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Abstract

Affect was an essential component of the Arab uprisings, and it remains an important 
medium for shaping everyday politics in the Middle East and beyond. Yet while affect is 
beginning to be conceived as integral to studies of social movements, endeavors to con-
trol individual and collective affect in the praxis of statecraft remain  understudied—
despite robust evidence that affect and emotion are intimately entwined with political 
behavior and decision-making on a wide range of issues spanning voter preference to 
foreign policy. This article examines how such control takes effect, situating the sen-
sory body as a bridge and key site of interaction and contestation for diverse proj-
ects that seek to influence behavioral outcomes via the manipulation of public space. 
From among the bodily senses, it singles out the auditory realm as a particularly potent 
generator of affect and examines the entanglement of sound, hearing, and power to 
foreground ways the sensory body is routinely engaged in state projects. Drawing on 
examples from the protests that ricocheted across the Middle East from 2010–2012, 
and framing these with historical antecedents from original archival work, this article 
bridges phenomenological experience and political outcomes to reveal how sensory 
inputs such as sound, wielded by elite and subaltern actors alike, are engineered for 
political effect. In so doing, I argue that a necessary prerequisite for grasping the role of 
affect and emotion in politics is a better understanding of technologies and modalities 
of control that go into the structuring of the sensory environment.
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�م �ا ��ل�ظ���ظ ط ا ��س��ق�ا �ع��ظ �قر�ق�د اإ �����ش ا
Al-sha’b yurid isqat al-nizam (the people want the downfall of the regime)

There has been a recent uptick in accounts situating shared street experiences 
at the heart of collective mobilization and resistance. Some scholarship, draw-
ing on early conceptions of crowds as irrational, interpret this street energy 
unfavorably—alluding to mobs and the dangers of herd mentality.1 More op-
timistic accounts speak of a kind of popular power that sparks and explodes, 
given the right conditions. In this latter camp, Mark Levine and Bryan Reyn-
olds described the 2010–2011 street protests in Bourguiba Avenue, Tahrir 
Square, Pearl Roundabout, Change Square, and many other places across the 
Middle East as “emurgent” (a neologism combining emergent and urgent), in 
an effort to capture the emotive elements of exigency and transformation that 
took hold during this time.2 Helga Tawil-Souri similarly sought to track the sig-
nificance of street atmospherics, drawing attention to how public space en-
abled citizens to “meet, walk around, be flaneurs, gather, discuss, share…[and] 
protest,” and cautioning against the technological determinism of accounts 
focused exclusively on the causal importance of social media in precipitating 
the uprisings.3 Such research on Arab street politics resisted the lure of “Revo-
lution 2.0” rhetoric,4 adopting instead a neo-Durkheimian lens of collective 

1 Gustave Le Bon’s The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind (New York: MacMillan, 1896) was 
influential in casting political assembly in such a negative light.

2 The authors argue these “emurgent” street processes destabilize and even reconfigure previ-
ously dominant, congealed relationships of power. See Mark LeVine and Bryan Reynolds, 
“Theatre of Immediacy: Dissident Culture, Revolutionary Performance, and Transversal 
Movements in the Arab World,” in Islam and Popular Culture, eds. Karin Van Nieuwkirk, Mark 
LeVine and Martin Stokes (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2016). Elsewhere, Levine points 
to the comparative experience of Egypt and Palestine to highlight the “absolute importance 
of the ability to move from the virtual to the physical world in the process of transforming 
political subjectivities….” See Mark Levine, “Theorizing Revolutionary Practice: Agendas for 
Research on the Arab Uprisings,” Middle East Critique 22, no. 3 (2013): 196.

3 Helga Tawil-Souri, “It’s Still About the Power of Place,” Middle East Journal of Culture and 
Communication 5 (2012): 90.

4 Many explanations for events of the Arab uprisings centered on online social media and 
more traditional forms of media, such as television and radio. See e.g., Linda Herrera, Revolu-
tion in the Age of Social Media: The Egyptian Popular Insurrection and the Internet (London: 
Verso, 2014); Marc Lynch, “After Egypt: The Limits and Promise of Online Challenges to the 
Authoritarian Arab State,” Perspectives on Politics 9, no. 2 (2011): 301–10; Mark Lynch, The Arab 
Uprisings: The Unfinished Revolutions of the New Middle East (New York: Public Affairs, 2012); 
Mark Lynch, “Media, Old and New,” in The Arab Uprisings Explained: New Contentious Poli-
tics in the Middle East, ed. Marc Lynch (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014); Habibul 
Haque Khondker, “The Role of the New Media in the Arab Spring,” Globalizations 8, no. 5 
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effervescence to probe the role of space, place, and materiality in collective 
action and statecraft.5

Studies of street politics and the microfoundations6 of governance in the 
Middle East have coalesced along three primary lines, unified in part by an 
epistemological orientation that privileges localized meaning-making and 
“everyday” forms of politics. One line of inquiry has focused on the political 
impact of aesthetics, building on Roland Bleiker’s 2001 assertion that represen-
tation is always an act of power7 and challenging positivist foundations of po-
litical science research. Scholars of this “aesthetic turn” draw from domains of 
literature, visual art, music, and film to better comprehend the political world.8 

(2011): 675–79; Craig McGarty, Emma Thomas, Girish Lala, Laura Smith, and Ana-Maria Bluic, 
“New Technologies, New Identities, and the Growth of Mass Opposition in the Arab Spring,” 
Political Psychology 35, no. 6 (2014): 725–40; and Zeynep Tufekcip and Christopher Wilson, 
“Social Media and the Decision to Participate in Protest: Observations from Tahrir Square,” 
Journal of Communication 62, no. 2 (2012): 363–79.

5 For example, Rashid Khalidi commented on the “energy” and “dynamism” that Arab youth 
unleashed via their collective assembly. Derek Gregory likewise spoke of how the “anima-
tion” of a diverse public was an essential element of reclaiming and reappropriating space. 
See Rashid Khalidi, “Preliminary Historical Observations on the Arab Revolutions of 2011,” in 
The Dawn of the Arab Uprisings: End of an Old Order? eds. Bassam Haddad, Rosie Bsheer, and 
Ziad Abu-Rish (London: Pluto Press, 2012), 10; and Derek Gregory, “Tahrir: Politics, Publics, 
and Performances of Space,” Middle East Critique 22, no. 3 (2013): 235–46. On collective ef-
fervescence, see Emile Durkheim, Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Carol Cosman 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, [1912] 2001).

6 As is often the case, keywords in academia evolve along conversational “threads.” One thread, 
emerging in the second half of the 20th century from French philosophers Gilles Deleuze 
and Félix Guattari, relies on the term “micropolitics” to describe small-scale interventions 
involved in shaping the preferences, attitudes, and perceptions of individual subjects in 
the service of governance. See Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, “1933: Micropolitics and 
Segmentarity,” in A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Brian Massumi 
(London: Continuum Press, 2003). A second thread of literature, more prevalent in American 
political science, relies on the term “microfoundations of power.” In contrast to “micropoli-
tics,” the term “microfoundations” has been applied more loosely and somewhat less coher-
ently. For a review of the concept, see Jay Barney and Teppo Felin, “What are Microfounda-
tions?” The Academy of Management Perspectives 27, no. 2 (2013): 138–55. In this article, I treat 
“microfoundations” and “micropolitics” as synonymous.

7 Roland Bleiker, “The Aesthetic Turn in International Political Theory,” Millennium: Journal of 
International Studies 30, no. 3 (2001): 515.

8 Bleiker, “The Aesthetic Turn,” 509–533. Other contributors to this issue included Chris Brown, 
Susan Carruthers, Costas Constantinou, James der Derian, Bülent Diken, Mark Lacy, Carsten 
Lausten, Iver Neumann, Louiza Odysseos, Thaddeus Oliver, Michael Shapiro, Anthony Smith, 
and Christine Sylvester. For a review of updated research on the aesthetic turn, see “Forum: 
The Aesthetic Turn at 15,” Millennium: Journal of International Studies 45, no. 2 (2017).
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In Middle East research, recent attention to aesthetics has shed light on strate-
gies of resistance and motivations for collective action,9 even as older research 
documented the use of visual symbolism by the state in shaping nationalism 
and maintaining authoritarian control.10 This scholarship introduced micro-
level cultural mechanisms into causal explanations and rebalanced the heavy 
emphasis on structural factors that long characterized research on social 
movements and politics from below.11

Given their epistemological proclivity, researchers of aesthetics in poli-
tics have celebrated “everyday” evidence—objects, architectures, urban con-
figurations, and events that are visible, tangible, and correspondingly “solid” 
in their ontological legitimacy. A second, partially overlapping strand of re-
search on microfoundations and street politics, then, centers on the material 
politics of space.12 Asef Bayat’s treatment of the “quiet encroachment of the  

9 Charles Tripp, for example, demonstrates how posters, graffiti, the “art of defacement,” 
and fine art can frame normalcy even as it draws attention to its “highly abnormal fea-
tures.” Charles Tripp, “The Art of Resistance in the Middle East,” Asian Affairs xliii, no. 
iii, (2012): 393–409. Jessica Winegar similarly takes aesthetics seriously in her research 
on political action in Egypt. Winegar writes “acts of aesthetic ordering, from rhythmic 
car honking and ululating, to voluntarily cleaning up trash on ‘Tahrir Beautification Day,’ 
played a central role in motivating collective political action.” Jessica Winegar, “A Civi-
lized Revolution: Aesthetics and Political Action in Egypt,” American Ethnologist 43, no. 
4 (2016): 609. See also Simon Hawkins and Dahlia Wahdan on the aesthetics of the Arab 
Spring uprisings. Simon Hawkins, “Teargas, Flags and the Harlem Shake: Images of and for 
Revolution in Tunisia and the Dialectics of the Local in the Global,” and Dalia Wahdan, 
“Singing the Revolt in Tahrir Square: Euphoria, Utopia, and Revolution,” both in The Politi-
cal Aesthetics of Global Protest: The Arab Spring and Beyond, eds. Pnina Werbner, Martin 
Webb, and Kathryn Spellman-Poots (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2014).

10 See, for example Lisa Wedeen, Peripheral Visions: Publics, Power, and Performance in Ye-
men (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2008); and Timothy Mitchell, Colonizing Egypt 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991).

11 James M. Jasper, “The Doors that Culture Opened: Parallels Between Social Movement 
Studies and Social Psychology,” Group Processes and Intergroup Relations 20, no. 3 (2017): 
285–302.

