolution, wanted to get out of
the narrow contours of explicit opposition, because he perceived his role as an artist as
showing the way to expand beyond the conventional politics of oppression-opposition.
As an artist, he saw himself as a mediator of affects, and particularly the affects and
experiences of the 2011 revolutionary youths. No longer content to confine his songs to
challenging the regime with vociferous political opposition or representing the revolution
through political demands, Amir began to shift his artistic output to more affective
productions that reflected his feelings and experiences beyond the political, as a form of
affective mediation with youth who share those feelings and experiences. He started
writing songs that unpacked the revolution and authoritarianism as a shared experience
with youth, by describing and performing what it would mean to live with revolutionary
hopes. Cairokee members thus set themselves up to “show” the evidence of their
revolutionary hopes and recalcitrance towards authoritarianism, without explicitly
“telling” their fans about it by politicizing their discourse. It is significant that Cairokee
turned down the state’s invitation to join #ThisIsEgypt, by falsely claiming that they
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would be touring the same day. In so doing, Cairokee demonstrated their recalcitrance
but withheld from making a political statement.
This desire to stay sincere to the revolutionary affects of their youth audience
while distancing the band from the conventional discourses of politics is an inherent
tension in Cairokee’s post-2011 project. It is a tension that is managed through the band’s
branding strategy. Cairokee performs revolutionary hopes through a branding strategy
that they frame around the notion of “glory.”8 When I asked Hady once about how
Cairokee makes its choices regarding collaborating with sponsors and the mainstream
media industry, he explained: “Our brand is ‘glory.’ Our collaborations with other
producers depend on whether the project matches our brand or not.” The branding of
glory is rooted in Cairokee’s early history of failure and struggles. The brand of glory
dramatizes Cairokee’s subsequent outstanding success in Egyptian and international
media markets. With its lion-face logo, the band frames its narrative as a fairytale
ascendance, from the bottom of the underground music scene to the top of the
independent music scene.9 Through this branding approach, Cairokee’s members appear
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While the cultural idiom of glory is rarely discussed in the scholarship of Middle Eastern studies, the
closely related value of “honor” has been examined by scholars in their explorations of the ways honor
shapes tribal affinities and belonging (Caton 1990; Miller 2007; Abu-Lughod 1986), gendered agency
(Inhorn 2012; Ghannam 2013; Naguib 2015), and structures of domination (Bourdieu 1979; Gilsenan 1996;
Baron 2006). In this chapter, I do not engage with the ways cultural norms (honor or glory) shape
subjective experience and social practice. Rather I will investigate the ways imagining glory facilitates the
formation of fantasmic worlds made and mediated by independent music producers.
9
Cairokee’s music started to be included in the annual top charts, and as of this writing no independent
music band has matched Cairokee’s achievements in terms of advertising and sponsorship deals. They have
also secured a sustainable business model for their four satellite enterprises: an officially registered
production house, a music studio, a merchandise store, and an events organization agency.
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like glorious performers who are worthy of admiration--they are successful artists and
entrepreneurs who have persevered in spite of the resurgence of authoritarianism, and
stormed the gates of the mainstream media enclave that had slammed its doors in their
faces for years. This performativity of glory is also entangled with the story of the
revolution, as that was the catalyst of their eventual fame. For the audience and for the
band members, Cairokee’s glory—read as their entrepreneurial success and perseverance
against difficulties, uncertainties, and authoritarianism— is the marker of the
perseverance of the vestige of 2011 revolutionary hopes under authoritarianism. In that
sense, the band’s entrepreneurial hopes are configured as revolutionary hopes, even when
the band distances itself from explicit political discourse and avoids confrontations with
the state.
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Figure 6: Cairokee Logo, Cairokee Facebook Official Page, 2017
The branding strategy of glory also figures here as a way to mediate an inherent
contradiction in Cairokee’s entrepreneurial practices. Although Cairokee’s members
flaunt their success in the music business and the mainstream advertising industry, they
simultaneously express disdain for the corporate values of the mainstream media
industry. Amir once described to me the band sponsorship deals as an “evil that you have
to work with.” And Hady is ever scornful—in private—towards corporations and
sponsors for their lack of creativity, their incapacity to understand the potential of the
new independent music bands, and their sluggish performance in the virtual space. He
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looks down at corporations that have the money but not the talent, the institutional
network but not the agility of Cairokee’s creative entrepreneurship, the deep pockets to
buy media time on broadcasting networks and yet “don’t know how to promote their
brands on social media.” This antagonism towards corporatism and mainstream media
seems phony and bizarre given the long list of sponsorship deals that Cairokee has signed
with multinational corporations, and their strong presence in the mainstream media
industry. The branding strategy of glory mediates this contradiction between seemingly
obsequious collaboration with the mainstream media industry and the members’ disdain
for its corporate values.
Cairokee has taken advantage of opportunities like commercials produced in
collaboration with mainstream media corporations to flaunt their glory, as a way to
remind the audience, authorities, and corporate sponsors of their affective power,
perseverance, and independence. For example, the multinational telecom corporation,
Vodafone Egypt, hired Cairokee in 2016 for a mega-campaign in an attempt to regain
favor among the revolutionary youth demographic after the company’s image was
tarnished for complying with Mubarak’s orders to shut down the Internet during the
January 2011 protests. The marketing brief from Vodafone asked Cairokee to write a
song for a commercial that focused on friendship and collective social gatherings.
Cairokee, in a canny move, exploited Vodafone’s brief as an opportunity to perform their
glory in the commercial’s soundtrack:
Although everything was difficult and obstinate
Although they said our dreams are unreachable and impossible
We were like thunder and lightning in the middle of the night
We were flaring
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Shoulder to shoulder, we defeated difficulties
And we pushed back against forthcoming difficulties
Because: We are faster than our time
Because: We decided to take the arduous trek
We are faster than our place
And our lyrics are from “the hearts of each other”
They understand me in silence
Their journey is my journey
Their ideas are voices accompanying my guitar
It is incomplete without you
The laughter stands in the face of sadness
Excerpted from “It is Incomplete Without You,” Vodafone ft. Cairokee, 2015.

