point of no return. Almost alw.

inclusive repression which en
(Fanon 1966: 70).

ays it is marked off by a huge and all-
gulfs all sectors of the colonized people

The Syrian people are now at Fanon’s point of no return.
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Slogan Repertoires and Innovation

Elliott Colla
Georgetown University

inki ian protest culture for anumber of years,

e beiln thtlr;lf\lfvr;lg 222‘:5:%1}’(52; Fgr the bulk of that time, mlz.ch of :}:;
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; i ive culture. Like so many 1

. Contempoﬁafy Eigr}llitctﬁr;ci?ggffiz}c;iiing and analyzing the exploilor;nc;f
. . t ulIt) re in Egypt. Among the first things 1 collected were slog te&
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e thfe }]ilg wf:re spontaneous linguistic statements of an unarlnt }tgl‘imﬁt
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e .t tlrlle history of protest culture in Egypt. .On the one aces, S
g abo‘% I how activists themselves spoke about their own e.:xper(lierll i
e o nd spontaneity, and how they routinely §on51dere hs gg s
e Surprlsfe tal Xts cF:f an articulate collective voice. But it alsoclas e V\; "
e 1_1'12 of these same activists had for years been plelmnmg and
k- fE}CF th?t ?to uch an uprising, and chanting some of the.z same s ogartliViStS
- fi across Egypt on January 25. The more ] listened t};) ac duceé

e restc))un to realize that the meaning of slogans could not be re e
th(at}r:el:ci): ?riln?egggte context or their semantic aspect, nor was their meaning

0
Solztraig};trfzrt‘:l?:lg 2(1; Ztl?::\'le this, but it has beenlsometthing gl:ﬁetg ut[;}; i:
e i i re o .
i in wi re is not an established literatu '
i‘t}tldﬁtﬁerl;?:;c?lg;gk\:g tlkyl:l}tlZoes exist approaches sloga}ns a: saop;ﬁ:;lutlﬁz ggzliraei
; in this account is no
of discourse (Jakobsen). What mattersint
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meaning of what is said as its form of articulation, Sociologists and culturg
historians routinely cite slogans, though they tend to focus on the conte
in which they are employed (Abdallah). What matters in this account is ng
the form of articulation, but the meaning of the slogan in its context and 3
evidence of a demand being made by a social movement. Even though the
approaches diverge from one another in significant ways, the tendency is#
treat the slogan primarily as a semantic text.

As I spoke to activists, I began to think about slogans differently. Firs
slogans are not spontaneous expressions of collective will, but they are authored soas

to appear that way. Slogans are performatives in the sense they are deliberate

compositions intended not so much to reflect collective will but to create

it. But more than that, slogans also reveal something about the contentious

processes of meaning-making within movements that produce them. Fo

instance, there are slogan leaders (hattafin) in activist groups, known for their
strength, capacity for improvisation and charisma. And there are also people
known for their talents as slogan composers (mu’allifin hitafat). As 1 began to

ask, activists described a set of informal and formal processes that go into

making slogans. This almost always involves drawing on a known corpus of

older protest slogans (some going back decades), along with a known corpus
of rhythms and songs. Composers invent new slogans from these bits and
pieces, adding and revising and improvising all the time. Far from anonymous,
some Egyptian activists—like Ashraf Khalil and Kamal Abu Eita—are quite
famous as slogan composers (Mughith; Yusuf). The issue of composition thus
underscores the unsurprising fact that slogans have histories.

These dynamics also tell us something about the peculiar nature of the slogan
as a speech genre that is intended to circulate as an authorless text. Indeed,
one index of a slogan’s power is the degree to which it can detach itself from
the specific conditions of its initial composition, and the degree to which
it circulates as if it were the anonymous expression of a collective will. The
rhetorical and social construction of spontaneity in slogans also sheds light
back on the narratives of revolutionary surprise told by activists in Egypt and
beyond (Polletta).

