Routledge

5]
-1 Taylor &Francis Group

Interventions
International Journal of Postcolonial Studies

ISSN: 1369-801X (Print) 1469-929X (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/riij20

Rethinking social research in the context of a
Thermidorian Arab middle east: for a Gramscian
methodology

Benoit Challand & Ester Sigilld

To cite this article: Benoit Challand & Ester Sigilld (07 Sep 2025): Rethinking social research in
the context of a Thermidorian Arab middle east: for a Gramscian methodology, Interventions,
DOI: 10.1080/1369801X.2025.2529220

To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/1369801X.2025.2529220

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

% Published online: 07 Sep 2025.

\J
CJ/ Submit your article to this journal &

II|I Article views: 232

A
& View related articles &'

@ View Crossmark data (&'

CrossMark

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journallnformation?journalCode=riij20


https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/riij20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/1369801X.2025.2529220
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369801X.2025.2529220
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=riij20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=riij20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/1369801X.2025.2529220?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/1369801X.2025.2529220?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/1369801X.2025.2529220&domain=pdf&date_stamp=07%20Sep%202025
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/1369801X.2025.2529220&domain=pdf&date_stamp=07%20Sep%202025
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=riij20

M) Check for updates

RETHINKING SOCIAL RESEARCH IN THE
CONTEXT OF ATHERMIDORIAN ARAB
MIDDLE EAST: FOR A GRAMSCIAN
METHODOLOGY

Benoit Challand® and Ester Sigillo®

“Department of Sociology, New School for Social Research, New York, USA;

PDepartment of Political and Social Science, University of Bologna, Bologna,

Italy
TeRRtrRRreeRtttt *How can Gramsci help twenty-first-century researchers conduct field
research in the contemporary Arab Middle East when academics and
activists are increasingly intimidated, detained, or even killed? Drawing on
geographies of  Gramsci’s 1926 The Southern Question, we illustrate how scholarly and
knowledge activist communities can continue to critically learn and study in repressive
environments while considering the complex geographies of knowledge
production and preserving a commitment to egalitarian emancipatory
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knowledge politics. By reviewing key steps in the field research cycle — research design,
production data collection, and dissemination/restitution of analyses — we rethink the
Middle East role of scholars as intellectuals, or conscious subjects, embedded in

contexts that often transcend national boundaries. Reflexive methodology,
cesssssssesseeses With lessons drawn from Gramsci, can belp tackle the problem of uneven

levels of repression in the current Thermidorian climate that characterizes
the Arab Middle East.
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Introduction: Gramsci and methods

1 This article is part
of the research
project HYBRIS
(Hybrid Trajectories
of Transnational
Islamism). HYBRIS
has received funding
from the European
Union’s Horizon
Europe research and
innovation program
under grant
agreement N°
101107902. This
publication reflects
only the authors’
view. It does not
represent the view of
the European
Commission and the
European
Commission is not
responsible for any
use that may be made
of the information it
contains.

2 We take
“postcolonial” in a
loose sense of the
term, namely the
effort to
problematize global
geographies of
domination between
“the north” and “the
south” even after
independence, in
particular in the

This essay argues that a Gramscian methodology, informed by his life and
writings, can help retain the political function of social research in contexts
of heightened repression.! While much of Gramscian scholarship has
focused on political emancipation through small wars of maneuvers, the
building of consent in small organizational or educative steps, the building
of molecular change (Marchi 2021), or the capillary and diffuse nature of
popular politics (Chalcraft 2025), less attention has been paid to method-
ology and the ethics of research. By drawing on Gramsci’s own experiences
of repression and his critical reflections on the geographies of knowledge
production, we argue that research in authoritarian and securitized
contexts, such as the contemporary Arab Middle East, requires methodologi-
cal approaches that emphasize reflexivity, multiple positionality, and
political engagement.

Antonio Gramsci’s unorthodox intellectual style, intertwining philology,
history, and the study of popular culture with abstract philosophy, would
challenge the norms of a twenty-first-century neoliberal university that
often extracts knowledge from Global South informants with little regard
for their safety. The richness and relevance of Gramsci’s theoretical and con-
ceptual toolbox have been made clear numerous times (Thomas 2009).
Recently, authors have observed that we can draw from Gramsci to make
sense of the post-2011 Arab world. For example, Brecht De Smet revisited
the theme of Caesarism (2016, 72), while Chalcraft and Marchi noted the
analogy between the Thermidorian contemporary Arab world and the
context of fascist prisons that shaped Gramsci’s thought (Chalcraft and
Marchi 2021, 1).

Building on these insights, the essay examines the methodological and
ethical challenges of conducting field research in highly repressive environ-
ments. Gramsci’s own intellectual and political work, shaped by extreme
repression, offers valuable insights for contemporary researchers. Drawing
on Gramsci’s 1926 essay “Some Aspects of the Southern Question”, the
booming secondary literature on Gramsci in the Middle East, and key post-
colonial debates,” we argue that the research cycle is too often framed as an
extractive and positivist process. Gramsci, by contrast, was an intellectual
activist who constantly devised new research questions while making the
most of the highly repressive context of post-World War I Italy to propose
new political strategies. His ability for self-reflexivity and critique towards
his own Italian Communist Party, particularly regarding blind spots on the
geography of knowledge, offers a methodological framework to reconsider-
ing field research in times of growing securitization and authoritarian drift,
which affect academics and activists alike locally and transnationally. For
Gramsci, writing with a view on social research was an eminently political
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realms of culture and
sciences. The
postcolonial focus
adopted here is also
meant to reduce, on
the one hand, the
tensions between
Marxist
overemphasis on the
universalizing effects
of capitalism’s
expansion from core-
capitalist countries to
peripheries and
subaltern studies’
emphasis on the
cultural alterity of
non-European forms
of life (Watson and
Wilder 2018, 12),
and on the other
hand, to generate
sufficient critical
distance with the idea
that research can be
performed in an
“objective” manner.
3 Field research is
understood here in a
broad sense to
include also
preparatory and
dissemination
activities, and not
only the moment of
data collection, be it
“on the field”, or
while conducting a
remote study. It is
sometimes called
research life cycle, or
field-research cycle,
to stress the
interconnectedness
among key steps in
the field-research
activity (Schmitter
2016, 579). We
prefer the version
“field research” for a
variety of reasons: it
indicates that
research, including
the preparatory steps
as well as the