The theme of glory is highlighted in this commercial through a set of binaries: the
sense of achievement despite an arduous trek, lightning in opposition to darkness,
pushing back against anticipated difficulties, swift movement in spite of an arresting
context, understanding in silence, laughter against sadness. These binaries mediate the
affect of glory, by expressing how the band members have managed to win against the
odds and outmaneuver the obstacles that try to contain them. The band members aren’t
only performing a commercial jingle— they are telling their life stories, through the
fantasy of glory that they inhabit. In a sense, advertising commercials became a stage for
Cairokee to perform their glorious act, as independent music producers who are riding a
wave of success in the established mainstream music scene. And on that stage, the
fantasy of glory mediates layers of intimacy between Cairokee and their fans. To the
audience it’s as if the euphoria in the depoliticized lyrics of the Vodafone commercial are
pages from the same history book as Cairokee’s revolutionary songs of 2011, and the
difficulties, darkness, and sadness refer to their lives today under authoritarianism.
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Through the depoliticized performance of glory, Cairokee can still rise to tell their
audience that the lyrics, voices, and music that affectively resonated with them in Tahrir
Square in 2011 remain alive and active in public life, in spite of the return of
authoritarianism. And nothing confirms this as much as the capacity of Cairokee to
perform such a fantasy of glory for the mainstream media, while standing shoulder-toshoulder with mainstream music moguls, after years of struggling in the underground
music scene.
Recalcitrant branding strategies like Cairokee’s fantasy of glory show us how
independent music producers attempt to confront authoritarianism through depoliticized
discourses and entrepreneurial hopes. The brand of glory is a fantasy through which
Cairokee members reconcile social contradictions and mediate affective forces. The
fantasy of glory enables the band members and audience to perceive Cairokee’s
entrepreneurial practices and successes as reflections of their collective and individual
2011 revolutionary hopes, even when Cairokee depoliticizes their narratives. And by
inhabiting the fantasy of glory, Cairokee members perform politics— even when their
narratives are depoliticized—by bringing their band to the high echelons of the media
industry and by expanding their music business. The fantasy of glory also reconciles the
contradiction between the band members’ disdain for corporate values and their
collaboration with capitalist corporations. By shaking hands with corporate executives,
and performing their narratives of glory on the stages and screens of the mainstream
media industry, they hoist the flag of the success of their revolutionary hopes. The
fantasy of glory is an orientation device; the band is selective of which commercials it
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can participate in and which corporations it can work with, according to the brand of
glory. Although the band’s revolutionary history does at times draw the scrutiny and
interference the state, as seen in the cancellations of their Cairokee Empire tour, the
fantasy of glory creates a depoliticized space of hope from which entrepreneurial
practices can proceed relatively unfettered, and concomitantly share affective moods with
the audience. In May 2018, the Cairokee Empire concert was finally held successfully, to
a crowd of over a thousand fans (Mustafa). By singing “The Voice of Freedom,” their
iconic song of the revolution, even four years into a new wave of authoritarianism, that
show proved that Cairokee can still conjure up the revolutionary affects of 2011 in their
audience by waving the flag of glory.

4.6 Politics of Fantasy
The fantasies encapsulated in branding strategies provide independent music
producers with ways to reckon with the contradiction between the encroachment of
entrepreneurial hope on public life, and an authoritarianism that wants to hedge the
expansion of such a youth culture of refusal. Fantasies here are existential windows
through which independent music producers frame their worlds. Such fantasies seek to
offer independent music producers the means to circumvent the sphere of the political in
Egypt, yet under authoritarianism, the political resurfaces in independent music
producers’ lives and infiltrates their fantasies. It is as if independent music producers had
created these fantasies to depart from the political, while leaving the door open to return
to reality and comment on the prevalence of authoritarianism in their lives.
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The fantasy of happiness has provided Sharmoofers with an orientation device
that guides the band members’ entrepreneurial hopes, and it has facilitated the band’s
collaboration with the state. However, happiness also pits Sharmoofers members against
a state that foists upon its citizens conditions that continually lead to sadness. Although
Sharmoofers agreed to collaborate with the state on #ThisIsEgypt, there is always a gap
between Sharmoofers and the state. Sharmoofers’ entrepreneurial hopes seek to find new
opportunities for the band’s business under the banner of happiness, and to expand the
band’s public presence. Not only does Sharmoofers have to confront the state’s affective
power of uncertainty and anxiety, but the band’s entrepreneurial hopes must always
confront the suspicion of the state among alternative youth, and the securitization and
bureaucratic hurdles that seep into every crack of everyday life, from the Bureau of the
Minister of Tourism to the army soldier at a street checkpoint. Although the fantasy of
happiness has helped the members of Sharmoofers to escape from the political, it is also
through this fantasy of happiness that the band members confront the state as they bear
the brunt of authoritarianism in everyday life.
Bahaa believed in #ThisIsEgypt and sincerely admired the initiative. He ruefully
and sensually described the #ThisIsEgypt press conference to me: “You feel goosebumps
all over your body … We believed we can really do something for the country.” But less
than six months later, the memory of the goosebumps would feel pathetic to Bahaa. One
day in May 2016, I woke up to a confusing Twitter post from Sharmoofers: “I am not
loyal to this country, I will live in the bubble. Thank you Egypt for fucking a whole
generation.” It felt ironic that Sharmoofers, the promoters of #ThisIsEgypt, and the artists
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campaigning for the government, would publicly scold the government. When I brought
it up to Bahaa at our next meeting, he paused for a second, and then loudly cried, “Fuck!”
He had forgotten that his private Facebook account was linked to the public Sharmoofers
Twitter account (a trick used sometimes in social media marketing to synchronize social
media accounts). Bahaa was blowing off steam in this post after the government had
refused to renew Bahaa’s passport a few days before Sharmoofers’ overseas tour. The
glitch unveiled a common practice among band members: they would frequently, but in
private, mock, criticize, and ridicule the state, the bureaucratic hassles of the Egyptian
government, and the anachronistic and sluggish officials.
The contrast between promoting the state’s marketing campaign and “thank you
Egypt for fucking a whole generation” highlights the gap between the state and
Sharmoofers, and reveals the political conflict that can emerge within this gap. This
Twitter glitch shows how the fantasy of happiness doesn’t completely evade the political.