Second, slogans and chants may be composed of words, but they are not merely
linguistic texts. Rather they are part of something that can only be called public
performance. Thus the meaning of revolutionary slogans cannot be reduced to
any semantic content, nor can it be translated as set of linguistic statements,
And this is true for two reasons: 1) slogans are chanted, shouted and sung by
embodied people moving, often in coordinated ways, in and through public
spaces; and 2) these movements and actions are not mere context for the

production of slogan meaning, but are part of the text itself,
38
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Invective against Central Security Forces (al-"Amn al-Markazi), the police,and

the military is especially widespread and serves a critical role, according to
some activists, in sharpening the lines of conflict, and thus helping to ensure
that “the revolution continues.” The FuckSCAF slogan is such an example of
this. It appeared alongside another meme, NoSCAF, modeled on the familiar
commodity logo “Nescafé,” in Fall 2011 as the Supreme Council of the Armed
Forces (SCAF) escalated the use of official and unofficial violence against
public protest. As the protesters were killed in brutal fashion, this simple
and ineloquent phrase of disgust became a surprisingly articulate—or at least
effective—slogan for those rallying in solidarity with the activists in the street
fighting against SCAF’s rule, It circulated as a spoken slogan on streets, and asa
graphic posted on walls concrete and electronic. And, like much revolutionary
invective, it does not hesitate to employ homophobic and misogynistic figures
of gender, sexuality, and power.

But how does such a phrase work as part of protest repertoire? What demand
does it articulate? Who is the public it addresses? As a rhetorical statement,
it does not make an appeal: it would not move anyone who did not already
share its stance toward the target. In this sense, it tells us quite a bit about the
kind of protest repertoire it belongs to—one that is closed rather than open,
What needs to be emphasized is that when considered as part of Egyptian
protest culture repertoires, invective is not just new—it runs counter to most
of the discursive conventions employed by political activist groups in the years
leading up to 2011. Until then, invective was a marginal, and often absent form
of rhetoric for opposition groups.

This is a point that has been made to me by activists. Older activists
underscore the idea that demonstrations are opportunities to articulate
specific demands in positive terms. Protests are part of a deliberative public
process to create norms and frame issues, In such repertoires, negative and
jokey phrases like “FuckSCAF” are anathema.

As other activists have explained: because the Mubarak state attempted
to monopolize the framing of all political discourse issues, it was incumbent
upon activists to respond effectively. This entailed countering the state
by communicating a clear counter-analysis of the country’s problems, an
alternative set of positive values, and concrete demands that were rooted
in everyday life. As activists put it, because they are attempting to address
a potentially general audience, the rhetorical tone most appropriate to the
task of protest is one specific, serious and sincere: specific, in its demands
and vision; serious, to offer an alternative to the state authority; sincere, to
highlight state mendacity. Examples of this abound in graffiti as well.
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We might turn again to the slogan ““Aysh, hurriyya, “afdal‘ccz' igtitma 327:1 5 ‘lcg :ﬁ:
i torical conventions of activist ap
mainstream example of the rhe ot - e
i ion: it i tive and concrete; specific ,
redating the revolution: it is posi ) ete; .
Z:?il:uls) and sinfere. And even if it is vague about its meaning, it does articulate
a set of values that might be embraced by any Egyptian.

d the A7A Moment o ' '
: E:ilt’eefsaurl‘*vey of slogan genres can shed light on what is unique and innovative

about invective slogans. Most of the slogans that pr;;testet;s .chi'mtzd ncli;lsrllgﬁ
i d couplets—with regular metrical an u
the eighteen days were rhyme : e o oo
t those of the classical fusha tradition). .
e i fi ic f articularly in terms
i ther poetic forms, p
revolutionary slogans diverge from o B ey
i i blem for conceptualizing themas p
of size. Nonetheless, this poses no pro : lizing thern as potry
i lloquial and classical, these slog
Like other genres of Arabic poetry, co
silaped by tghe main formal conventions of rhyr:lle, mectler afu:g pursplz);:;qs e
i i iation i topics and sounds of these ,
hile there is some variation in the : : :
mz\']ority of the slogans performed during the Egyptian reV'Ohlltlondwe;Tl :;
tch> genres, the first more or less corresponding tcl> dthe; classical mode ¢
’ jja’, or i ive (Van Gelder).
a and the other to hija’, or invective ( an Gel .
ha;In(frsnasa slogans might be called slogans of “zeal,” and cla§51cally, ;he molc:
in classical poetry is associated with bravery and resolve during war. Examp

from January 2011 would include:

-Ya ahlina, indammu ‘alayna )
(People! Our people!—come' join us!

