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As a lecture the listener was meant to be seeing certain images as I spoke. For a reader of the paper the images are likewise crucial.  The conference paper guidelines preclude sending images and there are, in any case, far too many to send.  However, they can be viewed on a website: http://users.ox.ac.uk/~sant1114/RamadanVisual.html  Once you're looking at any of the slides in a browser, you can move forward and backward sequentially using the links at the bottom of the page, or you can go to any of the slides from the main page.  Most of them are less than 100 k in size, but I fear they may load slowly over a modem.  However, if you first scroll through the entire set of slides, loading each one, you should then have the images temporarily saved in your disk cache, after which you can read the text and scroll through the images efficiently even using a modem connection. If you have access to an ethernet connection you should be able to see the images quite easily without first scrolling through them.
Introduction


The Ramadan fast, a central ritual for all Muslims, has also become associated with practices that have no intrinsic link to religion, and are even considered by some to be incompatible with Islam.  Contestable practices range from inoffensive local customs such as the marketing of specialty Ramdan items (e.g. "traditional" brass Ramadan lanterns, now largely replaced by lanterns made from lanterns made from recycled tin cans, or plastic lanterns that play the latest popular music), to more controversial campaigns for marketing luxury goods on a national or transnational scale (from department store promotions to international trade shows).  Lavish mass mediated entertainment—publicly and privately sponsored, and increasingly transnational in scope—contributes powerfully to the practice of Ramadan in many Muslim societies.  All such practices promote lifestyles marked by consumption of mass-marketed goods and images.  

My paper will examine Ramadan in Egypt, where commoditized consumption is ubiquitous during the fasting month.  At least three different processes structure Ramadan in Egypt: a nexus of marketing and mass mediated entertainment, the promotion of "heritage" in the form of notions about local "Ramadan traditions," and the construction of piety. The processes are not mutually exclusive, nor are individuals compelled to choose definitively between them. The broad context of the paper frames Ramadan as an important means of focusing debates about religious identity, national identity, and modernity.  A tension between mass-mediated consumer lifestyle and piety may, on one hand, be culturally productive, leading to robust new forms of modern religious practice.  The same tension may, on the other hand, be seen as socially polarizing, separating advocates of ritual purity from those of secularism.  

I begin from the observation that many different holidays throughout the world take a certain form.  Specifically, holidays can be an occasion for establishing new forms of exchange.  "New forms of exchange," of course, is just an elaborate way of saying commercial exchange.  So, in more immediate and practical terms, you can say that I've been thinking about the commercialisation of Ramadan in comparative terms.  Indeed, the initial working title of my project was "The Christmasization of Ramadan."  


My goal here is to discuss both visual culture and Ramadan.  It isn't really very hard to do, because the form of commercialisation that modern holidays take is intimately linked to visualism.  Let me therefore begin by showing you two images, which may at first seem to be rather unrelated. [Figure 1: Zaqzuq and Ramadan ad]

These are two images from the press.  The one on the left is the cover of a magazine called al-Ithnayn.  It is from 1935, and it has nothing whatsoever to do with Ramadan. Let me talk about it first. [Figure 2: Zaqzuq alone].  What the cover shows is two frogs, Zaqzuq and Zarifa.  They were regularly featured in al-Ithnayn in the 1930s for the purpose of making humorous commentary on things that were new and strange.  On this cover Zaqzuq, the male frog in the tarbush, is carrying a bound volume of the first year of the magazine, al-Ithnayn.  He's speaking to Zarifa, the female frog in the dress.  "This magazine will kill me from laughter," he says.  Zarifa replies "Just imagine if you could read!" The intent may have been ironic.  Why would illiterates buy magazines?  How pompous.  How absurd.  How could they really understand the texts if they can't read them?  But irony probably wasn't the main point.  Al-Ithnayn was not in fact marketing itself through the sale of reading material; it was marketing itself through the sale of illustrated reading material. The exchange between Zaqzuq and Zarifa actually implies in a fairly straightforward way that one might find this magazine funny merely from looking at the pictures.  What is less obvious, at least from our contemporary view, is the importance of the reader being virtually compelled to read the images along with the text.  The photographs and drawings in the magazine should not be understood as supplementary to the text; they are intrinsic to it.  In the 1930s, in the highly commercialised and technically proficient form that al-Ithnayn took, illustrated magazines were only slightly newer in the Middle East than in Europe and the U.S.—newer only by decades at most.  The basic package was the same everywhere.  The magazine bundled advertising with texts and imagery, in a variety format that makes it very hard to draw a firm line between "entertainment" and ostensibly more serious purposes such as education or political commentary.  Aside from the broad similarities, illustrated magazines both formed and were responsive to local concerns.  One of these concerns was how people should understand holidays.  But at another level it was how to consume the new medium itself.  In a nutshell, reading was becoming a visual activity—one that gave priority to seeing—rather than an activity that involved primarily reciting and listening.


[Figure 3: Outline of sections]  The slide you're looking at now gives a basic outline of what I'm going to talk about. I want to do two things in this paper.  One is to give contemporary commercialised Ramadan practices some historical depth by documenting their occurrence in an earlier period.  My other goal is to contextualize the medium itself—the illustrated magazine—in an analysis of how the sensory culture of reading was developing. Specifically, I want to highlight the role of such publications in promoting the growing priority of vision over the other senses.  The commercialisation of Ramadan requires a certain type of visualisation.  Some use the term "visualism" to describe a social practice that gives priority to seeing; other have called it "ocularcentrism." But crucially, when one looks at the practice of reading in Arab societies, it is important to appreciate that the priority of vision shouldn't be taken for granted.