Rather, the political is relegated to the personal and the private. Here, social actors
challenge, negotiate, and engage with the political in their private lives rather than in
public. The fantasy of happiness here serves the function of an orienting device with
which one can muddle through the messy social contradictions palpable in the producers’
lives. In their private lives, the fantasy of happiness reminds Sharmoofers members that
they are always pitted against authoritarianism and its machine of despair. In the public
sphere, the fantasy of happiness facilitates collaborations between the state and
Sharmoofers, as they attempt to leverage the state’s power in order to expand their
markets. Even after the Twitter glitch and the botched #ThisIsEgypt campaign, Bahaa
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and Mo are still looking forward to being “co-opted” again by the government. They
hope Sharmoofers’ success will resonate in the government’s ears, and they count on
statesmen and corporate managers realizing that they will always need Sharmoofers’
affective power (their fantasy of happiness) to reach the post-2011 irreverent youths. It is
by infiltrating media markets and participating in their economic mechanisms that Bahaa
and Mo believe they can influence a change in politics. The fantasy of happiness here
does this work of mediation between the social actors’ refusal of the state and their need
to circumvent the political in order to pursue their social hopes.
If the fantasy of happiness helps Sharmoofers to mediate these contradictions
between the private desires for political change and economic imperatives in the public
sphere, the fantasy of glory helps Cairokee members to cultivate a political imaginary and
to cultivate the capacity to anticipate political change. The making of the CairokeeHuawei digital commercial in February 2016 shows how the apolitical fantasy of glory
resuscitates the political and informs political imagination.
The telecom company Huawei hired Cairokee to promote its new phone in the
market through a digital commercial that included a conversation among the band
members as they played a roundtable card game with the promoted Huawei phone. In the
game, each band member took a turn to spin the phone twice; the first spin determined
the person to ask a question, the second determined the one to answer. A deck of cards
was placed in the center, printed with prewritten questions to get the conversation going.
During the shooting of the commercial, Amir (Cairokee’s lead singer) pulled a card that
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elicited a conversation that revealed the band members’ political desires: “What would
you do and where would you go if I gave you a vanishing cap?”
There was an outburst of laughter, and then Amir offered, “Maybe we can visit
our friend, the [political] prisoner who is in jail, and get him out?” Adam (the bassist)
followed with: “I will go to the USA, go to Obama and talk with him.” Sherief (the
keyboardist) countered with, “Oh, but it is better to go and see Egypt’s president and
resolve the country’s problems!” Adam guffawed and said, “No, meeting with Obama is
better than Egypt’s president … I will go to see Obama first … I will disappear and
appear again, so that he would respect me … and then I can sit down to understand the
bigger picture, and how they rule the world.” Then Tamer (the drummer) joined the
discussion: “I don’t know what exactly I would do … but I will screw all those upsetting
bullies on this planet … I mean, this world is a game of power, right? I will do my best to
fix it. How? I don’t know. But certainly, there are lots of people who should be
punished.” Sherief asked, “Do you mean revenge?” Tamer promptly responded “Yes,
absolutely. There are people who are controlling this planet… so I will do something like
Batman or Superman, and people would wait for me … you know, like in the movies …
the same thing.” Everyone laughed and Amir concluded, “Yes, or you can go to ISIS
[The Islamic State in Syria and Iraq] and see how they are recruiting people and
spreading fear around the world so that we can stop them.”
This segment did not make it to the final cut. Political desire is brimming in this
dropped segment. However, it is not expressed through political positions, but rather
through a multitude of desires that operate within the logic of glory. Amir wanted to save
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his friend in the prison, Adam wanted to impress and talk to the American president in
order to master global politics, Sherief preferred to confront the Egyptian president and
authoritarianism, and Tamer wanted to become the superhero who stands against
autocratic domination that is “upsetting people on this planet.” There is nothing political
about the “vanishing cap” as written on the card; they could have answered that they
would steal a motorcycle or sneak into the zoo. And yet it triggered pent-up political
desires that the band mates reincarnated through their fantasy of glory. It was as if the
fantasy of glory that Cairokee’s members perform onstage is how they carry themselves
in the world, and how they frame reality. In their responses to the question there was
confusion and obscurity, like when Tamer affirmed that he wanted to confront the
powerful people who control the world, and yet he didn’t know exactly how. He elevated
this political desire to another level of fantasy to become the superhero who can take
revenge. It is as if Tamer, despite possessing this political desire, didn´t know exactly
how to enact political change or what political position to take, and yet he kept producing
fantasy after fantasy to exercise his obstinacy and irreverence. That those glorious
subjects imagined themselves as superheroes once they wore the vanishing cap is telling
of how the fantasy of glory inhabited by those subjects keeps refracting into alternative
forms of recalcitrance. Here, we can think of branding in the apolitical space, the fantasy
of glory, not only as an independent music band’s entrepreneurial practice, but also an
exercise in recalcitrance that can emerge as a political desire beyond music making.
The fantasy of glory neither completely departs from the political nor resists
structures of power. Rather it engages with the political through phantasmagorical
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imaginaries. In the Cairokee-Huawei commercial, Cairokee members neither took a
position of resistance nor performed a stump oratory against authoritarianism. But at the
same time, the fantasy of glory provided the lexicon and grammar of political imaginary
by which the band members could still reflect on authoritarianism and the political
landscape shaping their lives. And here, Cairokee members’ engagement with the
political slipped in while the camera was rolling, despite the fact that the band members
and the marketing strategists attempted to distance themselves from the political.
Ameer’s statement that the vanishing cap would enable him to release a political prisoner
from jail was a perfunctory remark that was made in what he thought to be an intimate
conversation. And although such a remark didn´t explicitly criticize the authoritarian
regime, it vigorously mediated shared affects between the band members and the
revolutionary youths in the audience. Such engagement with the political doesn’t have
any “real” effect. The political emerged in the card game exactly as an unachievable and
impossible dream, one that could only be expressed through the hypothetical vanishing
cap. Yet, it is through such sparks of politics enacted in the phantasmagorical world of
the vanishing cap that social actors (and their audience) attempt to imagine what it would
mean to live like glorious subjects. And here, the fantasy of glory keeps on cultivating its
inhabitants’ incessant and recalcitrant attitude and hopes for political change.