—Alli, “alli, “alli-s-sot/illi yihtif mish haymot
“Alli, “alli, “alli kaman/illi yihtif mish gaban . e
(Raise, raise, raise your voice; he who shoyts will neverdlle.
Raise, raise, raise it again; he who shouts is not a coward!)

Hamasa poetry encourages one side in a conflict agd §ha}mpi<13ns thosde 'ryll};;
i ak to positive, solidaristic values, an
take its cause. These slogans spe c values, and they
lture from before the revolution. They
form the backbone of protest cu volution, They name
i tion), and they extol its virtues.
the community (the people, the nation), ' hat was
not the words, but their perfo
radically new about these slogans was ords, but riormance
i i testified to a solidarity that was n y
in a march, and this performance astiot only the
ir instantiated goal. Indeed, particip
theme of the slogans, but their ins ndeed, participants in the
i i inely testify that the act of joining the '
Egyptian Revolution routinely | e demonsirations
ir feelings and understandings o ,th
fundamentally altered their fee lers i,
iti ible. Some descriptions of revolutionary :
communities and the possible St ofr ' ,
bring to mind Victor Turner’s concept of “communitas,” or Emile Durkheim’s
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Figure 1. Sincerity in verse, Arbein Police Station, Suez. *
Past you, O Arbein Police Station /I listen to cries and co
from inside you / I see water on your walls and wonde
or the tears of those you have mistreated?”

Each time I walk
mplaints coming
r: / Is this water,

Riyad el-Helwani (Suez Poet,
January 25 Youth). Photo by author. Used by permission,

notion of “collective effervescence” What these descriptions suggest is that
there was more at stake in poetic slogans than the creation and distillation of
semantic meaning, These slogans were performatives, which, under the right
circumstances, created the movement they spoke of,

In contrast, hija’ is invective or insult poetry, and overlaps considerably
with satire and lampoon more generally. It would not be wrong to think of
hija’ poetry as a form of hate speech, since it is intended to injure its targets.
From the first hours of protest on January 25, invective formed a core part
of slogan performance, particularly in those places where activists found
themselves surrounded by riot police. Invective employs the same moral
economy as hamasa—only in reverse: heaping scorn on the enemy-—naming
him as foreign, traitor, oppressor and coward.

If hamasa slogans consciously appeal to gathering and building, as the root
of the word (h-j-w) suggests, hija’slogans seek to separate and tear down. Like
hamasa, the performance of invective involves the act of naming (in this case,
an enemy) and defining a situation where something is at stake. The stakes of
insult, however, are higher, or at least, more immediate, for once the specter
of shame is brought into the performance, someone must lose either those
~vho are hurling insults, or those who are its target (Elliott). An insult cannot
12

e taken back, and there are repercussions for its utte'ran.ce.' N oxiv,. as bef{:ﬁi
the revolution, there are legal consequences for engaging in insu ting pu
figures (Carr). Examples from the uprising would include:

[ . -— * layh?
-E Mubarak “ayiz eh?/kulli-nas yabE)s rig
f: mgarak, mish hanbos/bukra ish-sha’b “alak hay(.ios! oot
(What the heck does Mubarak want?/Everyone to k'155 his f‘ 7 o
No, Mubarak, we won't kiss/Tomorrow the peokple will be walking on you!
H ! . » . . l
E 1°ul l-abuk/kulli-masriyin biyakrahuk! ' |
\(f;:; an:lm:l [Mubarak], tell your father/Every Egyptian hates your guts!)
-Irhal ya'ni imshi / Ya-1li mayafhamshi} N
I(l:‘}ll)ig;? ;3 means “get lost”/You thick-headed 1§110t!) ,
-Hadrat al-sada al-zubbat/‘ala idaykum kamm wahid ma‘}cl 7  killed?
(Respected officers, Respected Sirs!/How many people nave ){)o o bi.b
- Gamal Mubarak, batil!/Suzanne Mubarak, batil!/Ahmad “Ezz, batil/Ha
al-"Adli, sl
ill /Batil, batil, batil! l
l()(?;ilr;a{lisﬁlibarak, useless!/Suzanne Mubarak, useless!/Ahmad Ezz, useless!
/Habib al-Adly, useless!/Useless, useless, useless!)