12 Scholarship that stresses the importance of spatialized power relationships traces an in-
tellectual heritage to Henri Lefevbre’s 1974 The Production of Space, which drew atten-
tion to the ways actions, circumstances, and behaviors imbue space with characteristics 
that obtain over time and shape subsequent realities. See Henri Lefevbre, The Production 
of Space (Malden: Blackwell Publishers, 1991). Examinations of the production of space 
are often intertwined with research that emphasizes everyday practices because our ac-
tions are inherently embedded in spatial relations, even if the focus on action subtly shifts 
emphasis away from material structures. Michel de Certeau draws attention to the po-
tential banality of power relations, foregrounding small-scale, everyday spatial practices 
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ordinary”13 in his analysis of the Iranian Revolution marks a foundational ex-
ample. More recently, accounts that stress spatial relations of power include 
Diane Singerman’s analysis of the popular claiming of space in Cairo in ad-
vance of the Arab uprisings;14 Jillian Schwedler’s treatment of anti-Israeli Kalu-
ti protests in Jordan;15 Mona El Gobashy’s brilliant depiction of spatial tactics 
in street action in Egypt—from blockading roads to assembling in small sides 
streets;16 Nasser Rabbat’s tracing of spaces for political expression and assem-
bly from mosques to public squares;17 and Hussam Salama’s analysis of the 
transformation of the conception, meaning, and use of public space in Cairo.18

Although authors such as Singerman, El Gobashy, and others gesture toward 
the psychological shift that public assembly made possible, most aesthetic and 
spatial accounts highlighting spectacular physical alterations across Middle 
Eastern cities did little to theorize the embodied experience of this transfor-
mative process. The agentive potentiality and accomplishments of individual 
and collective bodies within the realm of aesthetics and space remain, more 
often than not, implicit, taken for granted, or alluded to as atmospheric en-
ergy, as in the opening examples. Judith Butler, whose formulation of “bodies 
in alliance” represents a notable exception, positions the body as central in 

and demonstrating how these represent micro insurrections against the normal order of 
things by revealing how the purposive misappropriation of objects changes their mean-
ing over time. See Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1984.) On the relationship of music and space, see Ana Maria Ochoa 
Gautier, Aurality: Listening an Knowledge in 19th Century Columbia (Durham: Duke Uni-
versity Press, 2014); and Ted Swedenburg, “From Sayed Darwish to MC Sadat: Sonic Car-
tographies of the Egyptian Uprising,” in Making the New Middle East: Politics, Culture, and 
Human Rights, ed. Valerie Hoffman (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2019).

13 Asef Bayat, Street Politics: Poor People’s Movements in Iran (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1997).

14 Diane Singerman, “The Siege of Imbaba: Egypt’s Internal ‘Other’ and the Crimimalization 
of Politics,” in Cairo Contested: Governance, Urban Space, and Global Modernity, ed. Diane 
Singerman (Cairo: Cairo University Press, 2009), 111–44.

15 Jillian Schwedler, “Routines and Ruptures in Anti-Israeli Protests in Jordan,” in Micro-
foundations of the Arab Uprisings: Mapping Interactions between Regimes and Protesters. 
eds. Frédéric Volpi and James M. Jasper (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2018), 
67–88.

16 Mona El Gobashy, “The Praxis of the Egyptian Revolution,” Middle East Report 258 People 
Power (Spring 2011): 2–13.

17 Nasser Rabat, “The Arab Revolution Takes Back the Public Space,” Critical Inquiry 39, no. 1 
(August 2012): 198–208.

18 Hussam Hussein Salama, “Tahrir Square: A Narrative of Public Space,” International Jour-
nal of Architectural Research—ijar 7, no. 1 (2013): 128–38.
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the street politics of the Arab Uprisings. Butler writes, “to rethink the space 
of appearance in order to understand the power and effect of public demon-
strations for our time, we will need to understand the bodily dimensions of 
action, what the body requires, and what the body can do, especially when we 
must think about bodies together, what holds them there, their conditions of 
persistence and power.”19 Butler’s “bodily dimensions of action” sit at the com-
plicated nexus of biology, psychology, structural possibility, and ideology—a 
dense bundle of relations that are themselves constitutive of, and authors of, 
feelings and emotions.

Aesthetics and space are inextricably intertwined with the experience of 
body, affect, and emotion. Yet although research on emotion and collective ac-
tion is proliferating, few accounts bring aesthetics, space, and the body togeth-
er explicitly—perhaps because the connection is taken for granted, or perhaps 
because the relationship between the component parts has been insufficiently 
theorized as to make it an obvious site for empirical research. In that sense, 
it might be the case that these strands of research follow parallel, rather than 
intertwined, paths because the connective tissue that binds them is somewhat 
elusive as an object of study. As a result, research on the politics of aesthet-
ics often drifts into discussions of representation and discourse, while spatial 
accounts tend toward conceptions of urbanism that underprivilege bodily 
experience. Emergent scholarship on emotion in social movements (and poli-
tics more generally), in turn, often limits itself to psychological explorations, 
asking how fear, anger, disgust, love, compassion, or joy, scale up or down to 
impact a given political puzzle.20 Affect theory scholars come closest to bridg-
ing these divides, addressing the body explicitly. Yet in their efforts to carve 

19 Judith Butler, “Bodies in Alliance and the Politics of the Street,” lecture held in Venice, 
September 7, 2011, by the Office for Contemporary Art Norway. Available online at the Eu-
ropean Institute for Progressive Politics: http://eipcp.net/transversal/1011/butler/en. Mi-
chael Feola is another scholar writing in this vein, although not about the Middle East or 
the Arab Spring uprisings. See “The Body Politic: Bodily Spectacle and Democratic Agen-
cy,” Political Theory 46, no. 2 (2018): 197–217. Banu Bargu represents another important 
voice in this genre of scholarship. Her book, Starve and Immolate: the Politics of Human 
Weapons (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014) examines prisoners’ strategies to 
weaponize the human body as a mode of political resistance in the face of powerlessness.

20 See for example Todd Hall, “We will Not Swallow This Bitter Fruit: Theorizing a Diplo-
macy of Anger,” Security Studies 20, no. 4 (2011): 521–55; Naomi Head, “Costly Encounters 
of the Empathetic Kind: A Typology,” International Theory 8, no. 1 (2016): 171–99; Oded 
Löwenheim and Gadi Heimann, “Revenge in International Politics,” Security Studies 17, 
no. 4 (2008): 685–724; and Paul Saurette “You dissin me? Humiliation and Post-9/11 Global 
Politics,” Review of International Studies 32, no. 4 (2006): 495–522.

http://eipcp.net/transversal/1011/butler/en
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out conceptual space for a “new” analytical object, affect theorists tend to 
downplay environmental factors, and case-based empirical research on affect 
remains rare. Thus, improving our understandings of how affect is generated, 
engineered, shared, and manipulated represents not only a means of cross-
fertilizing various strands of research on the microfoundations of politics, it 
also provides an inroad to understanding attempts at political control.

This article recognizes the produced character of social space and reaffirms 
the significance of mundane, everyday aesthetic factors and events as sites of 
politics. But it seeks to capture elements that animate the connection between 
spatialized power relations and the aesthetics of the everyday, specifically by 
isolating phenomena that lend themselves to the manipulation and engineer-
ing of affect and emotion—understood jointly as embodied cognition, as I ex-
plain below. The phenomena that feed into embodied cognition are broad, so 
I further limit myself to evidence drawn from the realm of hearing and sound. 
I tune in to the auditory realm because the connection between visuality and 
politics has been more thoroughly established and is thus more intuitive, 
but also because sound is understood as particularly connected to feeling.21 
 Despite this recognized connection, sound’s impact on feelings and politics 
remains understudied.

The street features a great diversity of sounds, even before accounting for 
variations in place and time; in this article, I begin by tuning into iconic sounds 
of the Arab Uprisings—chants and slogans; songs that became anthems of 
resistance; and the whirr of the crowds. I then contextualize these more ex-
ceptional moments of “loud” politics with everyday attempts to regulate and 
engineer the soundscape of the Middle Eastern street, drawing on both histori-
cal and contemporary examples. The temporal scope of the evidence reveals 
the continuity of this mode of control, even as the diversity of sounds points 
to its malleability and range. I make no attempt to offer a comprehensive 
soundtrack; rather, I am amplifying examples that best reveal a mode of politi-
cal power and engagement that often goes unnoticed.

As a material, vibrational force, sound binds space, aesthetics, and emotions 
together. Sound is inherently spatial, moving as a wavelength through bodies, 

21 Social understandings of sound’s ability to affect behavior goes as far back as Greek my-
thology, which gives us stories of Orpheus’ music having the persuasive power to move 
everything from heavy rocks to Hades’ heart, swaying the god of the dead to give Orpheus’ 
beloved, Eurydice, another chance at life. “Orpheus,” in D’Aulaires’ Book of Greek Myths 
(Delacourt Press, 1962): 102. See also A. J. Racy, “Domesticating Otherness: The Snake 
Charmer in American Popular Culture,” Ethnomusicology 60, no. 2 (2016): 200; and Josce-
lyn Godwin, Music, Mysticism, and Magic: A Sourcebook (London: Routledge, 1988).
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ricocheting off hard surfaces, echoing through urban corridors, and propagat-
ing loudly or softly in accordance with the technologies that produce it and 
acoustic conditions that enable it. Ambient sound is omnipresent in public 
space, but it is also frequently aestheticized and organized in accordance with 
cultural norms, manifesting in music, chanting, or rhythmic beat. This is par-
ticularly the case in public performances of politics. Sound is also inextrica-
bly entangled with the body: it penetrates bodies as vibration, is parsed and 
made meaningful by our sophisticated ears and auditory cortex. At the same 
time, it emanates from within us—burbling out of our stomach, chest, throat, 
and mouth as voice, and animating our dynamic, vital presence in the world. 
Thus, understanding how sound operates in public space, and its relationship 
to embodied cognition, promises to deepen understandings of the role of the 
sensory environment in extraordinary political moments such as the Arab Up-
risings, as well as in everyday modes of control and governance.

In the remainder of this article, I clarify what I mean by embodied cogni-
tion and situate my work within literatures on affect and emotion in world 
politics before demonstrating how sound constitutes a vital component of the 
animation, “emurgence,” and “bodies in alliance” that scholars theorizing the 
microfoundations of resistance in the Arab Uprisings have tried to capture. 
The examples I raise draw attention to way that sound in public space col-
lapses distance between bodies, how sound is used to motivate or demoralize, 
and how sound acts as a cultural “citation,” triggering shared cognitive refer-
ences that shape real-time meaning-making. I finish with a brief discussion 
of ways in which these mechanisms of sonic affect have been reproduced in 
the service of state projects of top-down control of populations and territory. 
My analysis of sound in the Arab Uprisings is based on oral testimonies, video 
archives, blogs, press reports, audio recordings, and photographs; historical 
instances of the use of sound to engineer affect derive from original archival 
work conducted in French at the Archives Nationales d’Outre Mer in Aix-en- 
Provence.