I.  The Commercialization of Ramadan in Contemporary Society


[Figure 4: Part I, Computer ad alone] Let me talk a bit about contemporary Ramadan.  I'm interested in how societies create boundaries between different types of ritual.  No doubt my interest is a product of an outside perspective.  As a Middle East studies student of course I was taught the basic purpose of the Ramadan fast.  It's an intrinsic element of Islamic practice, and involves self denial for the purpose of heightening piety, communal solidarity, and struggle in the way of God, or jihad.  As virtually all of you know, such a bare-bones description of Ramadan as a ritual does not describe the full complexity of Ramadan in Egypt and in many other Muslim societies.  Egyptian Ramadan tends to be a focus for entertainment.  [Figure 5: Ramadan cartoon] The ubiquity of entertainment itself during Ramadan was, and remains, impossible to miss.  It is often commented on, as you can see from the cartoon in the current slide.  It shows a man greeting his newborn son with assurances that he has taped the latest instalment of an animated Ramadan serial called "Bakkar." [Figure 6: Bakkar].  "Bakkar" is a highly nationalistic multi-season feature that chronicles the adventures of a Nubian boy.  It was one of the few programs from last year's Ramadan television lineup that was not bitterly criticized for being vulgar.  But analysing a narrative isn't my main purpose here.  What I do want to note is first, that lots of people watched television even though the programs were often described as failures, and second, that Ramadan advertising was as ubiquitous as Ramadan entertainment.  The two were virtually inseparable.  


[Figure 7: Pepsi ad] Sometimes it seemed as if the advertisers were sponsoring Ramadan itself.  The six panels in this slide show an advertisement by Pepsi Cola that ran every night on the terrestrial channel one—undoubtedly the most watched channel in the first hour after the fast is broken, which is also the most lucrative hour of the night for advertisers.  The ad showed a casual-looking young man attempting to fire a brass cannon. [Figure 8: Pepsi boy].  It ends with the Pepsi boy holding up the product and giving everyone season's greetings from the company.  In the ad the cannon doesn't actually go off though. Traditionally a cannon blast signals the beginning of the Maghrib call to prayer, which indicates the end of the day's fast.  The cannon therefore serves as a kind of dinner bell. But when the cannon goes off is actually a matter to be determined only by state-sponsored religious authorities.  So in the ad the Pepsi cannon cleverly fizzles.  All the same, it was always broadcast just before the iftar, so it certainly gave a sly impression of corporate sponsorship—or you might say corporate hijacking—of the Ramadan ritual clock.


The cannon is one icon of Ramadan, but there are others.  [Figure 9: Imsakiyya] Ramadan is often symbolized visually by minarets against a dark sky.  Here you see it on an imsakiyya—a Ramadan fasting calendar—produced by the Egyptian Company for Cement, and distributed with one of the daily papers.  [Figure 10: Cairo Today].  Sometimes the image is abbreviated to just the hilal—the crescent moon, the sighting of which indicates the beginning of an Islamic lunar month.  Here you see it, appropriately enough, on an advertisement urging consumers to "stay up all night" watching the television program "Cairo Today."


[Figure 11: Vodaphone 'Umra] Of course overtly religious symbols are used in advertisements.  This ad for Vodaphone shows a woman reading the Quran with the Ka'ba in the background.  The ad offers free minutes to Vodaphone customers who are performing an 'Umra—a pilgrimage to Mecca outside the prescribed pilgrimage month.  [Figure 12: Tahrir ad] By custom an 'Umra is preferably performed during the months of Ragab, Sha'ban, or Ramadan.  Anecdotally it is said that people performing such pilgrimages increasingly prefer to do them during the month of Ramadan on the assumption that one gets more credit for performing the rituals associated with pilgrimage while fasting.  The billboard in this slide advertises the 'Umra in Tahrir Square.  My photo is too indistinct to see what company sponsored the advertisement.  But whether or not this particular billboard was timed to go up just before Ramadan, and to stay there throughout the fasting month, there is no doubt that its imagery can be adapted to commercial purposes.


[Figure 13: Fawanis ads]  Of all the icons available for visualizing Ramadan, there is no question that one has become dominant.  This is the fanus, the Ramadan lantern.  Here you see it on a range of advertisements for products that have no intrinsic connection to the religious side of Ramadan.  They include computers, as in the ad I showed you at the beginning of the paper [Figure 14: Ghost]; this one promises a 14 inch television with the purchase of a "Ghost" computer system.  Although Ramadan is the occasion for the ad, and for the promotional strategy of offering free televisions, the product itself has no connection to Ramadan. [Figure 15: Infocast] You can see the same thing in this ad for satellite receivers;  Advertisements usually contain some holiday greeting formula; "kull 'am wa antum bi-khayr" as in this ad, literally may you be well every year. [Figure 16: 'Ala` al-Din and al-Fursan]  And here's a couple more, one for a car dealership, and another for a children's magazine.  All of them feature images of the fanus, the lantern. [Figure 17: fawanis].  It's impossible to overstate how ubiquitous the fanus has become as a visual symbol of Ramadan.  It would not be a stretch to claim that it fulfils the same function as the Christmas tree—a rather secular symbol of a ritual that has religious significance for some.  The origin of the fanus—and indeed of certain other local Ramadan customs—is said to be the Fatimids.  [Figure 18: newspaper article]  The newspaper article you're seeing now give the standard explanation of the fanus: the Fatimid Caliph wanted to light the streets of Cairo during the nights of Ramadan, and ordered mosques to hang lanterns that could be illuminated with candles.  Subsequently it became a uniquely Egyptian custom that was never abandoned.  [Figure 19: Sayyida Zaynab]  Indeed, the manufacture of Ramadan lanterns is a pretty big seasonal business.  The lanterns shown here are often made of recycled tin cans, which you can see if you look at the insides of them.  Some lanterns are signed by the artisans who make them, and they bear a wide range of imagery, both religious and secular.  But they're made to be fairly obsolescent; the tin is too flimsy for most of the lanterns shown here to survive to next year.  Basically you're meant to buy them every year.