Some observations could be made.. First: the
choice of targets—Mubarak, his fa:mlly, busmetss
associates, top figures like Ahmad “Ezz and Hab.lb
al-"Adly, and the repressive state apparatus in
general. Each was associated, in the opposition
media at least, with the most egregious aspect‘s of
the Mubarak regime. When the Muba'rak regime
(minus Mubarak) reconstituted itself in the form
of SCAF, the army assumed the mantle of target.
The claims made against ichese targets, thcito, 7
rruption, murder and illegitimacy, are a RS '
;cc))t sfrprising, since all are well-found'ed andf S ‘,\3 3.' 3 "-!L! 0.!3
longstanding complaints about the crimes o 4 4
the Mubarak regime, still unprosecuted 'by Figure 2. “Gaban [Covégrf},].
ourts of law. As the Mubarak regime was trl.ed Mubarak: Where's my Daddy’
icncompetently in court from 2011-12, invective Image from Egly;(asg; }:svglzzzr;
helped to stage carnivalesque trials in Tahrir ;’gzils;xat;l;)a o o
Square.

d publicintelligence.net/egyptian-
While each invective emanates from a legal and/ revolution-protest-manual-

or moral norm, its relation to that normis negative how-to-protest-intelligently/)
or ironic. These slogans do not seek to rectify a
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Figure 3. Graffito: Boursa, Downtown Cairo,
June 2012. Photo by author. Used by permission.

broken norm. Rather, they seek to hurt
the one who has broken it.

The literature on invective stresses
that it does not intend to correct a
situation so much as it means to harm
the honor of a target. As a political
weapon, it strikes at the legitimacy
and rectitude of the powerful. Here
we can begin to make sense, if that is
the right word, of the invocation of

{ very familiar terms used to impute

inversions of power and rectitude by
way of familiarly regressive categories
of masculinity and femininity, sexual
activity and passivity, moral purity
and filth.

One of the most unexpected accomplishments of the revolution has been
the normalization of the term aha (usually transliterated in the Arabeezi
characters, a7a) in public discourse. A uniquely Egyptian word, a7a means,

Figure 4. Cartoon at Tahrir Protest against
Mubarak Trial Verdict, June 1, 2012. “Don’t
worry—as long as I've got you on my back,
you'll be safe.” Photo by author. Used by
permission.
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roughly, “fuck that,” or “fuck it.”
It is by no means a new feature of
idiomatic Egyptian Arabic. What is
new is the ubiquitous use of the word
in public discourse—it is shouted
at demonstrations to communicate
disdain, scrawled across walls, typed
across social media. The word has a
semantic meaning—again, of disgust
or contempt—but more importantly,
its appearance in popular public
spectacle signals a break with prior
structures of politeness, a reminder
(or threat) that the rules of language
itself might themselves be overturned
by revolution. Part of its significance,
in other words, has to do with the
embodied experience of enunciating
the taboo word in public.

Repertoires
The most important thing to say about
invective is that it appears as part of
a wider set of performances. And the
context of performance demands that
we consider slogans not just in terms
of semantic meaning or as discursive
genre, but also as embodied actions
taking place in particular situations. i )
There are also props, tools, postering, - co SO
and giant puppets, to borrow from ﬂ ‘3‘ g*ﬁ
David Graeber, and rough music, to s - ' _
borrow from E.P. Thompson. Figure 5. Downtown Cairo Graffito, June
The occasional quality of such 2012, in w?ke of the arson attack on the
performances may suggest a near- Shafiq Presidential Campaign headquarters.

A . g “Shafiq: Torching your HQ was just the dress
infinite number of renditions, but as rehearsal, you son of a bitch.” Photo by

Charles Tilly reminds us, the repertoires ,thor. Used by permission.

of contentious performance are in fact '
limited. For Tilly, “contentious gatherings”—such as public assemblies,
demonstrations, marches, and strikes—are the primary actions that form
a social movement. With each action, activists attempt to build upon and
learn from the successes and failures of previous actions. Tilly calls this
process of learning, revising
and improvising a “repertoire”
and stresses that this repertoire
plays a role in standardizing
and limiting the nature of
contentious performance.