1 Important Theoretical Issues

Before turning to sonic affect in the Arab Uprisings, it is necessary to limn two 
important cleavages among scholars studying political feelings. The first per-
tains to distinguishing between affect and emotion. Affect theory, advanced 
prominently by Brian Massumi in the early 2000s and subsequently picked up 
by scholars across multiple literatures, differentiates affect from emotion, de-
scribing it as non-cognitive, primordial, or “autonomic” in the sense of reflex or 
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involuntary reaction.22 Thus affect is understood as “prior” to forms of knowl-
edge that interact with cultural meaning. Simon Thompson and Paul Hoggett 
clearly distinguish between affect and emotion as two forms of human feeling, 
even as they stress their overlap and entanglement. They write:

Affect concerns the more embodied, unformed and less conscious dimen-
sion of human feeling, whereas emotion concerns the feelings which are 
more conscious since they are more anchored in language and meaning. 
An affect such as anxiety is experienced in a bodily way, while an emo-
tion such as jealousy is directed toward objects (a lover, a rival), which 
give it meaning, focus, and intentionality.23

While this distinction has obvious and important analytical utility, the formu-
lation builds in an inherent conceptual paradox. In consigning affect to the 
realm of automatic response and emptying it of conscious intentionality, it 
strips agency from the affective domain. Ruth Leys has pointed out that the se-
mantic divide between affect and emotion repeats the very mind/body duality 
that affect theorists purport to want to dismantle.24 I agree with Leys’ critique, 
but believe that overstressing this point misses the value of the intervention 
that affect theorists make: that knowledge is embodied in ways that cannot 
fully be captured by conventional conceptions of thinking and the brain.25 If 
nothing else, the ability to distinguish between affect and emotion has heu-
ristic value in that it creates space for a more nuanced analysis of political 
behavior as well as drawing attention to novel sites of political contestation. 

22 Brian Massumi, Parables for the Virtual: Movement, Affect, Sensation (Durham: Duke 
 University Press, 2002), 28.

23 Simon Thompson and Paul Hoggett, Politics and the Emotions: The Affective Turn in Con-
temporary Political Studies (New York: Continuum Publishing, 2012), 2–3. The question of 
whether emotion consists of a physical component is an old one. William James and Carl 
Lange’s 1884 theory of emotion argued that emotions should be understood as emerging 
from physiological arousal; in 1927 Walter Cannon and Philip Bard argued the opposite, 
claiming that emotions triggered physiological reactions. For an overview of the James-
Lange Theory of Emotions, see Joseph Palencik, “William James and the Psychology of 
Emotion: from 1884 to the Present” Transactions of the Charles S. Pierce Society 43, no. 4 
(2007): 869–786. For an overview of the Cannon-Bard theory, see “Cannon-Bard Theory,” 
sage Glossary of the Social and Behavioral Sciences, ed. Larry E. Sullivan (Sage Publica-
tions, Inc., 2009).

24 Ruth Leys, “The Turn to Affect: A Critique,” Critical Inquiry 37, no. 3 (2011): 436–38.
25 This has particular significance for scholarship that deals with “rational choice,” since it 

gets at the heart of how rationality is constructed.
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Despite the inherent difficulty in studying how something poised on the edge 
of conscious thought relates to the political world, biology and neuroscience 
provide evolving tools to understand psycho-physiological reactions to stimuli 
that allow us to begin to untangle affect, as well as emotion. Moreover, in addi-
tion to enhancing analytical purchase, there are social justice stakes involved 
in attempting to study affect as a distinct realm: in documenting and engaging 
affective, sensory experiences that go beyond text we may remove a layer of 
representation and create opportunities for people to share their experiences 
“directly.”26

Scholars of emotion in political science vary in how deeply they theorize 
affect and engage this debate. Most elide the difference, treating affect and 
emotion as synonyms or finding other ways to parse and dissect emotion;27 
some ignore bodily complications altogether.28 Among these scholars, Jona-
than Mercer deals with embodied qualities of emotion most explicitly, even 
if he does not identify those qualities as affect. In arguing for the salience of 
“emotional beliefs” in international relations and in demonstrating that cogni-
tion and emotion are nearly indistinguishable in the brain, Mercer writes:

Emotion is not necessarily postcognitive. People can experience emotion 
without conscious awareness and without cognitive mediation. Someone 
who cannot feel their body (due to paralysis, for example) has a narrow 
emotional range: the greater the paralysis, the more impaired is feel-
ing. Psychologists know that facial movement alone can produce small 
changes in subjective feelings. In general, people are more aggressive in 
hot weather…. The body produces these feelings, not cognition.29

26 Walter Gershon, “Vibrational Affect Sound Theory and Practice in Qualitative Research,” 
Cultural Studies Critical Methodologies 13, no. 4 (2013): 259.

27 See for example Benski Tova and Lauren Langman, “The Effects of Affects: The Place of 
Emotions in the Mobilizations of 2011,” Current Sociology 61, no. 4 (2013): 525–40; and 
Wendy Pearlman, “Emotions and the Microfoundations of the Arab Uprisings,” Perspec-
tives on Politics 11, no. 2 (2014): 387–40.

28 See for example, Lauren Young, “The Psychology of State Repression: Fear and Dissent 
Decisions in Zimbabwe,” American Political Science Review 113, no. 1 (2019): 140–55; Shan-
to Iyengar et al, “The Origins and Consequences of Affective Polarization in the United 
States,” Annual Review of Political Science 22 (2019): 129–46; Shanto Iyengar, Gaurav Sood, 
and Yphtach Lelkes, “Affect, Not Ideology: A Social Identity Perspective on Polarization,” 
Public Opinion Quarterly 76, no. 3 (2012): 405–31; and Martijn van Zomeren and Winnifred 
Louis, “Culture Meets Collective Action: Exciting Synergies and Some Lessons to Learn for 
the Future,” Group Processes and Intergroup Relations 20, no. 3 (2017): 277–84.

29 Jonathan Mercer, “Emotional Beliefs,” International Organization 64 (2010): 4.
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Thus, Mercer grapples with phenomena that Massumi would classify as af-
fect, but skips differentiating affect from emotion semantically.30 Writing on 
emotion in social protests, sociologist James Jasper also theorizes the role of 
the body, introducing the professedly awkward term “feeling-thinking process” 
to capture the synergy between bodily processes and mental constructs and to 
undercut habitual inclinations to contrast feeling and thinking.31 Rejecting “af-
fect,” Jasper instead creates a typology of feeling which might be understood to 
put affect and emotion on a sliding scale beginning with “reflex emotions” and 
“urges,” and ending with “moral emotions” based on socially-informed prin-
ciples.32 Among the terms that have emerged to capture the co-constitutive 
process by which body and mind produce knowledge (understood, following 
Mercer, as simultaneously emotional and rational), I prefer and use “embod-
ied cognition,” emerging from the fields of psychology, neuroscience, and phi-
losophy, for its semantic elegance and concision.33 In my analysis that follows, 
I maintain the distinction between affect and emotion for heuristic purposes 
and utilize the terms mindfully to emphasize their distinct significance—yet 
I do not apprehend affect as disconnected, parallel, or unequal to emotion or 
other kinds of language-based cognition. Where they overlap in empirical ex-
amples below, I use “embodied cognition” to encompass both affect and emo-
tion. In the empirical world, sound’s coercive/persuasive capacity is harnessed 

30 In later writing, Mercer argues that “emotion can be causally reduced to the body (be-
cause nothing other than the body can cause emotion) but it cannot be ontologically 
reduced to the body.” Jonathan Mercer, “Feeling Like a State: Social Emotion and Identity,” 
International Theory, 6, No. 3 (2014): 518–19.

31 James M. Jasper, The Emotions of Protest (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2018), xi.
32 Jasper, The Emotions of Protest, 4. Other examples of scholarship that gloss over affect in 

favor of an alternative term or formulation may be easily found but cannot be addressed 
here for reasons of space. Rose McDermott’s account however, deserves mention for it’s 
unusual approach. In her “somatic approach” to the study of emotion, McDermott argues 
for the need to concentrate on the role of “trait-based emotional variance in political 
outcomes and preferences,” given that people are born or evolve with different genetic 
and biological propensities to experience a given emotion. This represents an approach 
to embodied cognition that resonates with work being done in disability studies. See Rose 
McDermott, “The Body Doesn’t Lie: A Somatic Approach to the Study of Emotions in 
World Politics,” International Theory 6, no. 3 (2014): 558.

33 This line of thought may be traced to Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological frame-
work and its intellectual lineage building on Frantz Brentano, Edmond Husserl, and Mar-
tin Heidegger, but it also has origins in psychology represented in the works of J. J. Gibson 
and others. See James J. Gibson, The Perception of the Visual World (Oxford: Houghton Mif-
flin, 1950); James J. Gibson, The Senses Considered as Perceptual Systems (Boston: Hough-
ton Mifflin, 1966); and James J. Gibson, The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception (New 
York: Taylor and Francis, 1986).
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on both affective and emotive levels for diverse political projects. Parsing the 
ways sound is deployed is an important step in understanding microfounda-
tions of governance.

A second conceptual issue requires brief elaboration, particularly with 
regard to inquiries that rely on embodied cognition to advance understand-
ings of social and political realms. This has to do with debates on whether 
embodied cognition is always individual or whether it may be experienced 
 collectively—in other words, whether the political effects of a given emo-
tional state or reaction are scalable.34 Affect theorist John Protevi formulates 
these divergent perspectives as “emergentist” and “individualist,” noting that 
emergentists presume a collective subject underlying collective emotions 
while individualists understand shared emotion as no more than the align-
ment of atomized emotions.35 Thus, scholars Neta Crawford and Jonathan 
Mercer posit feelings are embedded in social environments; that neurological 
systems are socially adaptive; and that group emotions may be observed at 
the level of groups, states, and institutions. Yet there are differences in their 
positions. Mercer argues that group identity relies on emotional categories 
that are socially constructed and influence the emotions one experiences as 
an individual.36 Crawford, in contrast, theorizes how emotions come to be 
institutionalized within and between states—such as the institutionaliza-
tion of fear in American security practices after the attacks of September 11, 
2001.37 Other scholars rely on duration, or the simple endurance of a particular 
emotional state, as a way of understanding the impact of collective emotion. 
Deborah Gould speaks of “emotional habitus” as a way of describing ongoing 

34 In political science, Emma Hutchison and Roland Bleiker cite the need to understand 
the concrete processes through which seemingly individual emotions become collective 
and political as the key challenge facing scholars studying emotions in international rela-
tions. They argue for both macro approaches that find generalizable properties about the 
politics of emotion, as well as micro approaches that investigate how specific emotions 
function in specific political and cultural contexts, attending to “mechanisms” through 
which emotions become socially and politically significant. Emma Hutchison and Roland 
Bleiker, “Theorizing Emotions in World Politics,” FORUM: Emotion in World Politics, In-
ternational Theory 6, no. 3 (2014): 497–98.

35 John Protevi, “Political Emotion,” in Collective Emotions: Perspectives from Psychology, 
Philosophy, and Sociology, eds. Christian Von Scheve and Mikko Salmela (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2014), 326.

36 Jonathan Mercer, “Feeling Like a State: Social Emotion and Identity,” FORUM: Emotion in 
World Politics, International Theory 6, no. 3 (2014): 523–25.

37 Neta Crawford, “Institutionalizing Passion in World Politics: Fear and Empathy,” Interna-
tional Theory 6, no. 3 (2014): 535–57.
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patterns that shape social groups and activism;38 James Jasper similarly relies 
on temporality, distinguishing between near-term “emotional reactions” and 
“abiding effects,” proposing that the latter are more significant for explaining 
political action. The temporality of political emotion may be protracted; ear-
lier scholarship by Raymond Williams noted how feelings might permeate an 
entire society for a prolonged period of time—a phenomenon he described as 
a “structure of feeling” which manifests in everything from architectural design 
and urban planning, to the fine arts, and to everyday interactions.39

In line with Williams’ “structure of feeling” approach, my own analysis of 
Middle Eastern street politics downplays individual psychological interactions 
to focus instead on a vibratory force that is at once external and internal—that 
structures inanimate public space even as it realigns biological bodies.40 As a 
unit of analysis, sound is thus useful both for its ability to bridge debates about 
whether feelings are always individual or whether we may speak of collective 
embodied cognition, as well as debates about whether the primary locus of 
research should center on affect or emotion. By tuning into environmental 
stimuli that are perceived by the emplaced sensory body, I span both macro 
and micro approaches by suggesting sensory inputs may represent a site from 
which to generalize about the politics of embodied cognition, even as, in the 
empirical section that follows, I draw attention to how these transactions play 
out in specific political circumstances.