act: his analyses of popular culture were also a deep political analysis of his
time. Inspired by this approach, we seek to repoliticize social research by
foregrounding the role of methodology in knowledge production. This
entails thinking across multiple scales, from the Italian Southern Question
to the contemporary Arab World, while emphasizing attention to ethical
commitment to research.

Moreover, a Gramscian perspective compels us to interrogate the translat-
ability of social research into political action and to rethink the relationship
between researchers and the communities they engage with. Translatability,
as discussed below, entails not only linguistic questions, but also refers to
conceptual and methodological polysemy and need for adaptation. By revisit-
ing field research at large,” including designing, collecting, and returning
knowledge, within the context of repressive Arab politics, we aim to bridge
the gap between research ethics, social research practice, and the political
project of emancipation.

Designing research, planning fieldwork, collecting and analyzing data, as
well as restitution of knowledge a decade after the Arab uprisings or a few
years after new massive mobilizations in Algeria, Iraq, Sudan, and
Lebanon (2019), come with enormous risks, as the cases of Giulio Regeni,
Patrick Zaki or Alaa Abdel Fattah demonstrate. Still, these steps can also gen-
erate fruitful lessons, because they are eminently political interventions that
relationally bind researchers (foreign and local) to their research participants
and can force learning institutions to rethink their commitment to equality,
emancipation, and the common good.

The Thermidorian clampdowns in the Arab Middle East after 2011 and
2019, the growing chilling effect of the second Trump administration on
scholarship on Palestine, and the rise of Islamophobia in the US — with initiat-
ives like blacklists targeting Muslim organizations — have deepened vulner-
abilities within research and activist communities, exacerbating the risks of
knowledge production becoming complicit with authoritarian power.

Our analysis focuses on three key phases of field research, preparation,
fieldwork, and restitution, highlighting how research ethics and methodology
shape (and are shaped by) shifting political conditions. Without ethical
reflexivity, research risks reproducing geographies of power and further iso-
lating local scholars and activists.

In an era where social media connectivity accelerates the circulation of
knowledge, it is misleading to think of a rigid divide between the northern
and southern Mediterranean. This does not mean that researchers from
Rabat, Alexandria, or Gaza are on an equal footing when it comes to knowl-
edge production with social scientists from Paris, Brussels, or Rome. Gramsci
himself had to grapple with this entanglement of the geography of power and
of knowledge production in his analysis of the Southern Question in Italy.
For these reasons, our focus on the method and field research serves as a
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restitution and
dissemination
phases, is an
intervention in clear
sites. Researching the
field indicates a
political act,
investigating arenas
of contention with
different circuits of
knowledge
production, in which
the researcher’s
insertion is a highly
political step.

4 Researchers are
increasingly using

magnifying glass on issues of repression and knowledge production at
national and transnational levels, including digital spaces of mobilization,
counter-mobilizations, and remote research.?

The essay is structured into three sections. First, we assess how postcolo-
nial studies have problematized knowledge production and explore the meth-
odological challenges that arise when conducting research in authoritarian
settings. Second, we revisit Gramsci’s Southern Question and his reflections
on repression to extract methodological lessons on field research. Third, we
apply these insights to key steps in the research cycle, offering concrete strat-
egies for conducting research ethically and politically in the contemporary
Arab Middle East.

Gramsci, colonialism, and knowledge production a hundred years later

digital media to
conduct fieldwork at
a distance when they
are not allowed to
enter the country
because of
authoritarian
restrictions (see
Grimm et al. 2020)
and in time of
pandemic. On
“digital
ethnography”, see
Pink et al. (2015).

5 Most of his
writings are either
notes consigned to
his prison notebooks,
or short journalistic
articles. Gramsci
started writing this
essay in October
1926, but he could
never revise and
complete it, since he
was arrested in the
first months of 1927
and sent to the
confines of Italy.

Why should we return to the famous text “Some Aspects of the Southern
Question” (1926, hereafter TSQ), which was probably one of the only
essays that the Sardinian had planned in this form?° In our eyes, this text rep-
resents a seminal effort by Gramsci to think through the impacts of colonial-
ism and inequalities generated by it, and particularly around violence and
uneven knowledge production: how does a philosopher/activist like
Gramsci use his experience as a colonized subject to rethink the lines of poss-
ible synergies between northern and southern Italians and how can we draw
lessons from this? A century later, the essay is worth revisiting, especially for
its subtle account of repression and the differentiated impact of violence
between the north and south of Italy. The essay also allows us to reconsider
a few important lessons offered by postcolonial, decolonial, and global criti-
cal scholarship of the last decades.

Influenced by Jini Watson and Gary Wilder’s idea of The Postcolonial
Contemporary (2018), we use “postcolonialism” to transcend the original
project of Subaltern Studies in a way that sutures the artificial divide
between a Marxist insistence on the universal and a cultural/decolonial
studies focus on the particular. The study of trans-local solidarity (Watson
and Wilder 2018, 9) can benefit from a “postcolonial contemporary” that sal-
vages Gramsci from the limited and politically limiting analyses of 1990s cul-
tural studies while avoiding the danger of Marxist theory overlooking the
“cultural alterity of non-European forms of life” or considering them funda-
mentally incommensurable with the leftist politics of emancipation (Watson
and Wilder 2018, 12).