4.7 Conclusion
In the years after the 2011 revolution, fantasies provided a crucial grounding and
orientation for many of the urban middle-class youth who lived in a world torn by a
confluence of aspiration and uncertainty. The events of 2011 cultivated an abundance of
208

hope in the teen and youth generation that witnessed the fall of the seemingly indomitable
Mubarak regime, and with it the whole edifice of his authoritarianism. In 2011 a space of
hope was created for entrepreneurial visions, political engagement, and the remaking of
public life. But with the ascending resurgence of authoritarianism since 2013, these
imagined spaces of hope fell into uncertainty and despair. Avoidance of the political was
not enough to maintain “the capacity to aspire”: the political seeped into the nooks and
crannies of everyday life. Even in apolitical spaces, authoritarianism can suffocate
independent music producers’ hopes.
Fantasies provide a way to engage with the political crisis and resurgence of
authoritarianism unfolding in Egypt since 2013, without directly engaging in political
space. It is a maneuver that enables one to weather the political crisis, while staying
engaged in public life. Fantasies transport one to the safe haven of the apolitical, and yet
they also provide a way to make sense of the contradictions in everyday life; they provide
a way to foster hope. For a band like Sharmoofers, happiness provides a way to escape
the political into making art, reaching wider publics, and expanding their business while
framing the state as the source of sadness. For a band like Cairokee, glory provides a way
to manage their growing music business, while giving meaning to the failures they have
encountered since 2003 and the continuation of failures that they anticipate under
authoritarianism.
Independent music bands’ fantasies—their branding strategies—are not merely
cynical ways to escape political reality as neoliberal subjects who seek bourgeois
entrepreneurial interests irrespective of the political crisis in Egypt. Rather, their branding
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strategies provide an escape from the state’s affective power and the state’s solid force
(its policing apparatus and military regime) in order to salvage the hopes of the 2011
revolution. Those branding strategies recognize the contradictions laden in social
relations (the coexistence of the 2011 revolutionary hopes and authoritarianism), and
reconcile them by reimagining reality in the form of fantasy.
Fantasy here resonates with the work of Lauren Berlant on the hopefulness that
people invent and experience while living the contingencies of neoliberal transitional
times. In Cruel Optimism, Berlant explores the fantasy of attaining the good life (e.g.,
“The American Dream”) and the ways it tethers people to dreams and objects of desires
in spite of the challenges ingrained in a precarious life (2011). This hopefulness becomes
a kind of cruel optimism when a subject’s desires get attached to dreams that are actually
unattainable. In a sense, this attachment to the fantasy of the good life becomes a
hindrance that prevents the subject from flourishing, since it keeps pushing subjects into
unreachable horizons, and therein lies the cruelty of its optimism. These fantasies
embrace an incoherent morass of depression, dissociation, pragmatism, cynicism, dread,
anxiety, curiosity, waiting, or any other affective situation that attempts to reconcile these
trapped subjects with the blurred present. Yet these fantasies also lay the groundwork for
adaptation and survival in a society frayed by neoliberal changes that renders the future
uncertain and the present precarious.
Berlant argues that people stay attached to conventional fantasies of the good life
amidst neoliberal and transitional moments as a way of making sense of the world, as a
method by which people can feel they “add up to something” (2). Even when fantasies
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like the good life start to fray and detach from reality, they provide people with a
navigational heuristic by which they can survive and dwell in a world shaped by
precarity, uncertainty and contingency. Although fantasies may imply a misrecognition of
reality, fantasies ground people again in reality: “Fantasy is what manages the
ambivalence and itinerancy of attachment. It provides representations to make the subject
appear intelligible to herself and to others throughout the career of desire’s unruly
attentiveness. That is, fantasy parses ambivalence in such a way that the subject is not
defeated by it”(122).
Thus, in the world of ambivalence, fantasy is an “opening and a defense” (49).
Fantasy is an opening by which people can imagine the world unfolding in the future, and
by which they can “motor programs of action” (263). Fantasy is also a confrontation, a
way to defend oneself against the ambivalences of social life and to protect one’s
capacity to aspire from the nihilism and cynicism laden in the paradoxes of the present
(263). Fantasy here is a condition for any project that seeks to imagine the future amidst
the attrition of structures of meaning in the present.10
In Egypt, fantasies conjure a space of hope and a meaning for one’s life amidst
the double bind of aspiring for social change in a society under the arrest of

10

In my account here, fantasy captures the ways social actors imagine and project alternative futures by
manipulating symbolic and material resources in everyday life. While Berlant’s analysis of the fantasy of
the “good life” explains the ways fantasy can obstruct social actors’ capacity to imagine alternative futures,
I am inspired here by post-Marxist literature that has examined the relation between futuristic alternative
imaginaries and material life (Virno 1996; Muñoz 2009; Berardi 2011). In the field of cultural
anthropology, scholars have explored the ways social actors construct dreams, fictions, and fantasies in
order to project alternative futures (Lindquist 2005; Garcia 2010; Mittermaier 2010; Lucht 2011), and
attempted to explain how social actors can get stuck in a perennial potency that falls short of imagining
alternative futures (Hage 2009; Oushakine 2009; Jansen 2015; O’Neil 2017).
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authoritarianism. For independent music producers, the fantasies that branding provide
offer ways of pursuing entrepreneurial hopes that are pitted against the authoritarian state.
Yet the fantasies conjured by independent musicians’ branding strategies differ from the
fantasies of the good life addressed by Berlant: they are less like cruel optimism and
more like spaces of hopefulness. For the branding strategies do not define objects of
desire to which subjects are tethered irrespective of reality. The fantasies that brands
create and maintain do not make claims regarding what objects of desires people should
attach to; nor do they make claims regarding the goal of hope. Rather, they provide the
independent music producers and their fans with the raw materials with which they can
sculpt an imagination of the future. They provides them with an oneiric space in which
hopefulness itself can be possible, irrespective of what that hope could be. Branding
fantasies—like happiness and glory—provide an alternative way of imagining the present
in which one can once again sense the ways the present can unfold into the future amidst
the uncertainties and foreclosures set by authoritarianism. Fantasy here creates spaces in
which social actors can breathe again (vis-à-vis the suffocation created by
authoritarianism); in which they can sense meaning in the world and inhabit a collective
imaginary.