To illustrate how scripted
the performance of invective
can be, we might turn to an
infamous video from May 2011
(White Nights Media, “Mish
nasyin al-Tahrir”). The scene
is a “dakhla” or “tifo,” a rowdy

Figure 6. Downtown anti-SCAF Graffito, June 2012.
spectacle performed by Ultras “Supreme Council of A7A.” Photo by author. Used by
(hardcore fans) at the outset of permission.

each half of a match featuring

Zamalek and Ahly, the country’s two largest football teams. Here we can seea

couple thousand members of the Zamalek White Knights Ultras club delivering
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Figure 7. SCAF Nursin :
g at Mubarak’s Teat. Tahri i
Photo by author. Used by permission. whrirbemonstation

an insult to the police who are station
insult has to do with bragging to the poli

d graffiti meme,
. e.
Bashir has described, this sort of performance is not

All Cops Are Bastards.” found mainly in the abbreviate

A.C.A.B. spread be .
’ yond the
As Muhammad Gamal confines of ultras subcultur

IMETS | UdLIIEd J, LLIC 111y LD, LG JULLE,
aders, all coordinated with one another,
horganized by committee, though always
ound a set of agreed upon values. Even the
deo footage here is part of this show, since
wdividual Ultras are assigned the task of
cording each Ultras event, and controlling,
a real sense, their representation in the
edia. And since then, these recordings
have been studied and discussed and then
emulated by thousands of other protesters.
This example—rooted in a striated,
multiple context of performance, recording
and dissemination—suggests how
complicated the production of slogans is.

The activists composing and performing ;

this song in this video are motivated ' I g

by a complex range of allegiances and Flgu}re 8.A.C.AB. I_Jltras Graffito out51d.e
y - p & & = Ministry of Interior, Lazoughly-Falaki,

aspirations that connect sports and politics,  cairo. June 2012. Photo by author. Used

irony and truth-telling in unexpected ways. by permission.

They rehearse, they warm up, they perform,

they put their bodies on the line. And yet, they also insist on recording and

broadcasting this performance on their Youtube Channel. 1 began with the

observation that the study of slogans needs to be rooted in the study of

embodied performances rather than media texts. This example turns us back,

and shows that often the broadcast and rebroadcast of slogans across media

is not secondary to the production of meaning, but rather that we need to see

slogan production as part of a loop. #
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“Will to Live” Abii al-Qasim al-Shabi*

inspiri tian revolution was the
Turner, Victor. 2008. The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure. New Brunswick: Aldine ne of the most inspiring asp?cts of the Egyp on re lon was the
P outpouring of creative expression that accompanied the upr1t gl
iti i etry, slogans
Van Gelder, Geert. 1988. The Bad and the Ugly: Attitudes Toward Invective Poetry (Hija’) in Classical and political movements in the form of protest songs, poetry, slogans,
Arabic Literature. Leiden: E. J. Brill.

chants, graffiti and installation art, street theatre, cartoons, among othexi
forms of artistic inventiveness. Creative dissidence has always been an 1nt<f,gra
part of protest movements, as argued by Iraqi poet Sinan Antoon (2011):

Poetry, novels and popular culture have chronicled and encapsulated

Yusuf, Ashraf. 2011. “Fays buk “ala kull zalim: al-Hitafat wa-l-lafitat fi-l-thawra al-Misriyya."
Kitab al-thawra, Hisham Qishta, editor, al-Kitabq al-ukhra, 2 (2), March, 27-43,

. : i inst
Videography the struggle of peoples against coﬁomal r}lllle and laFge:rxl“ééf:l;lnd
i hies and dictatorships, so the poems, vi ’
Cairo. White Nights Media, “Mish nasyin al-Tahrir” Uploaded 21 May 2011. http://www. postcolonial monarc 1l there in the collective unconscious.... The
youtube.com/ watch?v=V9AaAEhbS-Y&feature=player_embedded. quotes from novels were all the

revolution introduced new songs, chants and tropes, but it refocused
attention on an already existing, rich and living archlve.:.. Contrary to
all the brouhaha about Twitter and Facebook, Whé.lt engrglzed people in
Tunisia and Egypt and elsewhere, aside from soc1opth1cal grlevancl:s
and an accumulation of pain and anger, was a famous line of poetry by
a Tunisian poet, al-Shabbi.

Antoon evokes Abii al-Qasim al-Shabi, whose poem “The V?Iilll to .Livi,
referenced in the epigraph, symbolized the battle cry of Tunisians in the
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