Indeed, it is striking to see how many “different Gramscis” there are when
theorized in different parts of the world. Mignolo (2011) notes how in Latin
America, because of the specific context in which Gramsci’s texts were
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translated and distributed, Gramsci is synonymous with the question of hege-
mony (a la Laclau), while in India he has become coterminous with “subal-
terns”. In the Middle East, Gramsci is probably better known for his
unorthodox views about civil society, the articulations between political
and popular culture (for the control of the state), or the role of intellectuals
(Bamyeh 2012). Stitching together these different takes on Gramsci, and
adding influential findings from recent decolonial, critical race and global
critical theory, it is obvious that there is a great advantage in Gramsci’s
theory, namely the ability to question the impact of past or ongoing colonial
rule over knowledge formation. Postcolonial criticism “exposes the entangle-
ments of mainstream social science with histories of colonial domination”
(Jakes 2016, 4-5). Gramscian scholars should also question the lasting epis-
temic violence left by colonial practices, in particular when it comes to the
active silencing that (“northern”) theories perform towards the subaltern
and the (post)colony. The latter have been marked by specific forms of vio-
lence, such as “marginality on a world scale, the experience of loss, the un-
making of institutions and social orders” (Connell 2010, 45).

In the Middle East, the new wave of Gramscian studies has retrieved a
different history of popular politics (Chalcraft 2016; De Smet 2016; Gervasio
and Teti 2024), allowing the deployment of political sociology from below
that is fundamentally opposed to a Weberian sociology focusing on tra-
ditional/conservative cultural elites. Furthermore, recent authors have ques-
tioned the limitations of traditional Marxism’s focus on the proletariat and
industrial workers, thus overlooking other constitutive elements of margina-
lization. Some authors have even wondered whether Islamism could not be
read as a form of counter-hegemony (Merone 2021; Merone and De Facci
2015), while others have noted how leftist Arab intellectuals had long con-
sidered Islam and popular culture “as obstacles in the race to modernity”
and hence to revolution (Manduchi 2020, 227).

The growing body of Gramscian studies dedicated to the Middle East sheds
light on the multidirectional production and circulation of knowledge in, for
example, the south-south influences shaping popular politics in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries (Chalcraft 2016, 225, 227, 317, 347). It pro-
blematizes categories, in primis that of the “subaltern” and the “acting
subject” whose content has too often been naturalized in its European
context, but who could be defined differently in other social configurations.
In this regard, Islamic activism could be interpreted as an arena of contention
(Jasper and Duyvendak 2015) with different circuits of knowledge
production.

The effort to offer a thicker account of a postcolonial Gramsci (Srivastava
and Bhattacharya 2011) still needs work, and this essay suggests ways in
which the theme of violence and repression can be a connecting site of
study. At a larger level, this is what Patrizia Manduchi (2020) calls the
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need for “translatability”. Specific attention is needed to understand histori-
cal and social configurations. “Translating Gramscian concepts” from one
context to another is no simple business (Manduchi 2020, 230). “To straight-
forwardly ‘apply’ Gramsci’s framework risks epistemic Eurocentrism”
(Gervasio and Teti 2024, 28). Translatability is both a conceptual and a
methodological concern as we will try to demonstrate from Gramsci’s own
life and analyses (in the second section), as well as ethical considerations of
conducting field research in a Thermidorian era (third section).

From “The Southern Question” to social research on and in repressive contexts

6 Harootunian
(2020, 148), drawing
on Peter D. Thomas
(2009, 292-284),
suggests that the
force of TSQ is that
Gramsci imagines a
way to combine
“different times [that
of north and south
Italy] to create the
figure of synchronous
nonsynchronicities”.
7 “The proletariat
can become the
leading [dirigente]
and the dominant
class to the extent
that it succeeds in
creating a system of
class alliances which
allows it to mobilize
the majority of the
working population

“The Southern Question” (TSQ) remains a source of inspiration for twenty-
first-century researchers studying contexts characterized by asymmetrical
and violent power relations. It further guides us on the importance of eschew-
ing schematic accounts, such as those from northern intellectuals who pater-
nalistically prescribe solutions for the south of Italy, suggesting a
methodological approach understanding and addressing geographies of
domination. Gramsci took the colonial fractures inside Italy into consider-
ation and offered, with one of his early formulations about hegemony,
what some have called a heightened awareness of the need for translatability:
how to create an alliance between the industrial north and the semi-feudal
south? How could peasants from south Italy connect and develop meaningful
alliances with industrial working classes?®

Epistemic violence is an important theme of TSQ, but not the one usually
discussed, for the 1926 essay is repeatedly cited for giving the first detailed
accounts of the functioning of “hegemony”” and the process of internal colo-
nialism. In his typical manner, Gramsci not only notes dynamics that charac-
terize internal colonization and the repressive nature of the alliance between
republican Giolitti and the Savoy monarchy (Dal Lago 2014, 62), but he also
underlined the dialectics of popular culture and the ability to generate new
alliances from below, even in the shadow of brutal repression.