2 Sound and Embodied Cognition: The Arab Uprisings

As mentioned in the introduction, scholars across disciplines have emphasized 
the importance of emotions in the Arab Uprisings, arguing for their power to 
influence decision-making and political outcomes. But how are these emo-
tions generated in the first place, what role does the ambient environment play 
in this equation, and how does individual emotion “travel” to a collective? As 
Butler asks, what holds bodies in the street and what conditions their persis-
tence and power?41 This section draws on examples from street protests in the 

38 Deborah Gould, Moving Politics: Affect, Emotions, and Shifting Political Horizons in the 
Fight Against aids (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2009).

39 Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1977).

40 In focusing on the ambient atmosphere, I thus adopt what Protevi might call a “naturalist” 
or “materialist” model of collective political emotions. Protevi, “Political Emotion,” 328.

41 Butler, “Bodies in Alliance.”
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Arab Uprisings to demonstrate sonic mechanisms and sensory stimuli that un-
derlie embodied cognition and shape particular political outcomes. Although 
often imagined as crystalizing in the ether of psychological reaction, embod-
ied cognition straddles material and psychological realms, and in so doing it 
moves between individuals and collectives.42 Embodied cognition can propa-
gate via shared physical experiences and sensations—experiences that frame 
modes of being-in-the-world. In this regard, the ambient sonic environment 
represents a medium through which sensory, emotional-rational knowledge 
of political protest is produced. In understanding the auditory realm’s opera-
tion within this matrix, I group evidence into three categories of interrelated 
political outcomes: 1) sounds that mitigate physical difference, transforming 
collectivities in the process; 2) sounds that motivate, demoralize, or cause 
empathy in ways that change attitudes about immediate circumstances; and  
3) sounds that trigger shared cognitive frames—either by tapping into collec-
tive memory or via their diffusion across cultures and groups through global 
media channels. Together, these deepen understandings of street politics and 
technologies of control that structure the sensory environment.

3 Eroding Physical Difference and Rewriting Collectivities

Henri Lefebvre argues that “for there to be change, a social group, a class or a 
caste, must intervene by imprinting a rhythm on an era, be it through force or 
an insinuating manner.”43 In street protests and social movements, imprinting 
rhythms often take the form of shouted slogans, or short, repetitive rhymes. 
The Arabic command “irhal,” exhorting authoritarian leaders to “leave,” or “get 
out,” was shouted by protestors from Tunis to Bahrain, and was set to tune in 
a variety of songs, slogans, chants, and calls that became prominent over the 
course of the protests. A YouTube video of chanting protestors in Hama,  Syria, 
from the early stages of the Syrian civil war captures the rhythmic energy, 
volume, and tempo characterizing anti-Assad demonstrations in the north-
ern province and showcases elements of the experience of protesting that 
extend beyond the particular context. Entitled “Syrian Revolutionary Dabke,” 

42 I do not suggest by this that individuals all interpret stimuli identically; simply that in 
their co-locatedness they are exposed to the versions of the same stimuli and are likely to 
share a framework within which they make sense of these inputs.

43 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space (Malden: Blackwell Publishing 2004), 14. This 
idea might be read in fruitful juxtaposition with Charles Tilly’s claim that a government’s 
coercive capacity declines “when the character, organization, and daily routine of the 
population to be controlled change rapidly.” Charles Tilly, “Does Modernization Breed 
Revolution?” Comparative Politics 5 (1973): 425–47.
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the video depicts a crowd of anti-regime protestors assembled after dark in 
a public square.44 With bodies packed tightly together, individual faces are 
not prominently visible, nor is the man leading the crowd in a rousing, drum- 
accompanied chant.45 In lieu of obvious visuals, what comes to the fore is the 
sonic-kinesic participation of face-to-face social activity in which everyone in 
the frame is wholly engaged. The upbeat tempo and rhythm of the chant de-
picts the mood and orders the space centripetally around the call of the singer, 
even as volume and resonance provide clues about the size of the crowd and 
the physicality of the acoustic space. The chant is arranged in a call-and-re-
sponse pattern. One “stanza,” translated from Arabic to English, proceeds as 
follows:

Caller: Your legitimacy here has ended. Come on, get out, oh Bashar. (Yal-
la irhal ya Bashar.)
Crowd: YALLA IRHAL YA BASHAR!

Caller: Yalla irhal ya Bashar.
Crowd: YALLA IRHAL YA BASHAR!

Caller: Bashar, you’re a liar, to hell with you and your speech, freedom is 
at the door. Yalla irhal ya Bashar.
Crowd: YALLA IRHAL YA BASHAR!

Caller: Yalla irhal ya Bashar
Crowd: YALLA IRHAL YA BASHAR!

Caller: Your legitimacy here has ended. Yalla irhal ya Bashar.
Crowd: YALLA IRHAL YA BASHAR!

44 “Syrian Revolutionary Dabke” Uploaded by freedomforeveryone20. Hama, Syria, June 27, 
2011, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xCS8SsFOBAI Last accessed July 23, 2019.

45 The identity of the song leader involves a complicated and contested story that adds to 
the symbolic and metaphorical importance of sound and voice in politics. When the 
video went viral in 2011, the singer was identified as Ibrahim Qashosh. The song’s dyna-
mism and popularity soon earned Qashosh the title “Nightingale of the Revolution”—a 
moniker that only gained in popularity when, a week later, journalists reported that Qa-
shosh had been found murdered, “with his vocal cords ripped out,” his body dumped in 
the Orontes River as a message to silence anti-regime protestors. In 2016, investigative 
reporter James Harkin broke the story that Qashosh was alive and that pro-revolutionary 
forces capitalized on the death of another in order to arouse global sympathy for the revo-
lution. For background, see James Harkin, “The Incredible Story Behind the Syrian Protest 
Singer Everyone Thought Was Dead,” GQ, December 7, 2016 https://www.gq-magazine.
co.uk/article/syria-civil-war.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xCS8SsFOBAI
https://www.gq-magazine.co.uk/article/syria-civil-war
https://www.gq-magazine.co.uk/article/syria-civil-war
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Caller: Bashar, you’re a liar, to hell with you and your speech, freedom is 
at the door. Yalla irhal ya Bashar
Crowd: YALLA IRHAL YA BASHAR!

Caller: Yalla irhal ya Bashar!
Crowd: YALLA IRHAL YA BASHAR!

In Arabic:
ر�ع��ق��ق�ك ��س��ق�����ق �ع��ظ�ا ���ش

ر �ا رح�ل �ق�ا �ظ���ش �ق�لا اإ

ر �ا رح�ل �ق�ا �ظ���ش �ق�لا اإ
ر �ا رح�ل �ق�ا �ظ���ش �ق�لا اإ

�ظ ا ر و�ق�ا �ك��ظ �ا �ق�ا �ظ���ش
�ظ �ل��ظ����ا �لظ��ق و �ه�ل ا ر�ظ اإ

�ق����ظ
�ظ �ا ��ل�ظ ر�ق ع�ا �ل�حر�ق�ه �ص�ا ا

ر �ا رح�ل �ق�ا �ظ���ش �ق�لا اإ

ر �ا رح�ل �ق�ا �ظ���ش �ق�لا اإ

A few rhythmic elements stand out as significant for the way in which sound 
generates affect in this arrangement. The chant is comprised almost entirely of 
short, repetitive rhymes. Although as lines on a page these might bore a reader, 
the highly repetitive form in the context of street politics makes it possible for 
many people of differing musical backgrounds and aptitudes to join in with 
limited social or temporal costs.46 In Arabic, the rhythms of the longer lines, 
which list Basher Al Asad’s offenses, follow a satisfyingly bouncy and well-
ordered cadence that gives structure to the crowd’s refrain. Understanding 
the easy timing and constancy of rhythm provides a certain kind of security 
and confidence—participants can feel safe shouting out individually because 
they know what sounds they may expect from the group as well as when to 
expect them. Thus, feelings of safety and power derive from individual amal-
gamation into a larger collective.47 Collective synchronous movement, such 

46 Thomas Turino, Music as Social Life: The Politics of Participation (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2008), 40.

47 The analysis here pertains to a specific night in Hama, Syria, but the mechanisms at 
play are generalizable across time and place; a music video edited by Omar Offendum, 
who himself became a musical icon during the uprisings, reveals comparable behaviors 
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as marching, singing, and dancing, has been shown to weaken psychologi-
cal boundaries between the self and the group, enabling identification with 
others; behavioral psychologists found that acting in sync enables groups to 
“mitigate the free-rider problem and more successfully coordinate in taking 
potentially costly social action.”48 Ritual sonic engagement has long been part 
and parcel of organizations seeking to build cooperation beyond social protest 
movements. One has only to think of the drill sergeant’s songs that lead basic 
military training exercises, or the melodies that have historically accompanied 
hard labor—from cotton-picking on slave plantations, to coal mining, to laying 
railroad ties, or rowing at sea. In such instances, affective belonging is engi-
neered through sounded engagement to bring people together, uniting them 
in purpose through imprinting force and performance.

The “muscular bonding,”49 or physical synchrony that solidifies ties be-
tween street demonstrators, takes place at various levels. Voice emanates forth 
from the individual as a biologically produced emissary—a synecdoche of the 
self—to join and merge in harmony with others around it. Collective voicing 
thus literally sings a new subjectivity into existence—one focused, for a brief 
moment in time, on a common objective, unriven by class, religion, or political 
ideology.50 Individuality is temporarily sublimated as people focus their atten-
tion on one another to perceive cues related to tempo, volume, energy, and 
affective-emotional response. As activities, singing, chanting, and shouting in 
unison go so far as to organize collective breathing—bringing hundreds and 
sometimes thousands of bodies into a physical awareness and appreciation 
of one another. Thus, physical barriers and markers separating participants—
even divisions between the caller and the respondent—are diminished, and 
material pathways for shared embodied cognition are carved out.51

surrounding the chant “Al-sha’b yurid isqat al-nizam’ (the people want the downfall of the 
regime), https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=10150923751388438.

48 Scott Wiltermuth and Chip Heath, “Synchrony and Cooperation,” Psychological Science 
20, no. 1 (2009): 5.

49 William H. McNeill, Keeping Together in Time: Dance and Drill in Human History. (Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1997).

50 Physical synchrony is believed to produce collective goodwill that weakens boundar-
ies between the self and Others. See for example Barbara Ehrenreich, Dancing in the 
Streets: A History of Collective Joy (New York: Metropolitan Books/Henry Hold and Co., 
2006). In contrast, Wiltermuth and Heath conducted experiments to assess the degree 
of physical synchrony required to trigger group bonding and argue that muscular bond-
ing may not be a prerequisite for cooperation. Wiltermuth and Heath, “Synchrony and  
Cooperation,” 5.