[Figure 20: Muski St.]  The newspaper article I showed a couple of slides back (and which is reproduced here), explicitly associates Ramadan lanterns with children.  There's a popular image of children out in the streets during Ramadan happily swinging their lanterns and singing a nonce rhyme that begins "wahawi wahawi ayuha."  But today the glass and tin fawanis aren't really made for children.  Most of them are way too big—some are about six feet high—and most are heavy and dangerous for a youngster.  One tends to see them sitting or hanging outside businesses or homes.  The lantern market for children, however, has been taken over by plastic fawanis made in China.  Sold everywhere, they play recorded music.  Some of them have children singing the "wahawi" song; others have popular songs: Sha'ban Abd al-Rahim singing "Ana bakrah isra`il"; or Muhammad Munir singing the theme song to "Bakkar."  


When these Chinese lanterns appeared a few years ago people were saying that the "traditional" fanus market would be destroyed by them.  That hasn't happened at all.  What's happened instead is that the Chinese make the toys, which you see here, while the local artisans make the Christmas trees.   Or rather the Ramadan lanterns that have come to play the same symbolic role that the Christmas tree plays in the U.S.  It's an iconic symbol which places Ramadan into a cultural complex that prominently includes commercial modes of consumption, or which even revolves around commercialism.  As a Ramadan icon the fanus has become so familiar that it can do its job very efficiently. [Figure 21: al-ula].  In this slide you see the channel identification screen used by the terrestrial Egyptian channel one.  It says "channel one; Ramadan Karim" in calligraphy.  In the upper corner you see the fanus icon.  [Figure 22: announcer]  When the announcer comes on to introduce the programming the Ramadan icon remains in the upper left-hand corner.  Plenty of other Ramadan images appear all the time, but the one icon that unites them is the fanus.  [Figure 23: t.v. screens]  As you can see from this slide, the Ramadan icon never leaves the screen.  It's there on potato chip and mobile phone ads; it appears on the Egyptian Radio and Television Union's identification screen; and it stays there when the Ka'ba is being shown during a call to prayer.


The intensity with which the fanus symbolizes Ramadan has not gone unnoticed.  Some claimed that the fanus was much more in evidence this past Ramadan than it had been in the past.  [Figure 24: cartoon].  It seems to have been a widespread impression, as this cartoon suggests.  It shows a man outside the maternity ward in a hospital.  The nurse hands him his "child" on a blanket, sourly commenting on what the reader can already see: "Congratulations.  It's a fanus."  This is the perfect statement of holiday fatigue.  

II. Modern Ramadan Historicized


[Figure 25: Part II]  Let me briefly summarize where I've been, and where I want to go.  In the first part of my paper I wanted to establish two things: first, that the observance of Ramadan can be associated with a high degree of commercialism.  Of course not everyone approaches Ramadan the same way.  But there is no question that in Egypt public manifestations of Ramadan give a prominent place to the promotion of commercialism.  Virtually nobody disputes that this is so, though of course interpretations of what significance to attach to commercialisation differ.  The second thing I wanted to establish is that Ramadan is objectified visually.  There are a wide variety of such visualized forms.  Some of them are religious in nature, and some not.  But as a religious practice visualization of Ramadan is irrelevant; as a commercial practice visualization is crucial.


What I want to do next is take a more historical look at how Ramadan has been expressed visually.  One reason I want to do this is that people have a tendency to misunderstand the novelty of social phenomena.  The phenomena I have been talking about are indeed new, but new on the scale of the past century or two, not of the past decade. I've used images that involve such things as satellite television, computers, and advertising for multinational corporations.  These are often discussed in the context of so-called "globalisation," which is widely understood as a recent product of intensified movements of people and media across borders, to the extent that borders as we have understood them are called into question.  As a term of analysis globalisation is already passé, but it was a popular concept, in academia as well as in the public imagination, so it still retains some intellectual traction. I want to help grease the skids on globalisation as an analytical category by looking at the visualization of Ramadan in a somewhat longer perspective.  


The notion of globalisation tends to divide the world into "local" and "global" cultural spheres, and to argue that the local is either produced by the global, or that it remains resistant to the global.  But it's like looking at the world either through a microscope or a telescope; everything appears very near or very distant.  The space between disappears, though the intermediate scales of interaction might be crucial to understanding how people construct meaningful worlds out of their experiences.  The illustrated magazines I'm going to be talking about and showing you operate on a scale of interaction that attempts to mediate precisely between very near experience—you could call it local, or even intimate—and the experience of very large-scale social change.