Gramsci was highly critical of the Turin Marxist comrades who had no
sense of the realities of Southern Italy or of Sardinia and Sicily, regions
described as being colonized by the industrial north (Gramsci [1926] 1978,
441).% At that time, most Turin comrades offered reductive readings of the
south as in need of revolutionary salvation from the north. Gramsci
instead offered a nuanced sociological reading of intellectuals, clergy, land-
owners, peasants, and soldiers in the period running between 1917 and
1926 and proposed a path towards hegemony that was not only envisaged
in terms of northern-led industrialization and land redistribution but by orig-
inal class and cross-regional alliances.” Gramsci was also resisting the fetish
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against capitalism
and the bourgeois
State”. See Gramsci
([1926] 1978, 443).
8 Gramsci also talks
of the risk for
“Southern Italy and
the Islands [to]
become a military
base for capitalist
counterrevolution”
(442), but this is a
formulation that
comes from the Turin
Communists whom
he criticizes. On the
question of internal
colonialism in Italy,
see Dal Lago (2014).
9 See e.g. p. 16,
where Gramsci
distinguishes
different type of
landowners in Sicily,
when compared to
the rest of the south,
or how priests in the
north of the country
have a different
relation with the
local population than
priests in the south,
allowing for varying
forms of antagonism.

10 Gramsci noted
how so many
southern intellectuals
had no organic
contact with their
own society and
ended up in high
proportion in state
institutions. See
Gramsci ([1926]
1978, 459-460).

11 In the text,
Gramsci debunks the
culturalist idea that
“southerners [are]
lazy, incapable,
criminal and
barbaric” and not as
productive as
northern Italians “by

of local intellectuals, with scathing words for the southern intellectuals who
were too detached from the social configurations of the Mezzogiorno and too
close to bureaucratic power.'” Gramsci’s critical thinking stems from his
positionality — a southerner in the north, an intellectual but nevertheless
capable of reading popular culture in potentially emancipatory form.

The text also offers interesting insights into how forms of domination and
oppression by military forces can potentially be reversed to generate solidar-
ity between segments of the dominated classes and produce new political sub-
jectivities. For Gramsci the south of Italy is a military basis for the industrial
north, and he notes that the violent repression against Turin workers was in
part made possible by Italian soldiers from Sardinia and Sicily. Indeed, poor
people from the south with few economic opportunities often found a way to
survive by military conscription, which explains why southern regiments
played a role in crushing workers’ strikes during and after World War
I. But Gramsci astutely noted how the structural similarity between the depri-
vation lived by both soldiers and striking workers in Turin generated class
solidarity that transcended geographical division between an industrial
north and “backward south”, all too often described by communist comrades
as inept or not yet ready for revolutionary politics."

Gramsci suggests that violence is not only the crushing power of bourgeois,
corporatist domination. It is also a vécu, a complex system and shared experi-
ence acquired inside recalcitrant military and police forces that can be the
source of new collective resistance to the bourgeois order. Gramsci cites
the Sassari Brigades involved in defeating the Turin insurrections of August
1917. Still, they bonded with the proletariat, disgruntled inhabitants, and
anarchists (Gramsci [1926] 1978, 447): soldiers “fraternized [...] with the
workers” and later, Sassari Brigade veterans wrote collective letters to
Avanti! endorsing a similar line of the Southern Question as those charted
by Gramsci and his comrades (447). Different experiences of oppression
eventually translated into a common aspiration for emancipation.

TSQ serves as a Gramscian reminder of the need to be critical of geogra-
phies of domination. It elucidates the need for a double reflexivity about
the position of the researcher as an individual related to her/his informants,
but also as a person embedded in different institutional networks (for
Gramsci, the Communist Party). Gramsci poses a crude assessment of the
internal mistakes within the communist camp, criticizes the anarchist use
of violence, the bourgeois corporatist repression during famous episodes of
factory mobilizations, but also the intellectual laziness of certain northern
comrades or southern intellectuals who essentialize the south.

Other episodes of Gramsci’s life have provided invaluable lessons.
Throughout his life, Gramsci had been in search of articulations and aggre-
gating sites where new forms of political conscience could arise and favour
emancipation. Famously, Gramsci participated in the Factory Councils
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nature”. See Gramsci
([1926] 1978, 444).

movement during the so-called Biennio Rosso (1918-1920) and from these
years of direct organizing developed the political analyses that led to his
split from the Socialist Party. The practical knowledge that Gramsci gained
in these years was a vital asset for his theoretical knowledge. The highly
violent context contributed to the use of indirect formulations and peri-
phrases that allowed Gramsci to evade censorship while in prison.

In the next section, we try to extrapolate what could be a Gramscian meth-
odology that allows emancipatory politics to remain in play and which
tackles the challenges of multiple geographies and different forms of surveil-
lance and repression. To jump to the contemporary study of the Thermidor-
ian phase of Arab politics, attention to the details of field research can
contribute to maintaining a cohesive political trajectory towards emancipa-
tion, or at least avoid the definitive fracturing between the “West” and the
Middle East or abandoning the study of popular politics in the Arab
Middle East. This “Gramscian methodology” underlines the need for critical
reflexivity.

Transnational research in the twenty-first century: practical steps in field

research

12 Especially in
France, the Algerian
diaspora is perceived
by local activists who
risk their lives every
day in Algeria as
detached from the
rapidly evolving
protests on the
ground (Mattoni and
Sigillo 2022).

With heightened mobility at large and within academia, pinning an unequivo-
cal geographical provenance to researchers and even knowledge makes no
sense. We are thus in an even more complex geography of knowledge than
the one that shaped Gramsci’s thought and his own criticism of intellectuals
and the Communist Party. How does that play out, and how can we extend
these lessons to the present? A few decades ago, one could wonder whether
Frantz Fanon or Pierre Bourdieu were scholars of Algeria or France. Nowa-
days, the reality of multi-directionality is the new norm: we can take individual
cases (e.g. Palestinian intellectuals such as Azmi Bishara, trained in Berlin,
exiled from Israel, and now based in Doha), transnational networks (e.g. dia-
sporic groups of Algerians based in France, the US, and the UK, with different
resources to knowledge and degrees of acceptability by Algerians in their
country'?), or academic institutions (e.g. the Gulf region’s lavish research
centres promoting at times a different agenda than that of Europe or the US
and able to attract top Arab and international scholars). The twenty-first-
century “knowing subject” is no longer only a European one or one who has
been exposed to industrialization as in the time of Gramsci, but a person
who should have a particular sense, like Gramsci, for fractured terrains,
unequal access to knowledge, and in general terms, for the asymmetrical
dynamics of power relations. Assessing risks in this complex setting requires
an attention to different sites and the precautions needed when moving from
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one to the other; it also means that translatability, when it comes to affects,
personal experience, should be an intervening resource. How should this be
applied in environments of increased repression?