51 Turino, Music as Social Life, 40–43.

https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=10150923751388438
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Assuming the collective atmospherics are sufficiently pervasive, this symbio-
sis can take place even though participants’ activities may vary with some sing-
ing, some dancing or talking, and others playing instruments. Thus, although 
some protesters at Hama shook their fists in time with the chant while others 
stood still and filmed on their cell phones, the physiological implications and 
attendant feelings of belonging and social unity would be similar across indi-
viduals. The concept of “entrainment,” familiar to biomusicologists, is based on 
internal oscillatory mechanisms, such as respiration and heart rhythm, which 
“attune to environmental cues allowing us to build expectations for the tim-
ing of future events…and to interact efficiently with the environment.”52 Thus, 
sonic vibrations work on bodies oscillating in time to generate a deeply felt 
connection, or collective embodied cognition, that enacts new political alli-
ances and understandings. Although the chant does force itself on physical 
bodies in attendance—humans are, after all, not equipped with “earlids”—it is 
not entirely coercive in its impact. It affects physical bodies in ways that prime 
them for unity, cooperation, and identification with those around them, but 
this does not inevitably override the deep well of insight that more conscious 
thought enables. Individuals in Hama erupted in whoops of glee at particularly 
biting accusations as the political jab rippled like a quiver through audience at 
the same moment that the beating drums accelerated the tempo of the song.

Sound’s capacity to erode physical difference between bodies, in addition to 
enabling affective contagion and structuring possibility for embodied cogni-
tion, also has utility as a logistical ordering mechanism in social movement 
contexts. As should already be apparent, speeches, slogans, poetry, and sing-
ing are not valuable exclusively for their semantic content; rather, their vol-
ume and rhythm create the temporal pacing and spatial order of the march, 
separating protesters from onlookers, or differentiating within diverse activi-
ties in large spaces such as Tahrir Square. Mark Levine writes “the speed and 
flow of a march in Tahrir or down Bourguiba Boulevard, or around The Pearl 
roundabout in Manama would be determined by the poetry being chanted.”53 
This recourse to organic-biologic organizational methods may be understood 
to reinforce the body politic via its requirement of doing and being; it also 
should be expected in instances where large numbers of people gather in un-
usual circumstances and are forced to find inexpensive and expedient ways to 

52 Jon Bispham, “Rhythm in Music: What is it? Who Has It? And Why?” Music Perception 24, 
no. 2 (2006): 128.

53 Mark Levine, “When Art Is the Weapon: Culture and Resistance Confronting Violence in 
the Post-Uprisings Arab World,” in Religion and Violence, ed. John Esposito (Basel: mdpi, 
2016), 29.
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overcome organizational challenges and public order laws set up to preserve 
an atmospheric status quo.

For instance, the deployment of the “human megaphone” technique cir-
cumvents technological attempts to shut down speakers by controlling access 
to electrical energy outlets, or via the enforcement of public order laws such 
as those that curb noise pollution. In this technique, the speaker limits her 
speech to short sound bytes, which are repeated by each segment of the dem-
onstrating population within earshot—cascading to the back of the crowd 
until everyone has heard and echoed the message.54 Video footage of Cairo, 
on January 25, for example show the call “irhal” being picked up in one part of 
the crowd and rippling across the square like a fluid wave of energy.55 Sound-
making as a mode of participation or symbolizing solidarity extended beyond 
the crowds and public squares; across the region, radios in cafés and souqs 
were turned to the highest volume, and crowds were often joined and encour-
aged by cars, driving alongside and honking their horns in support.56 Acoustic 
forms of protest did not always have to be sounded—supporters of the Kullina 
Khalid Sa’id (We are all Khalid Sa’id) organization adopted the weekly ritual 
of dressing in black and standing in respectful silence to commemorate the 
brutal death of Khalid Sa’id and to raise awareness for their cause.57 Here, em-
bodied silence performs its own sensory politics: powerful precisely because of 
the acoustic break that silence introduces into a soundscape otherwise brim-
ming with noise.

Thus, tracing the circulation of sound and its exploitation offers a material- 
biological-psychological explanation of how feelings of collective identity and 
solidarity emerge, demarcating, in the process, demonstrators from  Others. 
In his 1983 book Imagined Communities, Benedict Anderson writes about this 
embodied sonic experience, coining the term “unisonance,” or “the echoed 

54 For greater detail on the “human megaphone” in the context of the Occupy Wall Street 
movement, see David Graeber, The Democracy Project: A History. A Crisis. A Movement 
(London: Allen Lane, 2013), 51.

55 See, for example, this January 25, 2011 video of Tahrir Square, accessed through the Ameri-
can University Cairo online archives, https://858.ma/AUC/player.

56 Haroon Siddique, Paul Owen, and Adam Gabbatt, “Protests in Egypt and Unrest in the 
Middle East—As It Happened,” The Guardian Newsblog, January 25 2011, https://www.the-
guardian.com/global/blog/2011/jan/25/middleeast-tunisia.

57 For examples of video coverage of these silent protests, see “Standing Up for Said,” 
posted on YouTube by TheMunchkinMann on June 26, 2010, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=BrKi02AEYos; or “Silent Protest for Khalid Said,” posted by Daily News Egypt, July 
24, 2010, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YcNCSONwrz0.

https://858.ma/AUC/player
https://www.theguardian.com/global/blog/2011/jan/25/middleeast-tunisia
https://www.theguardian.com/global/blog/2011/jan/25/middleeast-tunisia
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BrKi02AEYos
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BrKi02AEYos
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YcNCSONwrz0
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physical reality of an imagined community of the nation-state.”58 For Ander-
son, sonic events such as spoken poetry, songs, and specifically an amplified 
national anthem that reached large swathes of people at once, offered an 
“experience of simultaneity,” binding people together and reinforcing bonds 
between people and countries. The experience of simultaneity that Anderson 
describes does not necessitate ideological buy-in in order to take hold; uniso-
nance occurs in listeners whether or not auditors are in favor of the political 
project.

4 Using Sound to Motivate or Demoralize

In addition to serving as a medium through which differences are temporarily 
overwritten and collective identification and shared feeling are made manifest 
and practiced, sound’s aesthetic qualities have the power to persuade, both at 
the affective, pre-cognitive level, and in terms of ideational preference. The 
valence of this emotive power matters for political outcomes; Wendy Pearlman 
claims that feelings of joy, pride, and anger made revolutions in Tunisia and 
Egypt possible by propelling people into the streets, whereas feelings of fear, 
sadness, and shame, related to traumatic memories of the wide-spread riots 
and loss of life in 1988, “dampened the will to rebel” in Algeria.59 In addition 

58 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Na-
tionalism (New York: Verso, 1983), 145.

59 Pearlman, “Emotions and the Microfoundations of the Arab Uprisings,” 399. It is unclear 
from Pearlman’s causal account whether she believes Algerians were unable to cultivate 
emboldened emotions privately, the absence of which kept them from taking to the 
streets in large numbers, or whether Algerian demonstrators, once engaged, were unable 
to cultivate a dynamic from which emboldening feelings of joy, pride, or anger could ma-
ture. Algeria saw a surge in street protests in 2010 and 2011 and has posted steady annual 
protest numbers to the present day; in 2019 these converged in unified demonstrations 
that contributed to the ousting of long-time President Abdelaziz Bouteflika, but failed to 
achieve a more thoroughgoing extirpation of le pouvoir. Given the high number of pro-
tests in Algeria, taking Pearlman’s argument seriously would suggest that the atmospheric 
dynamics of the protests themselves varied across country, with Algerian public protests 
engendering, on balance, a dispiriting rather than emboldening emotional state, whereas 
protests in Tunisia and Egypt generated emotions that overcame fear. While I am sympa-
thetic to the emphasis on emotions as microfoundations of the Arab uprisings, I am less 
convinced by the abstracted, comparative application of Pearlman’s macro-level argu-
ment. As tantalizing as a broad theory of emotions and social movements might be, I be-
lieve the analytical power of emotions in the study of politics requires a more  fine-grained 
approach. Robert P. Parks’ research on micro-riots, or spontaneous “protestas” in Alge-
ria as theatrical displays of violence that offer the regime insights into the population’s 
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to its relationship to affect, as described above, sound is broadly understood as 
playing an auspicious role in the production and modulation of emotion—it 
may be harnessed, paradoxically, in the service of both fear and courage.

Channeling Walter Benjamin, Mark Levine suggests that it is music’s 
“aura”—its singularity and irreplaceability—that imbues it with sufficient in-
spirational power to induce people to risk everything for the chance to funda-
mentally change the system. Elaborating, Levine argues that the contemporary 
democratizing circulation of Middle Eastern music on the Internet, particu-
larly new rap and hip hop, has enabled the “aura” to return to music, “allowing 
it to connect to and move people in ways necessary to encourage and sustain 
revolutionary action.”60 Dalia Wahdan similarly places new music at the crux 
of the revolution, claiming that online dissemination of revolutionary music 
enacted the sprit of the revolution as musicians broke away from traditional 
commercial distribution channels, even as songs informed, and were informed 
by, the political experience of oppression.61

Among the artists who rose to fame from their role in the Arab uprisings, 
the best known are the Tunisian rapper Hamada Ben Amor, better known as 
“El Général,” and the Egyptian singer Ramy Essam. El Général’s 2010 rap song, 
“Rais Lebled,” protested the corruption of then-president Zine el Abdine Ben 
Ali and seemed to give voice to youth across the Arab world who were calling 
for a better life. The chorus of “Rais Lebled” speaks of corruption and rampant 
injustice:

Mr. President, your people are dead.
So many people are eating from the garbage.
There, you see what’s happening in the country!
Miseries are everywhere and people haven’t found anywhere to sleep.
 I speak here in name of the people who were wronged and crushed beneath 
the feet [of the powerful].62

 temperament and how to address it represents a useful starting point. See Robert P. Parks, 
“Voter Participation and Loud Claim Making in Algeria,” Middle East Report 281 (Winter 
2016).

60 Levine, “When Art Is the Weapon:,” 19.
61 Dalia Wahdan, “Singing the Revolt in Tahrir Square:,” 56.
62 For the original music video, see “Rais Lebled,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v= 

5H0QIM_blZg. For a video compilation with English subtitles, see “Rais LeBled – El Gen-
eral music video with English subtitles,” uploaded to YouTube on January 28, 2011, by 
glassbeadian, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JupZw4SOwVQ&bpctr=1551388807. 
For a full transcription of the lyrics in Arabic and English, see Sean O’Keefe, “Revolution-
ary Arab Rap: The Index,” http://revolutionaryarabraptheindex.blogspot.com/2011/08/el-
general-rais-lebled.html.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5H0QIM_blZg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5H0QIM_blZg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JupZw4SOwVQ&bpctr=1551388807
http://revolutionaryarabraptheindex.blogspot.com/2011/08/el-general-rais-lebled.html
http://revolutionaryarabraptheindex.blogspot.com/2011/08/el-general-rais-lebled.html
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El Général began rapping in 2008, drawn to what he viewed as the revolu-
tionary potential of the genre, even though rap was still somewhat peripheral 
in Tunisian music at the time. From the start, his lyrics challenged the Tunisian 
government and gave voice to popular feelings of dissatisfaction and humili-
ation.63 Without easy access to mainstream production channels, El Général 
posted his music online on Facebook and Youtube, where he acquired a follow-
ing. He was soon censored by the Tunisian Ministry of Interior—barred from 
performing publicly, barred from the radio, and prohibited from releasing CDs.