[Figure 26: Musawwar ad]  You are looking an advertisement for a special issue of the magazine al-Musawwar.  It appeared in al-Ithnayn, which was published by the same company.  The theme of the special issue was "holidays."  The advertisement touts various features, but no text mentioned has anything specifically to do with Ramadan.  And yet the special issue was advertised on the 24th day Ramadan.  And as you can see, the Ramadan icons are very much in evidence—in this case it's the crescent moon, plus mosque domes and minarets.

I have not managed to acquire the issue of al-Musawwar that is being advertised here.  [Figure 27: Musawwar spec. iss.]  I do, however, have the one that came out the year before.  As you can see from the slide the most iconic of all Ramadan symbols features on the cover.  The silhouetted figure holds a fanus.  Again, it was published during the last week of Ramadan.  This is significant.  In the abstract Ramadan is quite sober, whereas the 'Id al-Fitr that comes directly after Ramadan is a celebratory religious ritual.  No articles in either special issue discuss Ramadan as a holiday.  Ramadan is essentially mute, except as a visual presence.  At the same time it's Ramadan that ties the whole thing together.  The special holidays issue comes as close to the cusp between Ramadan and the 'Id as possible.  The two aren't really separable.  And as most of you know, the way Ramadan is practiced in Egypt is markedly carnivalesque in contrast to the Ramadan practices of many other Muslim societies.  The television shows I was talking about earlier are part of it.  A carnival is always an opportunity for people to behave outside normal routines, and hence a good opportunity to sell things people might not otherwise purchase.


It's also worth mentioning that in 1934 and 1935, when these two special issues were published, the major Western and Egyptian holidays overlapped.  Ramadan, the 'Id, Christmas, and New Years all came very close together.  It happens every so often. [Figure 28: Ramadan Santa]  In fact, it happened quite recently.  This slide is from Ramadan 4 years ago.  It was sent to me by a middle-class Egyptian family I've known for some time, and hence I assume it was available in an ordinary market.  [Figure 29: Moroccan card]  The phenomenon of hybrid holiday cards does not occur only in Egypt.  This card was sent to me from Morocco.  The sender was American, but the card is in Arabic, and therefore not meant to be marketed to non-Arab, non-Muslim consumers.  But if these cards from 1999 are hybrids, I think perhaps something different was going on in 1935.


[Figure 30: Holiday Cards]  In 1935 the spirit was comparative.  This article asks why the custom of giving holiday cards should be strictly foreign.  It shows a range of holiday cards, mostly not Egyptian, and asks point blank why there isn't a local custom of sending greeting cards with Egyptian images and Arabic words, and of course a local industry to produce such cards.  


[Figure 31: 'Id al-Adha] In the 1930s it wasn't just Ramadan and Christmas that captured the attention of the illustrated magazines.  All Egyptian holidays were pointedly contrasted with the way foreigners (particularly Europeans) celebrated their own holidays.  This slide shows the cover of a special issue of al-Ithnayn on the 'Id al-Adha, the Feast of the Sacrifice, which in religious terms is more important than the 'Id al-Fitr.  As you can see here the emphasis again is less on the religious aspect of the 'Id than on holiday customs, namely the sheep that God gave to Abraham so that he wouldn't have to go through with sacrificing his son Isma'il.  [Figure 32: Sheep cartoon]  The spirit at this time was light-hearted.  This slide shows a cartoon in which the sheep turns on the butcher.  I've heard that children sometimes become a bit too close to the sheep before the 'Id al-Adha, and then become traumatized when their friend ends up on the dinner table. As an American it's impossible to look at this cartoon and not think of the inevitable cartoons that depict the Thanksgiving Turkey taking revenge on his tormentors.

[Figure 33: Shamm al-Nasim] Shamm al-Nasim was also given its place in the pantheon of holidays.  One of the holiday special issues had run a piece about the need for national holidays so that Egypt would have its own counterpart to those of the Europeans. Shamm al-Nasim would have seemed a good candidate, since it's uniquely Egyptian but not religious.  But if one looks at these magazines over the years it becomes apparent that there is a gradual winnowing out of the holidays until Ramadan is left as the dominant holiday, and becomes a de facto national event.  Of course there are also national holidays in the political sense, to mark national independence and the founding of the state.  But of the most grassroots level holidays, Ramadan and the 'Id al-Fitr, taken together as an inseparable pair, are by far the most salient over time, and by far the most intensively represented in media.  Indeed, there is no other Egyptian holiday that can be represented so iconically; you won't see a little sheep in the corner of the television screen to let the viewer know that he or she is watching 'Id al-Adha programming, or a colored egg to symbolize Shamm al-Nasim.  Only Ramadan has icons.  Images of the crescent moon, or more commonly, the lantern, leave no doubt about the season.  Even the 'Id al-Fitr, inseparable as it is from Ramadan, is less amenable to iconization.  It is represented—by showing people in new clothes, which are a characteristic feature of the holiday, or by showing kahk, the little 'Id sugar cookies that are made in huge quantities, and which are so omnipresent that they become the object of jokes every year.  But these lack an equivalent iconic value to the assemblage of Ramadan icons: the hilal, moonlit domes and minarets, and most prominently the lantern.