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Conclusion
All those years—my friend,
As if we came here by mistake,
Waiting till the roads were empty,
To drive unlicensed cars,
And face the temple guards with feigned smiles and money.
We dream of places,
if they happened to exist in the future,
we won’t fit there my friend.
We have to mingle with the statues,
To converse with them.
We have to live among them with cold, numb extremeties,
to look but not see.
And with bowed heads in our homes,
We ask for pardon for not going to the mines,
In order to try and secretly reproduce,
And mourn our endangered lineage.
All those years in order to have the audacity to announce
That we aren’t statues,
To fall mutilated at the base of their pedestals,
Dead with broken and flattened heads,
With squeezed eyeballs like oysters,
and with holes perforating our bones,
My friend, how come after all this poison,
We still can’t utter but a whimper?
…
Would you like to talk about reality?
The real is already fucking the shit of the city.
No matter how much the word has been woven into the fabric
The bones are already entranced by the poison.
If these words are disturbing you,
The reality is uglier.
Excrept from “On Fucking Reality,” Ali Talibab and Yousse Rakha, October
2012. (Emphasis added)
This project was inspired by the spontaneous public conversations sparked by a
graffiti tagger that I witnessed in the early days of the 2011 revolution, described in the
preface. After the incident, I started to hang out with the artist and his graffiti network.
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One of the artists in this network, Hussam, became a close friend. Hussam, then an
eighteen year-old, joined the revolution through his involvement with the Ultras Ahlawy
group, a soccer fan club known before the revolution for its fierce clashes with the police,
and which played a prominent role in protecting the 2011 protests and sit-ins from police
offenses. Hussam came from the lower strata of the urban middle class, and lived in
Abbaseya with his parents who worked as mid-level civil servants in the government. He
attended an under-resourced public school, and then studied computer programing in a
below-average institute.
Hussam did not exactly fit into any of the conventional political identities of the
pre-2011 world—the secular-liberal intellectual, the leftist activist, or the Islamist—
although he spoke of freedom and social justice, and he was not anti-Islamist. But he was
an avid opponent of the military and he had had his fair share of run-ins with the police.
In 2011 Hussam became a rebel, participating in clashes against the police and providing
support for rebel networks during sit-ins and protests. As was true for many of the
protagonists of the 2011 revolts, he did not join a political party or organization. Instead,
he inhabited the rhizomatic world of youth networks. In all of these respects, he was a
typical figure of a new sociocultural category in Egypt that grew out of the revolution
known as “the revolutionary youth” [shabab el thawra].
Since 2011 I have followed Hussam’s personal metamorphosis as he has jumped
from one activity to another, from one scene to another, and from one career to another,
exploring and charting a path for himself. I met him in 2011 as a graffiti stencil artist, and
watched him morph into a VJ in the independent music scene in 2012, before he began
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managing independent music bands in 2013. In 2014, when I started my two-year period
of continuous fieldwork, Hussam had started to tap into the music business. In August he
set his eye on an underused open venue downtown, and he reached out to the owners,
presenting himself as a booking agent. He started to organize independent music
concerts, making money and losing more money. He then became the manager of the
venue in 2015, launching monthly and weekly music events and making a name for
himself in the field.
Starting in April 2015, Hussam started to make periodic Facebook posts with
lyrics from the Talibab and Rakha’s song “On Fucking Reality” quoted above: “We
dream of places, if they happened to exist in the future, we won’t fit there my friend,”
usually attached to a photo of him and his coworkers in the booking agency. Then, in
February 2016, Hussam posted a photo of a new tattoo with the words “We are immersed
in a poisonous world,” a theme in the song and the title of the album, written along his
forearm. This was a song that reverberated inside him, and expressed an ineffable affect
that only a few would understand.
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Figure 7: Hussam, "We Live in a Poisonous World," 2016.

The song reverberates with the political context and social crisis that many youths
witnessed when it was first published in October 2012. This period was the climax of the
political transitional process after the 2012 coup d’état, when the military and political
Islam movements came to a head. Shortly after the Islamists won the first round of
elections in 2012, the Supreme Council of Armed Forces that took over power after
Mubarak moved quickly to dissolve the parliament (dominated by pro-Political Islam
members). Then after the candidate of Political Islam, the new president Mohamed Morsi
won the elections in 2012, he started to make decrees that provided him with wide and
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sweeping powers in what seemed like an authoritarian consolidation of power. This was a
moment when the networks of revolutionary youths, who did not belong to organized
Political Islam movements and were not military supporters, felt alienated and voiceless
in the regime/government transitional process. They also felt that they had to struggle not
only with Mubarak’s cronies and men, but also with two looming kinds of authoritarian
orders (military and Political Islam), which they had no way of confronting.
This was the atmosphere of turmoil, powerlessness, alienation, and lack of
rootedness that the song endeavored to capture, which explains why it was so deeply felt
by revolutionary youths like Hussam. The song captures the sense of being lost (“We
came here by mistake”), and conveys a poignant and heavy sense of alienation: not only
does the narrator fail to relate to others in society, but they seem to him as immovable,
emotionless, and ominous as military guards and statues. The “we” of the song must
mingle with those statues, and smile to, converse with, and obey them. They feel dead
among the statues, and they must escape in secret to protect their social space, their
friends, and their offspring, the next generation (“our endangered lineage”). In perhaps
one of the most tragic and cryptic lines of the song, they aspire to form a place of their
dreams, but then if that place ever existed, they couldn’t inhabit it: maybe because
inhabiting those ideal dreams requires one to corrupt and compromise oneself, or maybe
because they can’t afford to access those dream places. Yet, it was only in the impromptu
moment of 2011, that they could finally announce: I am not a statue, I am a human being,
I have compassion, I have a voice, I can feel, I don’t have to obey.