The online release of “Rais Lebled” occurred in December 2010, shortly be-
fore Mohammed Bouazizi’s infamous immolation that sparked the Jasmine 
Revolution. As such, it may be said to have captured the popular ethos that 
underlay the collective action that soon followed. Musical subcultures operat-
ing on the fringes of censorship in authoritarian contexts may be understood 
more generally as forces that brought people together via sensory practices 
of listening and voicing.64 As such, pre-revolutionary rap and hip hop, which 
unified diverse listeners via a shared appreciation of a genre and generated a 
space for engagement and the exchange of ideas, may be seen as essential for 
the social movements that followed. If small forms of defiance and precursor 
protests contributed to emboldened emotions over time,65 the presence of on-
line and physical communities bound by musical taste may have been pivotal 
in defining group identity and overcoming fear in ways that made broader re-
sistance possible.66 As popular participation got underway, “Rais Lebled,” and 
other similar songs such as “Irhal” by Ramy Essam, #Jan25 Egypt by Omar Of-
fendum, and “Yalla Irhal Ya Bashar” by Qashoush, captured the imagination of 
thousands, becoming “anthems” that instilled courage even as they performed 
unity.

The solidarity derived from shared listening practices differs from the affec-
tive impact of the open-air chants described previously (although physical syn-
chronicity may occur in circumstances of collective music listening as well). 
This sense of unity, filtered through a variety of cultural frames and mediated 
technologies, is better understood in terms of emotional response. As such, 

63 Vivienne Walt, “El General and the Rap Anthem of the Mideast Revolution,” Time Maga-
zine, February 15, 2011, http://content.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,2049456,00.
html.

64 Kerim Bouzouita called music a “front-runner” in vocalizing the spirit of the people. Ker-
im Bouzouita, “Music of Dissent and Revolution,” Middle East Critique 22, no. 3 (2013): 288.

65 Pearlman, “Emotions and the Microfoundations of the Arab Uprisings,” 393.
66 For more on how Middle Eastern musical subcultures became politicized, see Levine, 

“When Art Is the Weapon,” 18.

http://content.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,2049456,00.html
http://content.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,2049456,00.html


 225Engineering Affect

middle east law and governance 11 (2019) 203-243

<UN>

it was susceptible to subsequent influences and interpretations in ways that 
more immediate, affect-inducing sounds were not; revolutionary rap and hip-
hop became more divisive after 2011 because the music was affiliated with spe-
cific politics or coopted by particular politicians. As the emotive content of 
the music became aligned with political platforms via discursive processes, the 
sound took on new valences, moving it beyond “mere” capacity to inspire.

An important part of sound’s emboldening capacity comes from the act 
of voicing or producing noise—whether formally, as a musician, or sponta-
neously and erratically as a protestor. Protestors in Alexandria spoke of how 
voices lifted collectively held the power to stay police repression, claiming that 
policemen at checkpoints would not attack when the crowd chanted “silmiyya, 
silmiyya” (peaceful, peaceful).67 The use of sound to prime bodies for action is 
particularly pronounced in Mona El Gobashy’s description of similar events. 
Describing riot police approaching a crowd of approximately 600 demonstra-
tors in Tahrir, she writes:

The black-helmeted conscripts jogged in place and emitted the rhythmic 
grunts of soldiers revving up for close combat. When the order was given, 
the troops rushed into the crowd. “Silmiyya! Silmiyya!” roared the demon-
strators, exhorting each other to non-violence and holding their ground 
as the troops retreated into position.68

The ability of sound to affect a sort of personal resistance via the creation of 
a secure sonic envelope applies to individuals as well. One Egyptian protestor, 
who has suffered intermittent panic attacks since the public violence of 2013, 
found that playing and concentrating on a single note on his violin assuaged 
his anxiety: “I tried to hold on to one sound, my own sound, in the middle of 
this hell of outside sounds…. It’s a way of getting into a trance.69

67 Sara Hany, “It Is Just…The Beginning,” in Voices of the Arab Spring, ed. Asaad Al-Saleh 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2015), 68. Mona El Gobashy reported similar cir-
cumstances, citing demonstrators who, in the face of menacing police, shouted, “Chant 
it, chant it! Raise your voice high! He who chants will not die!” El Gobashy, “The Praxis of 
the Egyptian Revolution,” 7–8.

68 El Gobashy, “The Praxis of the Egyptian Revolution.”
69 Quoted in Darci Sprengel, “More Powerful than Politics’: Affective Magic in the diy Musi-

cal Activism after Egypt’s 2011 Revolution,” Popular Music 38, no. 1 (2019): 54–72. Sprengel 
argues that the “sonic ineffable” is believed (by some Egyptians) to be a more  utopian form 
of politics. i.e. the people making the sound or engaged in the production of sound con-
sider it to be a means of short-circuiting discursive politics, ideology, and debate, which 
they see as unproductive because of deep polarization, corruption, or other  obstacles. 
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Like sound’s ability to motivate, its close relationship to the spectrum of 
emotions related to fear is also well accepted, based on biological understand-
ings of the evolutionary need for self-defense.70 Sound, especially loud or un-
identifiable sound, can trigger human fight, flight, or freeze responses, spiking 
adrenaline levels in the body, increasing the heart rate, and dilating pupils. 
In a group setting, this reaction may be intensified because of the way hu-
mans, as social beings, react to kinesic cues of those around them. Thus, when 
crowds in Tahrir perceived shots fired, or heard the approach of riot police, 
the knowledge that this sound stimulus generated rippled through the crowd 
as palpable, visceral, embodied cognition, even as individuals interpreted the 
sounds according to their own cognitive schema. These examples highlight 
how sound constitutes a bridge between the individual and collective in ways 
that are significant for understanding how embodied cognition impacts politi-
cal engagement.

5 Sound as Trigger for Collective Cognitive Frames

I want briefly to discuss one final way in which sound functioned to generate 
embodied cognition in the context of the Arab Uprisings before contextual-
izing these with historical examples of top-down deployments of sound in the 
service of state control. This function relates to sound’s mnemonic qualities 
and its ability to trigger shared cultural memories and meanings that prompt 
individuals to adopt communal frameworks of cognition. Kerim Bouzou-
tia, writing about Tunisia, argues that the onset of the revolution should be 
dated earlier—to the Leftist movements of the 1960s and 1970s—and that un-
derground music served as the vehicle that carried dissident values forward 
to erupt in the 2010 revolts.71 The capacity of music to carry values forward 
through time lies in the semantic messages conveyed by lyrics which evoke 
events, significations, and emotions surrounding a particular era, but also in 
the melody, which is often remembered even after the lyrics are forgotten, 

Instead, they understand the production of and shared experience of music to represent 
a political transformation in its own right in which listeners “become” the new and ideal-
ized version of political citizens.

70 For more on the relationship between sound and fear, see Steve Goodman, Sonic Warfare: 
Sound, Affect, and the Ecology of Fear (Cambridge: mit Press, 2012).

71 Bouzouita, “Music of Dissent and Revolution,” 283. There are of course many competing 
claims to the communal roots of the Tunisian Revolution; scholars have argued for the 
salience of soccer clubs, reading groups, theater groups, the Ennahda Movement, and 
other nationalist movements, among other factors.
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and which can evoke, sometimes more strongly than words, feelings one had 
when the song first became meaningful. In the context of visual imagery, Si-
mon Hawkins has referred to this sort of time-collapsing effect as a “citation,” 
positing that photographs of rock-throwing youths in the early uprisings were 
immediately iconic because of the way they resonated with images of the Pal-
estinian intifada.72 Thus, songs, images, and other reproductions of past events 
provoke a cultural framework for understanding contemporary and future po-
litical action—further illuminating how embodied cognition “travels” from in-
dividual to collective consciousness.

Singer Warda al Jazairia, known as the “Algerian Rose,” gained popularity 
and broad fame in the 1960s, performing songs about colonial oppression, Al-
gerian nationalism, and democracy. Upon Warda’s death in 2012, “El Watan El 
Akbar” as well as other famous songs of her era, resounded in public squares, 
cafés, and over radio sets across the Arab world once again, just as they had 
fifty years earlier.73 In singing and commemorating these songs, protestors 
connected contemporary struggles to a legacy of democratic aspirations, lay-
ering current events with older, more established, cultural meanings even as 
they sought to break new political ground. Participants seemed aware of this 
mnemonic layering process, and did not concede its power to celebrity songs 
exclusively. An Egyptian high school teacher sang two songs for the revolu-
tion and posted them to YouTube—his way of contributing to the spirit of the 
uprisings. He was explicit about his hope that the songs would trigger shared 
understandings across time, saying, “[my song is] about an unknown per-
son, but when you hear—when you listen to the song, you think you are this  
[person]—you are the same person who was there at that time. And some-
one else might listen to the same song and remember that he was that same 
person also. So it reminds you of what happened at the Square at that time.”74 
Beyond serving as a cultural reference that collapses time, the teacher asserts 
that in listening, the memory of what happened is not only brought to the 
conscious mind, but the listener also becomes the person who was in Tahrir at 
the time of the revolution. The statement reveals a collapsing of cognitive and 

72 Hawkins, “Teargas, Flags, and the Harlem Shake,” 36.
73 Vivian Salama, “Algerian Singer Warda United the Arab World,” Newsweek, June 11, 2012, 

https://www.newsweek.com/algerian-singer-warda-united-arab-world-65165. See also 
Nabila Ramdani, “Warda Gave Us a Soundtrack for the Arab Spring,” The Guardian, May 
21, 2012; and “Songs of ‘Algerian Rose’ soundtrack to Arab Spring, Sydney Morning Herald, 
May 31, 2012, https://www.smh.com.au/national/songs-of-algerian-rose-soundtrack-to-
arab-spring-20120530-1zjco.html.

74 “Interview 20121022, American University Cairo Oral History Project, http://digitalcollec-
tions.aucegypt.edu/cdm/compoundobject/collection/p15795coll7/id/730/rec/1.

https://www.newsweek.com/algerian-singer-warda-united-arab-world-65165
https://www.smh.com.au/national/songs-of-algerian-rose-soundtrack-to-arab-spring-20120530-1zjco.html
https://www.smh.com.au/national/songs-of-algerian-rose-soundtrack-to-arab-spring-20120530-1zjco.html
http://digitalcollections.aucegypt.edu/cdm/compoundobject/collection/p15795coll7/id/730/rec/1
http://digitalcollections.aucegypt.edu/cdm/compoundobject/collection/p15795coll7/id/730/rec/1
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ontological selves via the practice of listening, encapsulating the way sound 
fuses elements of affect and emotion in interpretations and representations of 
the socio-political world.