[Figure 34: Christmas in Hollywood] The process of creating a visual icon for an Egyptian holiday was unfinished in the 1930s.  It takes shape year by year through a remarkably self-conscious comparison of holidays. Of the Western holidays, Christmas attracted by far the most attention.  This feature from a 1934 al-Ithnayn issue published during Ramadan describes Christmas in Hollywood. As the article puts it, Christmas "is the biggest of their religious holidays.  Among its most important characteristics are an exchange of valuable gifts, and putting up a natural or artificial tree in every home, with gifts, games, small lanterns, and colored ribbons hung on its branches."  It goes on to explain Santa Claus and to elaborate on the gift giving ritual.  Photos tell a parallel story of frank consumerism and sexual marketing.  [Figure 35: Shirley Temple] Shirley Temple poses with a bunch of Christmas presents almost as big as she is.  The Hollywood convention of using stars to promote new consumption habits was well developed by this time.  It was done in many ways, including direct sponsorship of products. And the convention was readily adopted in Egyptian publications, though not to a high degree in the mid 1930s.  In this period local stars were commonly depicted in drawings rather than photographs, as you can see from this slide. [Figure 36: Ahl al-Fann]  The text explains that everyone gets to take a break during a holiday "to give their bodies the right to rest, and their souls entertainment and enjoyment."  This is not to say that actors and actresses did not appear in Egyptian magazines in the 1930s.  Indeed, they were heavily used to promote new life styles in photographic essays, and by the late 1940s were employed directly to sell specific brand name products.  But in the mid 1930s the conventions for discussing holidays were in flux.  There were a few articles about what Egyptian stars did during the holidays, but they rarely had anything like the visual impact of the Hollywood articles, which were undoubtedly based on studio publicity material.

[Figure 37: Hollywood starlets]  So let me return to Hollywood for a moment.  This is an enlargement of one of the photos included in the feature on Hollywood stars during the holidays.  The sex appeal is obvious, but so is the Christmas tree.  If you look at the lower right hand corner of the slide you'll see that there's even a Christmas tree icon.  Already by this time there was an obvious trend to do the same with the Ramadan lantern.  Making the lantern into an icon required that it be abstracted.  As I've already mentioned, representations of the lantern as a symbol of Ramadan were already common.  [Figure 38: Holidays issue]  Here is another example of the lantern used to symbolize Ramadan in an advertisement for a holidays special issue.  This time the ad is in a magazine called Kull (i) Shay`.  It, and al-Ithnayn, and al-Musawwar—all the magazines I'm referring to here—were published by the Dar al-Hilal company.  So I am, to a large extent, generalizing on the basis of a single publishing house.  However, I should point out that Dar al-Hilal was a giant in the publishing industry.  al-Ithnayn, the magazine I'm relying on the most, was perhaps the largest circulation weekly magazine of the interwar period.  Successful publishing formats were often copied by competitors.  So al-Ithnayn's gradual abstracting of the lantern into an icon of Ramadan may indeed have been the work of a single organization, but there is no doubt that it was a highly influential organization. 

[Figure 39: Wahawi 1]  This is what I mean when I say that the lantern was being adapted into an iconic representation.  In this slide you see the shape of the lantern framing a picture of a bunch of children holding lanterns.  The text around the outside of the lantern is in the form of a vernacular children's rhyme that kids chant in the street during Ramadan: "Wahawi wahawi iyuha" it goes—it's a nonce rhyme, a sort of verbal abstract for Ramadan.  In this period all sorts of traditional practices were being pressed into the service of defining a national identity.  They're elements of folklore, but they're being used for new purposes.  And the adaptation of "folk practices" was often very creative.  In this case the poem itself is in a traditional form, but the contents are satiric.  It's poking fun at the government of Sidqi Pasha, who had abrogated the constitution and was ruling with an iron hand.  

[Figure 40: Wahawi 2]  This slide shows a further step in abstracting the lantern into an icon.  Now the text is on the inside, and the folk imagery is arranged on the margins in simple line drawings. It was published one week after the one I showed you a moment ago, and is also a satiric poem about the Sidqi government. In the longer term what is happening is that function of the holiday is changing.  It still has it's ritual function, but in the context of a modernizing state it's also a period in which social rules are briefly relaxed, and hence an opportunity for various interested parties to insert their own agendas.  Of course they're the same agendas that that are being promoted all through the year, but the holiday provides a ritual frame, and a heightened focus.  But over a long time frame, the agendas that have been most forcefully promoted during Ramadan aren't those of oppositional groups; rather they've been the agendas of state modernizers, and of commercial interests.  Let me turn now to those commercial interests, particularly since that was the original impetus to my own examination of Ramadan.


[Figure 41: Christmas gifts]  First let me take you back one more time to the feature on Christmas in Hollywood.  The slide you're seeing now shows an actress sitting in front of the Christmas tree making a list of people she wants to give gifts to.  Of course gift giving is the single greatest factor in the creation of Christmas as a commercialized phenomenon.  In the 1930s the staff writers of al-Ithnayn and perhaps other magazines were definitely playing with the idea of creating a similar tradition of gift giving during Ramadan.  You might call this inwardly oriented charity.  Of course charity is an intrinsic part of Ramadan.  But it's supposed to be charity given to the poor, and the more anonymous the gift the better.  However, when charity becomes inwardly oriented it gets directed not to the faceless poor, but to one's own.  This is precisely what happened to Christmas.  In the 18th century Christmas was a carnival celebration that involved circuits of charity that flowed from the wealthy to the poor.  A Christmas carol was a veiled threat: poor people would come to your door and sing, and if you didn't cough up some food and drink they vandalized your home.  That was unacceptable in the era of the industrial revolution because the holiday could too easily become the focus of rebellion.  So what happened to Christmas was that charity got re-directed to the family; you gave to your own instead of to the poor, or more precisely, to the workers.  So when Betty Furness sits in front of the tree making her Christmas list, she's explicitly orienting her holiday generosity not to the poor, but to the people who matter most to her, and not inconsequentially, to the people who are best positioned to benefit her.  