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But then they were gunned down. They fell mutilated at the base of the pedestals
of those military guards, those statues who lack compassion, who lack hope. If you had
seen the pictures of the Maspero massacre of October 2011, perpetrated by military army
carriers, you would know the meaning of “Dead with broken and flattened heads.” If you
had seen the hundreds of teens mutilated by rubber pellet guns aimed directly at the eye
sockets during the Mohamed Mahmoud clashes of November 2011 when the Islamists
had majority in the Parliament, you would know the meaning of “squeezed eyeballs like
oysters.” But then how come after witnessing all the horrors of this “posionous world,”
the song asks, they can only whimper; why can they not scream for justice or wail from
grief? It is because the real is ugly, uglier even than the song itself can express. This
“disturbing” reality is woven into their lives and permeates their bones. The poison—the
violence, the despair—is inseparable from society itself. By retreating from pursuing the
revolutionary struggle, they feel the “people” have betrayed them, and that they have
betrayed society.
***
In this study, I have examined independent music producers’ economic practices
and affective labor, in order to understand how hope is made and produced within the
pragmatic imperatives of authoritarianism. My goal here has been to parse the journey in
which social actors envision alternative hopes and constitute a community of hope: a
community that is not arrested by an abstract tautological utopia, but rather a community
in which social actors can explore their potential and anticipate forms of futurity latent in
the present. I have proposed that independent music producers’ hope-laden journeys—
218

enacted in their entrepreneurial projects—can shed light on media politics under
authoritarianism in the neoliberal digital age. Contrary to the dominant approach in the
anthropology of hope, however, which assumes that hope is always a perspective into the
future, this study also highlights the weight of hope. Hope has weight that must be carried
and mediated by affective labor and collective effort.
The analytic of hope pries open the affective politics enacted under
authoritarianism. I have suggested that framing independent music producers’
entrepreneurial practices as merely an internalization of neoliberal ideals obscures rather
than reveals social actors’ affective reality under authoritarianism. Along the same line,
analyzing independent music producers’ practices as forms resistance overlooks their
desire to withdraw from politics in order to grapple with it from an alternative position.
My intention in this study is not to track the hegemony of the neoliberal ideology or the
forms of resistance against it, but rather to see the ways neoliberal logic is exploited by
youths as they dodge tanks and bullets. The analytic of hope reveals the affective
conditions that music producers experience under authoritarianism, and the fate of
affective investments galvanized by the 2011 revolution.
Independent music producers jettison the dominant ideological content of hope
embraced by the urban middle class in Egypt, which equates hope (and bourgeoisie social
status) with career stability, better-paid jobs, cosmopolitan lifestyles, and conspicuous
consumption. Rather, they embark on a precarious journey to explore their capacities and
potentials, and to create musical and lyrical narratives that reflect their everyday life and
experiences – experiences that go beyond the narrow themes generally agreed upon in the
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mainstream music industry to be the most likely to garner a large popular audience and
thus generate profit. Through this journey, independent producers cultivate a culture of
refusal that rejects the state’s authoritarian logic and the statist conception of the artist as
a national subject who enlightens the masses. But refusal here—the refusal of
expectations and norms—isn’t enough to envision alternative hopes. Refusal is only a
rejection: it doesn’t provide the social meaning, social relations, or orientation required to
germinate an alternative future. To identify and reach such a future, independent
producers adopt an entrepreneurial ethos that valorizes innovation, freedom,
sustainability, and branding.
This embracing of an entrepreneurial ethos isn’t mere internalization of the Homo
economicus rationale, but rather it provides a framework by which independent music
producers can strategize, collaborate, and improvise—in other words, this entrepreneurial
ethos enables independent musicians to perform the labor of hope. Entrepreneurial values
like freedom and innovation are adopted as ways to explore alternative forms of social
belonging grounded in shared experiences and to establish affective alliances among
youths (Chapter 1). Sustainability is meant to shore up spaces of dreams (the studio, the
music enterprise) where youths can pursue enduring music projects and cultivate their
aspirations and collaborative ethos (Chapter 2). And branding strategies conjure fantasies
that provide youths and producers with an oneiric worldview where they can reorient
meaning and action (Chapter 3). Through entrepreneurial practices, independent music
producers traverse the ambivalence ingrained in political and economic transitions, to
create a space where they can cultivate the capacity to aspire, where their alternative
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hopes can have substantive meaning, and where they can synchronize various visions for
the future.
Even in presumably apolitical spaces like those that constitute the world of
independent music production, the labor of hope must tussle with the confinements and
foreclosures of authoritarianism. Tracing the labor of hope reveals authoritarianism’s
affective power, which exceeds the conventional strategies of domination through
discipline, punishment, surveillance, and management. The state’s affective power
doesn’t act on the body or the mind, but rather it is a form of power that acts on affective
circulations and social relationships. By propagating an atmosphere of uncertainty, the
state frays the mutual trust and affective alliances shoring up the labor of hope. By
infusing anxiety, it makes independent music producers hesitant to explore alternative
futures and prone to work individually rather than risk collaborating with other musicians
and entrepreneurs in an atmosphere of anxiety that frays social bonds and mutual trust.
Through its suffocating affective power, the state becomes a machine of despair that
empties independent music producers’ lives of meaning and throws them into
ambivalence no matter how apparently stable the foundation for their aspirations may be.
Deprived of the necessary conditions (i.e., affective alliances, collaborations, and social
meaning) to cultivate alternative hope, youths turn back to the to the conventional
ideologies of hope that they had rejected (e.g. stable careers, saving money, personal
dreams). The affective power of the state forecloses social actors’ capacity to imagine
alternative futures or create alternative worldviews (i.e., fantasies), without ever
confronting directly the social actors whose lives are so constrained. As this dissertation
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shows, under neoliberal authoritarianism the state attempts to curtail youths’ aspirations
in apolitical spaces not by oppression or co-optation, but by disrupting the mediation of
hope and plundering youths’ capacity to imagine alternative social futures.
At this conjuncture, the affective politics and labor of hope ingrained in the
process of independent music production point to a shift in media politics in Egypt.