Current debate underscores the interplay between academic inquiry and
the researcher’s safety (e.g. Malthaner 2014). In terms of the dual locations
of the researcher and the need to move from one place to the other, recent
methodological guidelines give helpful reminders about the risks of repres-
sion. Grimm et al. (2020) have illustrated how all the fieldwork steps
(access, data collection, dissemination) should be approached to protect
the researcher’s safety in risky environments. Russo and Strazzari (2020) dis-
cussed how knowledge is produced under conditions of growing risk for
researchers who are committed to site-intensive methods, fieldwork, and/or
knowledge dissemination in circumstances of limited academic freedom.
While recognizing the importance of these works, this contribution aims to
bridge the gap in the methodological literature between theory and practice
to understand the research as an iterative process at three critical moments:
framing the research, data collection, and restitution.

Framing the research questions and defining the research subject

13 We draw on
Emirbayer, who
opposes relational
sociology to
substantialism, the
misleading view that
one can posit
discrete, static units
as starting points of
the analysis
(Emirbayer 1997,
287).

One of the key elements of fieldwork preparation is the formulation of research
questions. While research questions are supposed to be the preliminary step of
the entire process, especially in positivist test-hypothesis projects (aka the
“hypothetico-deductive approach”), we argue instead that the formulation of
theoretical questions, in partnership with local respondents and/or institutions,
could be part of an iterative process made of adaptations/adjustments to the
power relation in which the researcher generally comes to be embedded
during fieldwork. Rethinking this shift from a Gramscian perspective means
adopting a relational approach'® and being aware of the power dynamics
behind the complex transnational and postcolonial geographies of mobiliz-
ation and knowledge production. Be it as an “intellectual” (Gramsci’s preferred
term), as a “researcher” or “scholar” or “student” of the Middle East, we are all
trying to address similar (theoretical) questions. Still, we have different his-
tories, sensibilities, feelings, and access to knowledge. As Gramsci put it:

The intellectual’s error consists in believing that one can know without understand-
ing and even more without feeling and being impassioned (not only for knowledge
in itself but also for the object of knowledge): in other words that the intellectual
can be an intellectual (and not a pure pedant) if distinct and separate from the
people-nation, that is, without feeling the elementary passions of the people, under-
standing them and therefore explaining and justifying them in the particular histori-
cal situation and connecting them dialectically to the laws of history and a superior
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14 Some of the recent
Gramscian literature
misses these
relational,
postcolonial
considerations. De
Smet (2016), in his
extremely rich
account of
Caesarism, passive
revolution, and
permanent
revolution, misses the
occasion to discuss
colonial violence. For
example, when he
talks of Charles X
and the restoration
(De Smet 2016, 31),
there is no reference
to Algerian
colonization. The
Haitian revolution,
so important for

conception of the world, scientifically and coherently elaborated — i.e. knowledge.
(Gramsci 1971, 767)

Even if talking of “feelings” or “passion” is rarely welcome in current social
science methodologies which prefer rational steps and objective “measure-
ment”, the legacies of colonialism are so many that Gramsci’s injunction
makes sense. Let us not forget that colonialism aims at the “eradication of
the native societies’ structures of feeling” (Lloyd 1999, 2), with consequences
for or displacements of local forms of religion, labour, gender, legality, and
even philosophy. Knowledge thus deeply depends on feelings and doing
research means engaging in relationships with research participants.

The issue of translatability is a difficult task to implement in the research.
For example, when focusing on the question of repressive states, one can
throw detailed attention to sites of violence or where solidarities among sub-
alterns can generate new alliances. In Tunisia, the case of El-Kamour has been
analyzed by a variety of researchers in this light (Grewal 2019; McCarthy
2022): in 2017, that remote location, the seat of a pumping station for oil
extracted from the south, saw the defection of army soldiers who joined
workers from the south of Tunisia in solidarity with their demand for a redis-
tribution of resources to marginalized areas. Attention to the sociology of
actors involved also requires attention to the specific history where the insti-
tutions of coercion have been deployed unevenly (Challand 2023). Indeed,
levels of violence were much higher in (certain parts of) the colonies, which
favoured greater social peace in the metropolises. That specific history of vio-
lence needs to be questioned before and during fieldwork.'* Coercion, vio-
lence, resistance, and forced silences might have different histories and
hence necessitate different feelings and expressions about these difficult
issues that locals might not even be able to address openly,"® but which
Gramsci brilliantly analyzed in TSQ.