[Figure 42: peasants]  Now what about Ramadan and the 'Id al-Fitr?  Of course there are traditions of charity, which remain very strong.  But there are other forms of charity associated particularly with the 'Id al-Fitr.  As most of you know, there is a tradition of buying new clothes for the 'Id.  It's usually a form of family reciprocity, in other words, the parents buy clothes for their own children.  But there is also a general feeling that one should treat oneself.  That's what this cartoon refers to, in a slightly sarcastic manner.  It shows two peasants sitting outdoors.  One asks the other what sort of suit he's going to have made for himself for the holiday.  "Half a sandal" replies the other.  Poor guy, how can he enjoy the holiday?


[Figure 43: new clothes]  You can see a more idealized image of the custom of getting new clothes for the 'Id in this slide.  It's the cover of 'Id al-Fitr issue of al-Ithnayn from 1935, and it shows a boy and girl all gussied up in their holiday clothes.  I'm assuming they aren't meant to be brother and sister, since the girl is so much darker than the boy.  Possibly they're both supposed to be the children of servants, or maybe she's the nanny and he's her charge.  And the clothes look more like costumes than just basic good clothes that one can wear on any special occasion.  Be that as it may, the idea is clearly that it's supposed to be a festive occasion.  The girl is holding some sort of noise-making device, and they're both grinning ear to ear.  Clearly one is supposed to be enjoying this holiday through consumption.  I think it is generally assumed that the custom of buying new clothes for the 'Id is old.  I have no reason to believe otherwise.  However, it must be emphasized that by the 1930s the custom, whether it's old or new, was being promoted in a context of marketing.  The quantity and variety of clothes available in the 1930s was vastly greater than it would have been a generation earlier.  All sorts of manufactured items were marketed through this and other magazines.  [Figure 44: ads]  Here are some examples.  I haven't really shown you any of these from illustrated magazines before the very contemporary stuff I was talking about in the beginning.  It's important to see a couple just to appreciate what consumers from earlier periods were looking at in addition the textual and pictorial material I've been talking about.  These are among the more eye-catching advertisements, and in the case of the Amun ad, obviously provocative by current standards.  But there were many others that were more ordinary.  The point is that in the 1930s the purchase and display of mass produced and mass marketed consumer goods was a new and crucial means for creating social hierarchies.  This is reflected in the way holidays were presented to the public—"sold" to the public wouldn't be too much of a stretch.  


[Figure 45: On the 'Id] Here is a feature from the 'Id al-Fitr issue of al-Ithnayn in 1935.  It comes two issues after the feature that talked about how Hollywood actresses celebrate Christmas.  This is, essentially, a Christmas story transposed to the 'Id al-Fitr.  It revolves around Aziza Hanim, a woman who, at the beginning of the story, is shown struggling with the demands of facing the 'Id al-Fitr with her husband absent.  We don't know why the husband isn't there.  [Figure 46: 'Id shopping]  The kids constantly complain about the absence of their father.  Aziza tries to mollify them by taking them to do the 'Id shopping by herself.  Here you see the family emerging from the shop.  She's gotten a new dress for her daughter, new suits for the young boys, and new shoes for all the kids.  She doesn't buy clothes for herself.  The story suggests that since the husband's absence began they haven't been well off.  They're living off of a dwindling inheritance from Aziza's father.  But as you can see from the picture, they haven't shed the maid yet—she's the one in milayya laff carrying the youngest son.  The story sets some rather high standards for a family that's struggling to remain middle class.  [Figure 47: kids complain]  The shopping trip doesn't work.  The problem is that everything Aziza does is compared unfavorably to what the father did when he was living with them.  The children are pretty unambiguous.  When she buys her daughter a dress, the girl says "Papa used to get me better dresses than this one."  The mother tells her daughter that if she loves her father so much she should go live with him, and the girl replies "So?  I'll go.  Take me to him.  I love Papa so much."  The mother tries to occupy them making 'Id cookies, and the daughter says "Remember last 'Id mama?  Papa sat with us and made the ka'k!  Mama, he used to make better shapes than you.  If he was with us now he'd make some really nice ones."  Her son says "Isn't Papa totally great Mama?  You know, Mama, the picture in the salon of him is better than the one of you."  She asks him point blank if he loves his father more than her, and he says "Of course."  Basically she can't win.  The slide you're looking at now shows her trying to no avail to quiet her constantly complaining children.


The narrative then reveals the reason for the father's absence: He's fallen in with bad company.  He's gone off boozing, and whoring, and eventually he gets involved with a dancer and goes off to live with her.  Poor Aziza just tells the kids that he's on a business trip, and she works hard to not slam the door on any potential reconcilliation.


[Figure 48: toys] But all ends well.  After a sleepless night the wayward father magically returns.  The circumstances of his return are interesting.  Aziza puts the kids to bed with their new clothes all laid out for the next day.  After a sleepless night she gets up and feeds the kids, and of course they start complaining again.  Why?  Because it seems Aziza has forgotten to get them toys.  At every turn she fails in her materialist duties, and this means she's failed as a parent.  Just as she's attempted to quell the uprising over the toys by promising to take them toy shopping after breakfast, lo and behold, the wayward father appears at the door, and bearing what?  What else?  Really great toys!  There's no indication in the text that the perceived inferiorities of the mother's materialism is a figment of the childrens' imagination.  When Daddy comes home with the toys the text says "He had a large bundle with him, which he now opened, and when the children saw what was in it they danced for joy.  It had exquisite toys, a dress, and two expensive suits."  The father's stuff really is better!  It doesn't matter that he's gone off and shacked up with a dancer: he now promises to do better.  Hooray!  It appears they're destined to live happily ever after.