In addition to triggering culturally accepted semiotic frameworks through 
social memory, global media reproduction and the dissemination of sounds of 
the Arab Uprisings ensured that music and chants traversed communities that 
did not necessarily share collective memories or a common past. Online mu-
sic sharing united people not only locally, but also across the Middle East and 
beyond, creating space for an exchange of ideas and debate over how evolving 
events of each day should be properly interpreted and remembered. Beyond 
songs and chants, other practices of resistance and images were circulated 
worldwide once the street protests gained momentum. The chant “al-sha’b 
yurid isqat al-nizam” (the people want the downfall of the regime) originated 
in Tunisia, was captured on video and echoed back in Egypt, Libya, Yemen, 
Bahrain, Jordan, and Syria.75 Protestors were often explicit about the affective 
connections they were forging across international borders, using chants to 
underscore solidarity.76 Emboldened by events in Tunisia, Egyptians copied 
and amended chants heard to the West, calling “Thawra hatta an-nasr! Thawra 
fi Tunis! Thawra fi Masr!” (Revolution until victory! Revolution in Tunis! Revo-
lution in Egypt!)77 This slogan has roots that pre-date the Arab Uprisings; it is 
associated with the Palestinian resistance movement and in particular with 
the Fatah Party under Yasser Arafat. Thus, Egyptians were themselves “citing” 
an earlier Palestinian slogan.78 As before, the sounded engagement was not 
limited to the circulation of linguistic content. Demonstrators in the August 
2015 #YouStink protests, which took place in Beirut’s Martyr’s Square, set their 

75 See for example Rashid Khalidi, “Reflections on the Revolution in Tunis and Egypt,” For-
eign Policy, February 24, 2011, https://foreignpolicy.com/2011/02/24/reflections-on-the-rev-
olutions-in-tunisia-and-egypt/; “Thousands gather at Bahrain’s ‘Tahrir Square,’” Channel 4 
News, February 15, 2011, https://www.channel4.com/news/thousands-gather-at-bahrains-
tahrir-square; “Sa’ada Rallies Repeat: ‘The People Want the Fall of the Regime,’” National 
Yemen, 2011, https://nationalyemen.com/2011/02/26/sa%E2%80%99ada-rallies-repeat-
the-people-want-the-fall-of-the-regime/; and Anne Barker, “Beirut Protestors Demand 
End to Sectarianism,” Australian Broadcast Corporation, March 6, 2011, https://www.abc.
net.au/news/2011-03-07/beirut-protesters-demand-end-to-sectarianism/1968926.

76 The diffusion of slogans and layering of meaning continues in ongoing, present-day Al-
gerian street demonstrations grouped under the moniker of the “Smile Revolution,” or 
“Hirak.”

77 Randa Ali, “Egypt’s Revolution Continues: One Chant at a Time,” Ahram Online, January 
23, 2012, http://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/1/114/32335/Egypt/-January-Revolu-
tion-continues/Egypts-Revolution-continues-One-Chant-at-a-Time.aspx.

78 I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer for pointing this out.

https://foreignpolicy.com/2011/02/24/reflections-on-the-revolutions-in-tunisia-and-egypt/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2011/02/24/reflections-on-the-revolutions-in-tunisia-and-egypt/
https://www.channel4.com/news/thousands-gather-at-bahrains-tahrir-square
https://www.channel4.com/news/thousands-gather-at-bahrains-tahrir-square
https://nationalyemen.com/2011/02/26/sa%E2%80%99ada-rallies-repeat-the-people-want-the-fall-of-the-regime/
https://nationalyemen.com/2011/02/26/sa%E2%80%99ada-rallies-repeat-the-people-want-the-fall-of-the-regime/
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2011-03-07/beirut-protesters-demand-end-to-sectarianism/1968926
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2011-03-07/beirut-protesters-demand-end-to-sectarianism/1968926
http://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/1/114/32335/Egypt/-January-Revolution-continues/Egypts-Revolution-continues-One-Chant-at-a-Time.aspx
http://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/1/114/32335/Egypt/-January-Revolution-continues/Egypts-Revolution-continues-One-Chant-at-a-Time.aspx
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chant “Come on, come down to the street” to the tune and rhythmic beat of 
Qashoosh’s “Yalla Irhal ya Bashar,” following the same call-and-response pat-
tern described above.79

This section has sought to demonstrate how the auditory realm engenders 
embodied cognition and, in so doing, showcases moments where protestors 
and resistance actors intervened to structure an environment in which bodies 
and minds aligned with the political project of popular resistance and collec-
tive action. Protestors relied on bodily senses and the auditory realm to create 
group boundaries, both in terms of subjectivity and physical space: to impact 
“directly” on emotions in ways that motivated and gave courage, engineering 
hopes, fears, pleasure, and anger; and to trigger collective cognitive frames that 
encouraged individuals to interpret fast-breaking events in ways that aligned 
with notions of revolution, injustice, resistance, and glory. In the nearly ten 
years since the uprisings, many of the hopes that fueled massive street pro-
tests and took down regimes in Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya have dimmed as the 
economic and political circumstances of everyday citizens have failed to re-
vamp formal politics.80 The rest of the article examines how the engineering 
of affective publics is equally the purview of powerful states and not limited 
to extraordinary times; it constitutes part and parcel of everyday governance.

6 Microfoundations of Governance: Top-Down Efforts to Regulate 
Embodied Cognition

Given the ease with which sound may be produced (even without instruments 
or technology, human bodies can generate sounds—whether through voice 

79 Listening to the two chants in succession is the most effective way of internalizing this 
point. Video footage of Lebanese protestors chanting, posted by Alex Rowell, may be 
viewed online at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-_v4WRjI3GQ. The #YouStink 
protests played on a municipal crisis caused by the closure of a regional waste dump 
in Naameh, near Beirut. The closure led to garbage piling up in the streets; protestors 
used the opportunity to highlight the government’s inability to find a solution. This event 
is also useful in that it draws attention to smell as another important sensory register 
that may be politicized and which features in the embodied production of knowledge. 
The tune has been repurposed in numerous contexts, including for pro-regime purposes 
in Syria. For the same tune set to the lyrics of “We Are Your Men, Bashar,” see the pop 
song “Syria New Song-Rami Kazoor Nehna rejalak ya Bashar,” YouTube, posted by MyFilm-
Speech, June 2, 2012, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bDkR2KG_7xo.

80 This is not to say that the region is wholly unchanged in the wake of the uprisings; civil 
society groups that coalesced around the protests have carved out new and meaningful 
political spaces. I am grateful to Laryssa Chomiak for emphasizing this.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-_v4WRjI3GQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bDkR2KG_7xo
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or other means, such as clapping or stomping), it would be easy to assume 
that sounded forms of engagement are particular to those in positions of com-
parative powerlessness. Yet manipulation of the auditory and sensory realms 
is not exclusively the purview of the subaltern, even if it is more surprising, 
perhaps, to consider state efforts at emotional regulation. The importance of 
sheer volume—captured in the relationship between loudness and power—
might further suggest that sound is primarily important in settings where 
crowds predominate. Nevertheless, sound’s application is not limited to collec-
tive experience or political spectacles, as I will attempt to demonstrate.81 Top-
down efforts to regulate embodied cognition represent a large topic in their 
own right. In the limited space, I only gesture toward these here in an effort to 
contextualize the examples modeled above and to offer a sense of the perva-
siveness of sounded modes of affective engineering.

State and military actors understand the latent potential for disorder when 
people gather in large numbers in public. The theoretical sophistication of 
state responses to public disorder has varied across time and place and chang-
es with evolving norms and technologies. Some elite actors take steps to target 
emotions and the sensory body explicitly in an effort to produce particular 
outcomes; others worry primarily about spatial control, turning governance 
into an exercise of herding. Either way, governments, much like generals on the 
battlefield, take steps to alter the ambient environment or regulate it to their 
benefit. These steps may be elaborate and enduring or tactical and transient, 
depending on state capacity and elite mindfulness to this form of governance. 
To wit, the control over the use of public space may be institutionalized in 
law or built into architectures and soundtracks that frame the very fabric of 
daily life. Efforts to control the urban environment may also be fleeting and 
opportunistic—changing form as political need arises. This section intro-
duces colonial-era schemes to engineer embodied cognition in target popu-
lations via the control of the public soundscape. The historical scope reveals 
the extent of this particular mode of control—both in terms of duration as a 

81 Despite this, research on top-down attempts to generate particular emotional states 
and responses as a means of domination or biopolitical control has been comparably 
limited. Notable exceptions include Illan Rua Wall, “Policing Atmospheres: Crowds, Pro-
tests, and ‘Atmotechnics,’” Theory, Culture & Society 36, no. 4, (2019): 143–162; and Moshe 
Maor and James Gross, “Emotion Regulation by Emotional Entrepreneurs: Implications 
for Political Science and International Relations,” Paper presented at The 73rd Annual 
mpsa Conference, 2015, https://www.researchgate.net/publication/275831564_ Emotion_
Regulation_by_Emotional_Entrepreneurs_Implications_for_Political_Science_and_ 
International_Relations.
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microfoundation of governance, as well as a modality that may be applied in 
the service of resistance.

On April 13, 1937, prefects in the three departments of Algiers signed a 
law forbidding the use of loudspeakers in public streets,82 doubling down on 
earlier laws, dating to 1929 and 1935, that issued general prohibitions on the 
use of loudspeakers for the purposes of advertising or propaganda, as well as 
 prohibiting public gatherings.83 Via this relatively innocuous law, the colonial 
government regulated sound in the colony in accordance with French met-
ropolitan conceptualizations of “noise,” bringing the aurality as well as the 
 visuality of the built environment into harmony with an imaginary French 
aesthetic identity. But in allowing exemptions to be granted by the decision of 
the departmental Prefect, officials also applied “neutral” noise laws unevenly 
so as to control what they considered to be subversive elements of society.84

One venue to which these loudspeaker laws were assiduously applied was 
that of the “moorish cafés.” Moorish cafés, or cafés maures, served as unique 
nodes in the wider colonial soundscape for the surveillance of particular kinds 
of sonic practices. Prior to widespread private radio ownership, these cafés 
were important hubs where men gathered to listen to radio news broadcasts. 
By the mid-1930s, the French colonial administration maintained lists of all ca-
fés maures professing ownership of a radio and carefully monitored purchases 
of any new receivers.85 It was not only radio broadcasts that gave cause for con-
cern, however; the French were also uneasy about the supposedly dangerous 
influence that foreign music records had on auditors in the cafés maures. In 
the “oriental” records—the sounds of which wafted into the street and the sur-
rounding buildings—officers at the Bureau of Indigenous Affairs heard strains 
of a rising pan-Arabism that linked, via shared language and common musical 
style, Muslim-Algerians to coreligionists in Egypt, Tunisia, Lebanon, Syria, and 
Iraq. According to one report, these records, contained “a complete arsenal of 
means by which to rile up the spirits of the listeners, to captivate them, and 

82 Note on the term “public streets:” French administrative records use the term “la voie pub-
lique,” which I translate both as “public streets” and “public space,” depending on context. 
The French word “voie” translates literally as “ways” in English.

83 Archives National d’Outre Mer, Algérie, Départment d’Oran, Série //3040/1 (1947), Minis-
tere de l’Interieur à Monsieurs les Prefets, Paris, June 21, 1947.