Translatability also means paying attention to the vernacular and conceptual
finesse. We should be aware of potentially biased categorizations of the socio-
political context at stake: what is “religious” or “democratic” in different politi-
cal contexts? Does agency reside uniquely in individual, “secular” actions? For
instance, could foreign researchers’ categorization of post-2011 Islamic actors
as subalterns be shaped by the researcher’s experience with Muslims in
Europe and the US? This secularist lens can influence the conceptualization of
subalterns and lead to blind spots. As the experiences of Muslim minorities
are too often disregarded in Europe in the name of secular citizenship, some
foreign researchers might tend to legitimize in a rather acritical way Islamist
actors as subalterns in the Middle East, while others have pointed out the
secular-Islamist divide might be a hurdle for joint activism in the Middle East
itself (Gervasio and Teti 2024, 40). This is the reason why a Gramscian perspec-
tive is important: sociological analysis cannot limit itself to economism by, for
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current theory, is
never mentioned in
his otherwise detailed
accounts of the
French revolution.
15 A relational point
that Fanon
belaboured in Black
Skin, White Masks
([1952] 2008).

example, comparing parts of the Salafist galaxy to the Lumpenproletariat
(Merone 2021). It needs to be accompanied by a political assessment of
whether activism from those quarters contributes to the common good and
emancipatory egalitarian politics. We are thus critical of both kneejerk attitudes
that immediately consider Islam as “a problem” and those that prereflexively
embrace its projects as anti-imperialist or decolonial resistance. These eminently
empirical questions need to be assessed in their historical contexts and in their
relation to an expressed commitment to “progressive politics”. As Chalcraft has
shown in his Popular Politics (2016, e.g. 106, 135), Islam has historically been
an ingredient used by movements and revolutionary actors. Still, it was com-
bined with republican, tribal, nationalist, or even pan-Arabic components.
Islam should not be the focus per se, but what articulations and conditions
make “Islam” appear as an alternative source of knowledge and power conten-
tion. Gramsci, in his own Italian context, grappled with the nuanced place that
“religion”, Catholicism as a faith, but also as an institution that takes different
forms and generates different forms of alliance or resentment among the masses,
could play for counter-hegemony to emerge in the south of Italy. An a priori
effort of translatability can enrich preliminary methodological steps.

A relational approach to data collection

Thinking about the research life cycle in reflexive terms means considering
how data collection would fit the research participants’ perspectives and pro-
jects (Cox 1998). In this regard, the relationships between the researcher and
the research participants should be developed in terms of trust. Building such
trusting relationships, which imply a form of embodied solidarity, may
depend on the cultivation of “shared feelings”, as Gramsci suggests (1971,
67), necessitating immersive fieldwork through participant observation by
researchers, along with acknowledging transversal political values that trans-
cend existing asymmetries. Likewise, a trustful and reflexive approach to
relationships can also avoid the researcher’s risk of being manipulated or
“betrayed” by the research participants when they feel in danger. Gramsci,
in the direct engagement he had with the southern “problems” or his involve-
ment in the factory councils during the Biennio Rosso, developed meaningful
and relational bonds that reciprocally enriched his on-the-ground activism.

Rethinking research in reflexive and relational terms leads to important
methodological considerations, particularly how we enter the securitized
field, including the virtual space. Respondents are certainly exposed to the
regime’s surveillance when in contact with foreign researchers (digital
exposure when having first contact via mail, Facebook, WhatsApp, etc.),
and they might show mistrust. They can fear that the status of the researcher
is a cover for police control of their practices or that the contact with the
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Moroccan state,
international NGOs
reported that the
regime has been
using, at least since
October 2017, the
Pegasus spyware to
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sahara-activist-nso-
pegasus/; https:/
theintercept.com/
2021/10/21/
MOorocco-pegasus-
surveillance-
journalists/.

researcher could lead national authorities to assume that the respondents cri-
ticize the regime in the interactions they have with him or her. While digital
media have played a crucial role in the creation of street mobilizations, fos-
tering the development of new spaces of coordination in authoritarian con-
texts, the national authorities increasingly use digital devices as a tool of
repression, sometimes well beyond their national borders. The escalation
of state repression can spill onto the web, with a cyberwar consisting of
the creation of bots, internet trolls, fake news, and distorted information dis-
crediting the protests (Mattoni and Sigilld 2022). In other words, digital sur-
veillance is part of the counter-mobilization routine (Abrahams 2021), where
the boundaries between activists and the regimes become blurred.'®

It is then important to reflect on who the first contacts are before entering
the field and how to present the research questions differently to national
authorities and potential research participants through unobtrusive words,
in particular in the digital space, for instance, using formula action for
“good governance”, “transparency” or “civil work” instead of “anti-corrup-
tion”, “civil society” or “protests”. It is important to modulate the strategy
according to the context (e.g. how the role and positioning of international
donors are perceived in the country and how researchers should maintain
and express independence from these institutions). Gramsci famously used
periphrases, such as “the modern prince”, “subalterns”, and “philosophy of
praxis” to avoid censorship when talking about Marxist politics. A new
lexicon of emancipatory politics could be built in a relational and cross-geo-
graphical manner to keep studying hyper-securitized polities. Working on
archives of former colonies, not to mention repressive environments (e.g.
Egypt), also necessitates all sorts of indirect formulations that require atten-
tion and concertation with the larger research community, past and present.

Reflexivity should also be set in motion when it comes to the establishment of
relationships with research centres in the field. We should, however, be aware
that foreign countries often fund “local” research centres. In the MENA
region, the most active are often funded by France, the UK, Germany, and the
US. As for France, given its colonial past in the Maghreb, the respective ambas-
sador often manages to have a say on the researchers’ agenda (e.g. with invita-
tions not to talk about corruption and other sensitive issues). It is not uncommon
for French research hubs based in the Arab world to invite local intellectuals to
workshops and conferences; but these are then often perceived in marginalized
regions as “corrupted intellectuals” who follow the foreign para-governmental
research centres far from, or in contrast with, the grassroots political struggle.
Navigating these networks and deciding when not to publicize social media
interactions with certain actors (international research centres, governmental
institutions, or figures of opposition) is also of paramount importance.