[Figure 49: Shirley/Azizas]  Think about the toys for a moment.  The story tries to apply Shirley Temple's hoard of toys to the 'Id al-Fitr.  But there isn't actually any tradition as far as I know of giving toys for the 'Id al-Fitr. Basically this attempt to turn 'Id al-Fitr into an Egyptian version of Christmas never really gained much traction.  However, the  imperative to associate this holiday—and by extension Ramadan as well—with a commercialized forms of exchange remains strong.  Remember I began my paper by showing you some images of Ramadan commercialism from last year's Ramadan.  In our times Ramadan doesn't compel the kind of inwardly-oriented consumption that Christmas does.  But it does compel consumption of media, and of the means to consume media (such as televisions, radios in an earlier era, and currently information technology); and luxury food items; and perhaps 'umra's—or out-of-season pilgrimages to Mecca.  Possibly other things as well.  It's hard to tell for sure in hard times, which by all accounts the last Ramadan was.


Before I move on, I do want to draw your attention to one more item in the story I've just been talking about—the one in which Aziza Hanim's problems are solved not so much by her husband's return, as by his superior ability to satisfy the children's materialist longings.  This is that the story doesn't actually say a word about Ramadan. The 'Id al-Fitr traditionally is a three-day celebration.  But the story actually seems to begin not on the first day of the 'Id, but on the last day of Ramadan.  And yet there's no mention of fasting at all.  The second morning of the story appears to be the first day of the 'Id—that's when the father magically reappears.  The only mention of religion in the story comes on the morning of the 'Id.  Aziza's daughter wakes up and tells her mother the following: "Mama, I dreamed that Papa came and took me to a mosque, like on the last 'Id, and left me in a corner while he prayed, saying to people 'Allahu akbar, Allahu akbar.'  Didn't you say he was coming today Mama?  is he here yet?"


And yet the father's return to his family had to have been the result not of the 'Id, but of his experience of Ramadan.  The idea is that he's been gone for six months, then decides he's done wrong, and resolves to clean up his act.  It had to have been Ramadan that cleaned up his act, not the 'Id.  But the story only says that it was fond memory of the 'Id that brought about his reform.  Ramadan remains unmentionable in the story, and this is a very odd inversion.  Ramadan can be indicated visually—indeed, all discussions of holidays put Ramadan squarely at the forefront, at least in terms of how holidays were visualized.  But at this point, in the mid 1930s, Ramadan isn't explicitly mentioned as a "holiday."  However, I want to suggest that this doesn't really matter: visual invocation of Ramadan was enough to put it not just in the pantheon of national holidays, but in the position of the pre-eminent national holiday.  How this came about has less to do with the content of the texts—both written and visual—and more to do with how people apprehended the texts.  That's the topic of the next and final section of my paper.

III. A Context: Reading Illustrated Magazines


[Figure 50: Section Three]  Thus far I've talked about Ramadan in two time contexts.  The first was the highly commercialized Ramadan of contemporary years—a constellation of practices associated with mass media that seems to be a product of new forms of consumption made prevalent by so-called "globalization."  After that I tried to put these practices in a longer historical sequence.  I think that the novelty of a commercialized Ramadan should be understood in the context of a longstanding process of social transformation.  But crucially it has to be seen as something produced by specific interactions.  It isn't useful to look at commercialized Ramadan as simply a local reaction to "global" forces, or alternatively as a futile struggle to resist "global" forces.  The actual history of these interactions takes place at a level that we don't often pay much attention to.  I just referred to this level of interactions in terms of how people apprehend texts.  Basically, we need to pay attention to how people read.  One can't really appreciate the significance of the illustrated magazines I've been talking about unless one thinks about how they're read.


To put it as simply as possible, one reads an illustrated magazine silently, and by oneself. Silent reading is essentially a visual practice.  Consequently if we need to understand how Ramadan became a visualized phenomenon—and hence much more adaptable to commercialization than it might have been otherwise—we need to think about how the sorts of magazines I've been talking about are read, and how reading them contrasts with older textual practices.  