Contrary to earlier generations of media producers who had to confront the state to
liberate their artwork and production, the independent music producers of today attempt
to salvage the mediation of hope and affective circulations from the state, thereby
escaping from the state’s field of influence. The shift from resisting the authorities to
escaping their affective power reflects what Hannah Arendt would consider a shift from a
struggle for liberation to a desire for freedom, where independent music producers defect
away from the state to constitute alternative and autonomous media worlds (1963). The
ideology of “independence” here doesn’t refer merely to the ownership of means of
production and circulation in the digital age, where “anyone and everyone” can make
music. Rather, independence is a social project, imbued with a desire to constitute the
world anew in collaboration with others, to create autonomous media worlds where one
can maneuver in the face of uncertainty, and make space to strategize for the future
despite the pervasive atmosphere of anxiety. Here, social fantasies provide these
autonomous media worlds with meaning, social values, an oneiric quality, and a sense of
alternative belonging. Within these fantasies, independent music producers create
discourses that are ambiguous and imponderable to the state, that facilitate the emergence
of amorphous and horizontal networks of production, with no center that the state can
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pinpoint for attack. Thus, independent music producers enact politics, not by confronting,
disrupting, or challenging the oppressive “enemy” (authoritarianism), but rather by
withdrawing from the political altogether to create affective circulations free from
authoritarianism’s domination, to salvage hope from the state’s machine of despair. There
is a revolutionary momentum implied in these affective circulations, where social and
media production become a process of cultivating the desire to begin a new story in
public life, creating a new world with others, and anticipating an alternative future that is
about to unfold.
However, independent music producers’ withdrawal from the political is
inherently tenuous since the separation of the political and apolitical is always and
already fictional. The specter of the state always haunts social actors, even inside the
studio, the most apolitical space in this music scene. The independent music producers
are actively complicit in reproducing this fictive separation between the political and
apolitical. This isn’t merely an internalization of the neoliberal market rationale and a
“depoliticization of the process of change,” as scholars of Egypt have suggested (Bayat
2017). Independent music producers, as other urban middle-class youths, who set out to
constitute autonomous social worlds and explore alternative hopes, are always bearing
the brunt of the state’s machine of despair, if not its oppression and domination. The
independent music producers’ withdrawal from the political is an attempt to halt this
production of despair. Withdrawal from the political here, as Arendt has argued, is the
praxis of imagination, where social actors keep their distance from the political, yet
remain in proximity (1958). It is through this imaginative withdrawal that social actors
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find their bearings in the world, orient collective action, pave directions for social
projects, and revitalize mutual trust among themselves, even as authoritarianism
hamstrings the faculty of judgment and suffuses the social world with uncertainty and
anxiety. As praxis, withdrawal from the political enables the independent music
producers to redefine the relations of production in media markets. Here, independent
music producers imagine media production as a horizontal process where different
entities can collaborate autonomously, instead of adopting the vertical hierarchical
processes that dominated the pre-digital era. This gives the producers the leeway to
cooperate with and maneuver within the state and the mainstream media industry, while
providing them with the agility and resilience to retreat back to their independent music
worlds in order to avoid cooptation (Chapter 3). Withdrawal from the political is not
ignoring or overlooking it, rather it is a strategy of grappling with the political and
redefining the ways it weighs on autonomous social fields. It is an attempt to keep
redrawing the fictive line between the political and apolitical, in order to give the world
of exodus more space and autonomy.
Indeed, the independent music producers’ affective politics is itself laden with
paradoxes. When independent music producers withdraw from the oppressive political
order to constitute autonomous social worlds, they can also stifle their capacity to
imagine alternatives to that political order. The creation of autonomous social worlds
requires an abundance of social hope and intense labor, and yet independent music
producers can’t parlay these resources into imagining a political order beyond
authoritarianism; they are incapable of envisioning an alternative polity, and they lack the
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political imaginary and strategies that could challenge authoritarianism and confront the
state. They establish fantasies and independent media economies as free and independent
from the political as possible, but even in their fantasies they leave the authoritarian logic
of governance itself intact. For example, independent music producers (such as
Sharmoofers and their fantasy of “happiness”) produce fantasies that provide meaning for
their social worlds, refine their agility to maneuver around the political, and increase their
resilience to endure in spite of the state’s machine of despair. But these fantasies also
encapsulate social biases that overlook the structural inequalities reproduced by the logic
of neoliberal authoritarianism. These are fantasies that salvage some hopes, but also
betray other hopes: the hopes for revolutionary change, for an egalitarian society, for
universal wellbeing. Independent music producers’ culture of refusal tries to cultivate
revolutionary momentum—the capacity to imagine that a different social life is
possible—but it jettisons aspirations for a revolutionary change, which is to say, it refuses
its own capacity to change the political order and the authoritarian logic of governance,
as well as to begin articulating what more preferable system could replace it. This is the
limitation of the politics of exodus: it opens spaces of hope, but it also forecloses others.
It cultivates revolutionary momentum in autonomous socioscapes that the state can’t
contain. But meanwhile it jettisons hopes for revolutionary change that can restructure
the political order, overhaul the state’s bureaucracy, or even imagine an alternative polity.
There is an abundance of hope gestating in the society here, but there is also political
despair.
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I propose here to think of the coexistence of hope and despair as one of the
characteristic features of societies ruled by neoliberal authoritarianism. In such societies,
urban middle-class youths who defy hegemonic ideologies of hope face a dilemma: they
must choose between cultivating alternative aspirations that require withdrawing from the
political in order to shield themselves from the state’s machine of despair, and honing
political imaginaries and strategies by engaging in the political order. Hope has weight: it
needs to be carried and mediated. But hope also has weight in another sense: not all
hopes are attainable and not all hopes can be carried at once; some hopes must be
jettisoned in order to carry other ones. In order to keep going and to endure in spite of the
state’s machine of despair, and in order to cultivate alternative aspirations amidst
uncertainty and anxiety, independent music producers have to withdraw to apolitical
spaces to weather the state-generated despair, which impedes their ability to participate in
enacting another of their hopes: hope for political revolutionary change. There is an act of
betrayal here (e.g., while aspiring for a more open and equitable society, independent
music producers betray those who can’t easily join their escape from the state’s machine
of despair for reasons of class, wealth, or other structural impediments) that seems
necessary in order to salvage hope. And this betrayal, where youths attempt to cultivate
alternative visions for the future without confronting authoritarianism, will always haunt
their journeys. As they look forward to a better future, their vision is never in entirely
clear focus because they must also keep one eye on the ever-resilient and everunpredictable authoritarian regime which they have no way of confronting, should it
choose to invade their apolitical space. In order to imagine revolutionary change and the
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end of authoritarianism, those who attempt to escape authoritarianism, instead of
confronting it, resign themselves to waiting for a different world to come rather than
ushering it in, hoping for unexpected miracles rather than manifesting them, and yearning
for others to one day step in to confront the political order itself in a way that they cannot.