Against this background, foreign researchers should also reflect on their
relationship with local scientific communities, such as local think-tanks,
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18 Increasingly also
in Europe since the
start of the war on
Gaza in October
2023.

research centres, or universities, who might have different attitudes towards
open access to knowledge.'” Local universities are rarely considered viable
research partners. Thus, a rethinking of the relations between foreign
researchers and local intellectual communities, iz primis in terms of linguistic
expertise, must be approached through mutual scientific recognition. This
can in turn loosen the stranglehold of surveillance to which local researchers
are subjected and force foreign researchers to demonstrate some ability to
work in the vernacular.

Having a Gramscian understanding of field research means carrying out
immersive fieldwork that connects various parts of the world rather than re-
enacting civilizational differences. A researcher moving into another context
brings all sorts of baggage with her/him, and reflexivity is highly needed
without falling into a romantic embrace of “the local” (we will remember
that Gramsci was critical of most southern intellectuals in Italy for their lack
of organic connections with southern society). The decision to undertake
immersive fieldwork has certain implications, as it requires external research-
ers to plunge into the context and make choices regarding logistics (where
should I live?), networking (with whom should I talk and form friendships?),
and affiliation with field-based research centres and universities (international
or local?). All these choices can be dilemmas likely to affect the outcome of the
research or raise security issues for the researchers and research participants.

This brings us to consider the institutional securitization of academic
research. In the last decade, Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) have
become much stricter to guarantee ethical and safety standards for research
participants, following the principle that the latter should be given as much
information as possible to make an informed decision on whether they
wish to participate in a given study. Formal informed consent means disclos-
ing the intent of the questions: knowing how porous academic freedom can
be in a repressive context,'® such local approval might also jeopardize the
point about unobtrusive research questions to evade censorship. Over the
last five years, the academic community has witnessed a great variance in
the appropriateness and comprehensiveness of such procedures, from
overly loose guidelines to increasingly constraining rules (Clark and Cava-
torta 2018). There has been a pushback against too rigid and uniform a set
of IRB requirements, with calls for flexibility in defining informed consent
from the perspective of the informants.

Unfortunately, when in place, such procedures still seem poorly equipped
to deal with the challenges that emerge from doing social research fieldwork
in repressive contexts. For example, especially since the killing of Giulio
Regeni in Egypt, researchers based in Britain and the US have been severely
restricted in their ability to conduct fieldwork due to insurance consider-
ations, making it prohibitively expensive for universities to organize research
missions. Likewise, in the last decade, the French National Centre for
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Scientific Research (CNRS) has reined in the autonomy of its researchers
(Aldrin et al. 2022). The risk is that researchers who use online research as
a fallback position will have even fewer meaningful interactions with locals
and fewer chances to grasp the complexities of these sites.

Written informed consent forms containing personal information could be
highly problematic when research participants live in a repressive context.
First, they can affect the safety of informants, who may become more visible
to repressive measures after interviews. Activists can become particularly vul-
nerable to surveillance when they contact or are contacted by foreigners.
Second, a request for written consent with full disclosure of the research frame-
work might jeopardize the validity of the findings. Indeed, it can limit the
researcher’s ability to ask questions on sensitive issues such as on corruption
or anti-regime mobilizations, and inhibit respondents. Third, written informed
consent may jeopardize the safety of the researcher: interviewees might feel
trapped or become confused about the researcher’s status, role, and affiliation.
This would leave space for misunderstandings or raise the respondents’
psychological barriers, undermining trustful relationships built over time
with the research participants. To minimize the likelihood of unintentionally
harming interviewees by requiring them to fill out such forms, it might be pre-
ferable to ensure their informed consent verbally without leaving a potentially
compromising paper trail. The concern for translatibility would thus mean a
certain flexibility for guidelines that are otherwise strict and insensitive to
local risks. In any case, it is the duty of the scientific community, and in particu-
lar of research project leaders, to fight within their own institution to change an
“equal for all” ethical approach.

With regard to digital tools, be it with a digital recording or online interviews
(over Skype, Zoom, or more securitized platforms such as Jitsi or Signal), in
agreement with the research participant(s), the modality of sharing these inter-
views should be discussed and jointly agreed upon. From this perspective, the
interview should happen according to the way that vulnerable research partici-
pants consider the most appropriate to protect themselves. Having a copy of the
interview and using encrypting messaging platforms can protect or expose the
informants — transparency has been discussed and agreed upon based on IRB
protocols and on what makes more sense for the exposed informants.

Restitution, dissemination, and ownership of knowledge

Restitution of the research has recently become a debated issue in workshops
discussing ethical conduct during fieldwork. The central aim is to address the
issue of “extractive fieldwork™ by prioritizing the efforts to empower local
activists and researchers. This shift underscores a growing recognition of
the need for reciprocity and equity in research partnerships, reflecting a
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19 See for instance
the fracture in
Tunisia between the
capital and the
regions of the interior
and the south.

broader commitment to fostering mutually beneficial collaborations that
uphold the agency of local communities.

Building upon these considerations, research organizations have recently
begun to introduce funding criteria that prioritize the involvement of “local
actors” and “inclusive approaches”. Consequently, research projects that
actively promote the “empowerment of civil society” have gained traction.
Beyond the usual advice and the declaratory (and fashionable) objectives of
the twenty-first-century academic market, having a Gramscian perspective
in restitution practices goes beyond acting ethically and safely. Indeed,
ethics is not a separate category but is at the heart of research — the Gramscian
ethics of social and political change. As much as possible, it means establish-
ing systematic relationships with local intellectuals and research centres to set
transformational changes in motion. In light of the arguments presented
about the vécu of violence, and the need for translatability as a way to gen-
erate meaningful and relational bonds, it follows that restitution ought to be
informed by the previous steps of field research.