84 Material in this section draws from a conference paper presented at the American Politi-
cal Science Association in 2017. See Michelle D. Weitzel, “Amplifying Frenchness: Sound 
Regulation as Nation-Making in Colonial Algeria, 1937–1962, apsa Annual Meeting, 2017.

85 For a more detailed discussion on radio listening and cafés maures, see Rebecca Scales, 
Radio and the Politics of Sound in Interwar France, 1921–1939 (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2016), 231–234.
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to make them dream of sentiments long forgotten.”86 It was the novelty of the 
foreign music that turned these records into dangerous mechanism of anti-
French propaganda—all the more because the sonic medium by which the 
pan-Arab and nationalist message was conveyed was so “insidious.”87

Sound’s capacity to disrupt public order and rewrite, if only temporarily, 
social and spatial hierarchies was considered a real threat to the colonial ad-
ministration’s ability to control the territory. The Governor General banned the 
free import of foreign language records88 by decree on February 14, 1938, fur-
ther cracking down on sound-based modes of self-representation and identity-
making in the public sphere.89 According to the decree, all non-French records 
were subject to approval by a committee assembled by the Governor General, 
comprised of a President (chosen by the Governor General), the director of 
General Security or his delegate, the Director General of Indigenous Affairs, 
the Attorney General of Algiers, or his delegate, the rector of the academy or 
his delegate, and an official from the directorate of general security. A foreign 
language interpreter was to be provided to translate each record.

French colonial control of the Algerian soundscape was not limited to cen-
sorship; it also included proactive attempts to saturate the environment with 
sounds deemed patriotic and educative—sounds that would, over time, help to 
produce good French citizens. Catholic parades, ceremonies, and celebrations 
were amplified generously; results of each stage of the annual Tour de France 
bicycle race were broadcast via loudspeakers even as colonial municipalities in 

86 “Causerie faite par Mr. le Bachagha Smati au Cours de Perfectionnement des Affaires In-
digènes. “Le Disques de Langue Arabe.” Archives National d’Outre Mer, Algérie, Gouverne-
ment Général d’Algérie, Série 15 H 99.

87 In part, French official concern over foreign language broadcasts had to do with specific 
information related to anti-French propaganda disseminated from fascist Italy’s “Radio 
Bari,” and with music records stemming from the label Baidaphone, which had an office 
in Berlin. French officials suspected Michael Baida, who traveled in the region in con-
nection with his record business, of being a German agent. But the archives also reflect 
a more diffuse desire to monitor audial transmissions—both in the interest of promot-
ing characteristically French broadcasts as well as French-approved versions of Islamic 
discourse. “Causerie faite par Mr. le Bachagha Smati au Cours de Perfectionnement des 
Affaires Indigènes, “Le Disques de Langue Arabe,” Archives National d’Outre Mer, Algérie, 
Gouvernement Général d’Algérie, Série 15 H 99.

88 Defined as records in any language other than French in a note from the Director of Indig-
enous Affairs to the Prefects on February 8, 1938, signed Louis Milliot. Archives National 
d’Outre Mer, Série 15 H 32.

89 Archives National d’Outre Mer, Série 15 H 32, Arrete—Republique Française, Gouverne-
ment Général de l’Algerie, Direction de la Sécurité Générale, Signed by G. Le Beau, Febru-
ary 14, 1938.
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Algeria organized bike races of their own to coincide with France’s big event—
symbolically unifying the colony and the metropole. Historical French military 
victories were commemorated with amplified pomp and circumstance.

The colonial Algerian experiment to engineer affect via the control of the 
public soundscape may have been an extreme example of this mode of control, 
but it was not unique; comparable examples may be found across authoritari-
an regimes in the region. To this day, censorship in the Middle East represents a 
relatively familiar mode of repression, but its impact is most commonly under-
stood in linguistic terms, centered on the suppression of a particular semantic 
message or political platform. Indeed, the arts sometimes elude censorship 
specifically because their non-textual form enables them to be interpreted as 
something other than political. I suggest that the concept of censorship should 
be extended to encompass considerations of the general atmosphere in order 
to draw attention to modes of control that impact everyday experience and 
political engagement as invisible pressure.

As in colonial times, post-Arab Uprising states continue to rely on sound to 
cultivate a social and emotional order deemed to uphold the power of the state. 
This comes to the fore in a variety of ways. Addressing the issue of their notori-
ously loud cities, Egyptian authorities floated the idea of broadcasting a single, 
coordinated call to prayer from Cairo’s many mosques. Advocates of a unified 
adhan (Islamic prayer call) lobby for the move on grounds of a more sonically 
pleasing public soundscape, higher fidelity for the message which competes 
for attention in noisy urban settings, and more even control of the timing of 
the broadcast, in keeping with stipulations laid out in the sunnah. Opponents 
argue that the move centralizes power in government hands, silencing the 
voices of hundreds of local muezzins, and inappropriately co-opting religious 
control for the state in a way that some say amounts to “treason.”90 The debate 
is ongoing, with Abel Fattah El Sisi’s government testing an experimental uni-
fied broadcast in 113 mosques in February 2019.91

Permitting the production and circulation of sounds deemed inoffensive 
also remains a political strategy. Across the Middle East, football has long been 
a crucial locus around which regimes have sought to legitimize their rule and 
distract their populace from unpopular political measures. Chanting at foot-
ball matches emerged as a site in which regime officials and youths maintain 

90 “Unified Call to Prayer Planned in Cairo,” Middle East Economic Digest 48, no. 40, (Septem-
ber 2004).

91 “Experimental Unified Adhan Applied in 113 Cairo Mosques,” Egypt Today, January 28, 
2019, http://www.egypttoday.com/Article/1/66353/Experimental-unified-Adhan-applied- 
in-113-Cairo-mosques
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a wary status quo, despite the frequent presence of chants that are explicitly 
anti-authority, anti-police, and anti-regime. Prior to the Arab Uprisings, soc-
cer stadiums were places where insurrection and rebellion were temporary 
sanctioned, serving as a societal “release valve” for discontented and resent-
ful youths. The phenomenon of “Ultras”—passionate football clubs with spe-
cific ideas about appropriate forms of fandom that include “non-stop singing, 
drumming and chanting, along with huge banners, flags, pyrotechnics, and 
‘terrace choreography’”92—are often at the cusp of these interactions. Writing 
about the Ultras in Algeria, Mahfoud Amara describes the spectacle as one of 
the few occasions where marginalized youth may gather, “express their frustra-
tions, mock the symbol of the state’s authority, and transgress the boundaries 
of institutionalized discourse about the state’s political legitimacy, morality, 
and nationalism.”93 Thus, the state contained subversive sounds to a particular 
physical sphere, cloaked them in an apolitical veil of athletic competition, and 
yet at the same time permitted them as a medium of managed social decom-
pression. This strategy was not deployed everywhere; in post-uprising Egypt, 
the government cracked down on these spectacular displays of fandom, ban-
ning attendance at soccer games altogether in the wake of football-related ri-
ots that broke out in Port Said in 2012. The ban was in effect until 2018, when 
football fans—but not Ultras—were allowed back into stadiums.94

I want to close with a final example, from Tunisia, of state cooptation of 
sound in the service of security and control. This incident is somewhat unusu-
al in that it falls outside of efforts to regulate emotion via the control of public 
space. Rather, it showcases how emerging technologies enable increasingly so-
phisticated and tailored forms of biopolitical power. In 2005, the rapper Ferid 
Mezni, known as “Ferid El Extranjero,” or Ferid the Foreigner (because he fled 
to Spain to escape Tunisian constraints on his music), released the anti-regime 
song “l’Abed Fi Tarkina” (Open Air Prison) online. The song addresses issues of 

92 Robert Woltering, “Unusual Suspects: ‘Ultras’ as Political Actors in the Egyptian Revolu-
tion,” Arab Studies Quarterly 35, no. 3 Special Issue: Perspectives on the Arab Uprisings 
(2013): 291.

93 Mahfoud Amara, “Football Sub-Culture and Youth Politics in Algeria,” Mediterranean Poli-
tics 17, no. 1 (2012): 41–58. On this topic, see also Laryssa Chomiak, “Spectacles of Power: 
Locating Resistance in Ben Ali’s Tunisia,” Portal 9 (2013): 71–84.

94 Middle East Eye Staff Writer, “Egypt Allows Football Fans—But Not Ultras—Back into 
Stadiums,” Middle East Eye, September 2, 2018, https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/
egypt-allows-football-fans-not-ultras-back-stadiums. For a more detailed overview of soc-
cer in the Middle East, see James Dorsey, The Turbulent World of Middle East Soccer (Lon-
don: Hurst, 2016), or Dorsey’s eponymous blog online at: http://mideastsoccer.blogspot 
.com/.
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police brutality, humiliation and the boredom of life in Tunisia where opportu-
nities are limited. Anxious to catch the singer, Tunisian authorities purportedly 
organized a roundup of rappers, brought them to a police station, and forced 
them to rap the lyrics to “l’Abed Fi Tarkina” while using voice recognition soft-
ware in an attempt to identify and entrap Mezni.95 Thus, the state isolated the 
sonic qualities of voice from semantic speech content in an effort to turn the 
singers’ own voices against them, forcibly revealing an incriminating identity.96

7 Conclusion

This article brings together literatures on aesthetics, space, and emotions in 
world politics to examine them from an unusual angle, namely the sensory, 
auditory stimuli that connect these realms at the site of the human body. In 
demonstrating how the auditory environment feeds into technologies and mo-
dalities of control, it contributes to a theoretical discussion about how embod-
ied cognition manifests in collectivities and translates into decision-making 
and political behavior. This approach considers ways in which public spaces 
are produced not only visually and architecturally, but also sensorially as envi-
ronments that exude constant invisible pressure and shape interpretations of 
political events. Via an analysis of slogans, music, and chants, I demonstrate 
how protestors in the Arab uprisings capitalized on sound’s affective capacities 
to galvanize participation, discipline huge crowds, create new, unified subjec-
tivities, and modulate the intensity of physical engagement. To contrast these 
bottom-up efforts, and to show the scope of sensory engineering as a modality 
of political power, I also draw attention to state projects that manipulate popu-
lar feeling. Historically, French colonial administrators in the Middle East at-
tempted to control the ambient soundscape, repressing “non-French” sounds 
and amplifying sounded events that contributed to the cultivation of ideal and 
loyal citizens. Control of the soundscape was inevitably difficult to enforce, 
and could not be achieved in any hegemonic sense, but nonetheless consti-
tuted one aspect of official French policy to counter the “menace” to French 
sovereignty. Affective engineering through sonic as well as other sensory me-
dia continues to serve as a modality of control and repression by Middle East-
ern regimes today—strategies of governance that often go unnoticed because 

95 Bouzouita, “Music of Dissent and Revolution,” 287.
96 For greater detail on the subject of voice recognition as a security practice, see Michelle D. 

Weitzel, “Audializing Migrant Bodies: Sound and Security at the Border,” Security Dialogue 
49, No. 6 (2018): 421–37.



Weitzel

middle east law and governance 11 (2019) 203-243

<UN>

236

of the way public space and human bodies are frequently analyzed separately, 
rather than as constitutive units.
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