In this study, I have posited politics of hope as an alternative method of reading
both revolutions and authoritarianism in Egypt. On the one hand, the 2011 revolution and
Tahrir protests are culminations of revolutionary momentum suffusing the society and
gestating beyond sites of resistance and protest movements. Although many apolitical
social movements, like the independent music scene, seem only distantly related to
politics, they lay down the cultural grounds and social momentum for revolts such as the
2011 Egyptian revolution. While those who withdraw from the political cannot light the
match of a revolution, the apolitical space that they build for themselves to live out their
aspirations creates a clearing that can be politicized: a tinder pile for others to ignite. In a
sense, the 2011 Egyptian revolution is a symptom of wider social contradictions shaped
by neoliberal authoritarianism in the digital age. The logic of authoritarian governance
goes unchallenged by youths who cultivate their capacity to aspire as an attempt to
escape from the state’s machine of despair. But this capacity to aspire entails the loss of
the capacity to confront and overhaul the political order. Egyptian youths, like
independent music producers, cultivate aspirations infused with rebellion against
hegemonic values and refusal of dominant cultures, yet they feel that no political change
is going to happen. On some level they are aware that putting their attention to building
their apolitical space under an authoritarian regime precludes them from building a post227

revolutionary society. These are politics of hope, where youths envision revolutions yet
to come, accompanied by a feeling that those revolutions can’t really overhaul the
political order or change anything. The politics of hope leads us into Egypt’s
predicament. Here we can reach into the crisis of authoritarianism that can’t contain
revolutionary momentum from spreading into the social fabric, and into a society that is
dominated by political despair under a resilient neoliberal authoritarianism. We can sense
the burden of the weight of hope, and limitations to youths’ ability to bear that burden.
They have to either escape from the state’s machine of despair or confront an
insurmountable military regime. And here we can sense the limits of hope, the foreclosed
horizons of the future.
***
After several financial adventures and entrepreneurial stints, Hussam finally
established his booking agency in 2017, and started to host independent music bands
from the Arab world. He became one of the movers and shakers in the independent music
economy. So I set out to explicitly ask Hussam about his Facebook status and tattoo
during my field visit in the summer of 2017; why did he find the song, “On Fucking
Reality,” so affecting? In a sense no one talks about the meanings of this song: the
assumption is that you should “feel” what it means without asking. But I wanted to
understand how Hussam relates to this verse, and how he thinks it expresses his life.
Hussam gave me his explanation with a story from his own life. In 2016 he was presented
with a very surprising offer from the military, related to their preparations for the first
commemoration of the opening of the New Suez Canal. Hussam, like many of the
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revolutionary youths who still adhere to the 2011 revolutionary ethos, believed then and
now that the canal project is a farce: mere propaganda to bolster the cult of personality of
the president Abdel Fatah El Sisi and his military regime. The commemoration was to
include several musical acts, and the organizer needed a music equipment supplier. The
organizer asked a booking agent who passed the offer on to Hussam. At this point in the
story he lowered his voice and said, “I thought we and our scene deserve the money more
than others. Let’s siphon their [military] money.” The he laughed. “So we are all
corrupted. We are all poisoned … We have already betrayed the revolution by not
standing up to them. We can’t confront them now. But one day, one day we will tear
them up.”
Walking back to my apartment in Cairo after this conversation, I reflected on the
long haul between 2011 and 2017. It wasn’t the contradiction between Hussam’s
revolutionary ethos and his collaboration with the military regime that surprised me — I
have witnessed that before in this scene. It was realizing how much Hussam has been
through since 2011. It was the sharp contrast between the hopes of 2011 emerging in
spite of Hussam’s ambivalences regarding his personal life and career, and the despair of
2017 seeping in spite of Hussam’s entrepreneurial success. I realized something that
should have been very obvious, which nonetheless tends to be forgotten during
fieldwork: Hussam can’t imagine an alternative political order; he frames political action
only within toppling the regime. He was veritably born in the revolution, where he
learned that to engage in politics is to overthrow and topple. But he couldn’t imagine
beyond that, to what might come afterwards. As many of the revolutionary youths, he had
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learned only to oppose, and not how to participate in the process of political transition
itself or how to constitute an alternative polity. He literally could not think beyond
“tearing them up.”
How is it that this young teen from a lower-middle class social stratum has
cultivated such an audacious capacity to aspire, and yet fails to imagine a polity beyond
the goal of destruction? How is it that he can daydream about building a completely new
socioeconomic sector and social fabric from scratch—the independent music scene—but
not an alternative political order? How can he not apply his entrepreneurial skills to the
work of creating a new political sphere? In living this paradox, Hussam is not alone;
anyone who identifies with the song, “On Fucking Reality,” embodies it as well. How is
there such hope in society in the possibility of political change, and still a complete
dearth of political imagination? In the words of the song, “How come after all this
poison, we still can’t emit but a whimper?”
But then Hussam can’t answer those questions—and neither can I. He is already
on his journey of exodus. Despite generating revolutionary momentum, he can do nothing
to enact revolutionary change. Like the rest of his peers, Hussam is waiting for another
miracle like that of 2011, an opportunity to overthrow the military regime. But who is to
say that this new miracle won’t end once again in an even more vindictive
authoritarianism? The real is so ugly, so poisonous, and the social fabric is so frayed. For
the time being, perhaps all one can do is inhabit fantasies.
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