Gramsci suggests that violence is not only the crushing power of bourgeois,
corporatist domination. It embodies a lived experience, a complex system
that breeds awareness from repression, fostering connections and inspiring
the articulation of new visions. In this way, it paves the path towards hege-
mony, suggesting that research methods themselves can serve as instruments
for stitching together fragmented narratives based on asymmetrical power
relations. Restitution practices are an emblematic part of this process as
they involve local intellectuals and should avoid restituting research findings
only in the capital cities and/or political centres, especially if data collection
occurred in those regions or with those groups categorized as “under-devel-
oped” who have witnessed a past of political marginalization.'”

Solidarity networks with local intellectuals should go through the creation
of events, such as the organization of restitution workshops in situ with the
help of local universities and students. From a Gramscian perspective, an eye
on progressive politics can also help define these workshops or restitution
events. These steps can also improve feedback and grounding of the analyses
before submitting these findings to the peer-review evaluation for publication
and identify channels for dissemination of published materials that might
otherwise remain behind paywalls or be dangerous to acquire locally.

Efforts should also be made to translate the research results into the verna-
cular, or at least to have some portions in a bilingual format. However, we
should still consider that this ideal pattern of reciprocity between local and
foreign researchers transcends local dynamics of contention, encompassing
political, social, and economic disparities, such as center—periphery divides,
local versus transnational interests, and the contrasting views of conservatives
and progressives. Within this framework, we should question the role of the
researcher (or the claim?) to create bridges between different conflict realities.
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Conclusion

By focusing on areas marked by repression, we highlight the importance of
acknowledging violence in our analysis. The sites of violence can indeed
provide a context for the emergence of class solidarities, as Gramsci himself
demonstrated in the case of alliances between the Sassari Brigade soldiers
and Turin workers. By establishing meaningful relations in the field, research-
ers can enhance their understanding and become better knowing subjects.

We have argued, using some principles and ideas from Antonio Gramsci, that
research design, fieldwork, and the related steps of restitution and dissemina-
tion of knowledge require special attention in the context of the repressive
environments that are characteristic of many (Arab) Middle Eastern
countries. Notably, our ambition was to go beyond the validation of Grams-
cian concepts. Gramsci, through his direct experience as a colonial subject in
Italy and with bitter encounters with fascism and a repressive state, is an ally
in reminding us that the “knowing subject” is embedded in specific power-
saturated contexts and that geographies of knowledge production influence
our ability to perceive particular challenges.

We claim that four lessons can be drawn from Gramsci: (i) the need for
reflexivity about the origins and positionality of social researchers; (ii) the
ability of the latter to be critical to their own institution(s); (iii) a commitment
to maintain a relation between activism and analysis; and (iv) an acute atten-
tion to site of violence as a site of new solidarity. To give flesh to these four
principled lessons, we could sum up concrete cases and sites of political inter-
ventions presented earlier in this essay. In particular, we are thinking of (i) a
critical grasp of the existence of geographic and epistemic hierarchies, which
in turn shape knowledge and often define ethical standards; (ii) an attitude
by social researchers that preserves their own research institution’s scientific
independence, a refusal to Realpolitik subordination by governing bodies or
securitization concerns, in particular when it comes to research ethics (e.g. a
pushback on strict IRB applications and governmental or administrative
restriction on access to fieldwork); (iii) a recognition that research is not a
neutral act, but one embedded in larger political struggles (e.g. class struggles),
and (iv) a consideration of how sites of violence are not only spaces of repres-
sion, but of translatability and enactment of politics of solidarity.

Thus, with reflexive and relational attention to field research, we could say
that the “knowing subject” is also a “knowing context”. In an age where
“north” and “south” are even more imbricated with heightened access to
information and where Euro-American researchers are as vulnerable as
Middle Eastern researchers (vide the tragic case of Giulio Regeni), it is



RETHINKING SOCIAL RESEARCH IN THE CONTEXT OF A THERMIDORIAN ARAB MIDDLE EAST 17
Benoit Challand and Ester Sigillo

important to think about access to, movement with, and restitution of knowl-
edge, and not only about access to the Middle East. Rather than taking “a
site” as a neutral or geographical space, we have argued that doing fieldwork
is an arena of contention that can be hegemonized through methodological
concerns. The crushing power of the state is a reality that connects research-
ers globally and relationally, and those who share counter-hegemonic experi-
ences can help preserve a common space for emancipatory politics. Recent
research has thus captured new forms of popular mobilization in these
sites of military or police repression (Challand 2023; Grewal 2019; Joshua
Rigg, this issue). They can offer water to our mill of a more inclusive meth-
odological approach to popular politics.

The emphasis put on methods and the research life cycle is a reminder that
it is misleading, if not dangerous, to believe in the objective “extraction of
knowledge”. Adopting a Gramscian approach allows for preserving the com-
mitment to the common good in imbricated geographies. The stress placed on
the need to be reflexive about geographies of knowledge also dovetails with
the growing postcolonial literature.

Gramsci was not a university researcher, and we have tried to extrapolate
from his own experience lessons for the study of twenty-first-century Middle
Eastern politics. We have thus stressed the relevance of a combined ethics
“from here” and “from there”, and on issues of access, protection, and trans-
lation. The latter should not be understood only in linguistic terms as speaking
the vernacular (although this matters); it is also about translating and convey-
ing structures of feelings, of a vécu or lived experience and a history of violence
and repressive states. It also means accepting that knowing subjects can articu-
late what emancipatory politics is even in repressive settings. Finally, it is an
effort to capture and translate what different contexts can reveal, such as
silenced pasts of marginalization and violence, thus pushing back against the
chilling effect of repression and censorship that stifle emancipatory and inter-
national solidarity politics — from within and without the Middle East.
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