[Figure 51: Shaykh] Precolonial modes of reading were geared to oral recitation.  The slide you're looking at now could be a depiction of any sort of reading; all you see here is a man and a book.  He could be reading out loud, or could be reading silently.  But other images are more suggestive of a different textual order. [Figure 52: study/read1].  This slide depicts a pedagogical context that puts a less ambiguous emphasis on the recited text.  Many such photographs were taken [Figure 53: study/read2].  This slide shows the same practice.  As a mute photograph it just looks like a class—perhaps a bit more rough and ready than in a European schoolhouse, but the same basic relationship between teacher and pupil pertains to both.  Europeans were fascinated with such images partly because for the photographers the scenes were not mute, but were often filled with the sound of reading, sometimes reading of a number of texts simultaneously, always out loud.  European observers found such reading practices chaotic.  It always seemed like a "brouhaha" or "disorder" that resulted from teachers being unable to instruct in any way but individually, having them read each text out loud, to the point that often several readings could be going on at any given moment.  But they may have simply been mistaking recitation for chaos.  The pedagogical method echoed the model of the Quran's revelation, which is say a model based on direct transmission of words from God to his Prophet, who then perfectly relays the text in oral form from the Prophet to his followers.  By subordinating the written word to the spoken word, texts try to recreate the presence of the author.  This means that the conventions for producing texts are predicated on recitation—reading the words out loud.  An authoritative reading of a text was (and in some contexts still is) always an oral reading.  This did not mean that silent reading was impossible in precolonial Arab textual practice, but it was done as a matter of necessity, outside spheres of formal education and certainly outside the sphere of the authoritative production of knowledge in such key fields as law and religion.  [Figure 54: Qairawan]  It would be a mistake to regard recitational textuality as simply outmoded.  This is a photograph I took at the Grand Mosque of Qairawan in Tunisia in 1982.  These students were practicing rather than reciting to a teacher, but they were all doing so out loud.  [Figure 55: t.v. reading] It would also be wrong to assume that this sort of textual practice is restricted to the education of young pupils.  This slide shows a Quran study class for adults.  It was part of the visual component of a devotional song broadcast on Channel 1 during the last Ramadan.  Unlike the first reading pictures I showed you, it isn't clear here who the teacher is, or if there is a teacher.  But there  is no question that the reading is oral.  Otherwise why sit in groups rather than study the text on one's own in some private location?


There are obviously very important differences between the reading of religious texts and the consumption of printed material such as the illustrated magazines I've been talking about.  But over the long term, the problem historians have to grapple with is to understand the diversification of reading techniques.  The television sequence summarized by the slide you're looking at now is a representation of a mode of reading which was dominant in Arab societies until about a hundred years ago give or take a couple of decades.  Over the past century other techniques became available to literate individuals in the Middle East.  I don't want to describe this as a "transition," because that make the process sound evolutionary.  As you can see from the slide, reading geared to oral recitation is very much a live option.  Other techniques of reading augment it, but do not necessarily replace the recitational style invoked in this television sequence. 

[Figure 56: Taufiq al-Hakim]  The history of reading in the modern Middle East involves a diversification of sensory techniques.  Reading silently is a very different technique from recitation.  It is a more private, more individual activity.  A figure like Taufiq Hakim, shown here in his book-lined study, wrote stories, plays, and essays, many of which were published in forms that could only be consumed privately by individuals.  He is normally understood idealistically, as a beacon of enlightenment, or as a creative force who wrote works that were later canonized in criticism and school curricula.  But we perhaps misunderstand him if we ignore his place in the less formal circuits of writing through which new forms of literacy developed.  Of course it's completely unsurprising that a man whose career was predicated on writing should be shown in the company of his books.  But there is more to it than that.  The magazine in which al-Hakim appears, al-Ithnayn again, which I've been using throughout my paper, virtually compelled visual reading rather than the sort of oral recitation characteristic of pre-colonial modes of textuality, and still characteristic of religious pedagogy.  Being photographed with reading material was not just a mark of a man who writes books.  It was also a mark of the age.  

[Figure 57: Zainab] Consider this photograph.  It's the personal photograph of an ordinary individual.  Her name is written on the back, so we know she was Egyptian, or at least Arabic-speaking.  It's obviously a studio photograph.  The background is painted, and it's clearly a carefully composed scene.  Of course we have no idea where the book comes from, but it's entirely possible that it was as much a studio prop as the painted background.  Such scenes were common in studio photography.  Indeed, it is not inconceivable that the first photograph I showed you in this reading sequence was just as carefully posed as the studio photo you're looking at now.  Here is the earlier image: [Figure 58: shaykh]  He's also shown as a solitary individual reading a book.  It looks like a "live" scene, but the complete lack of any background to the photo perhaps suggests composition rather than sponteneity.  And the date is 1880.  Film was slow, and cameras were not exactly nimble instruments at the time.  But whether the picture is composed or documentary, it's more common to see the sort of reading he's doing—specifically reading of the Quran, as the caption notes—represented as a collective activity. [Figure 59: collective reading] Of course recitational reading doesn't have to be done like this, in groups.  We've probably all encountered it in public places—on busses, or on the metro.  But of course when you encounter it you're aware of it, because it's oral, the reading can be heard.  It's public even when there are no specific listeners, or indeed, even when there are no listeners at all.

[Figure 60: Woman with dolls]  Let me return now to the representation of silent reading.  The practice is surely not restricted to photographs of Egyptians.  The one you're looking at now is probably of a non-Egyptian woman.  [Figure 61: Greek women]  This one too.  The photographers themselves were often foreigners or Egyptianized foreigners (e.g. Greeks, Armenians, Italians who may have been in the country for several generations), so it's reasonable to assume that the inclusion of reading material in the photographs was the result of collaboration between the photographer and the subject.  In this case two people are shown with the magazine.  But you can see enough of the magazine is showing that you know it is an illustrated magazine, which must be seen rather than made audible [Figure 62: Man with son]  Sometimes the reading material is being held rather than consumed, as in this photograph of a man with, presumably, his son.  We know from the back of the photo that the studio was in Italy.  The convention of using reading material as a studio prop must be international.  But the man and boy are clearly Egyptian judging by their dress. [Figure 63: man reading to boys]  In this case the composition suggests either reading or looking, you can't really tell.  The book could be a photographic album or a text.  Although the image is collective and possibly pedagogical, it suggests a very different tone than the Quran classes shown earlier.  In this case there is an implication that reading is a more portable activity.  Recitational reading is designed for a specific reading context.  This photo suggests reading as a quite casual activity.  [Figure 64: two boys]  This one does so even more.  It's two boys, presumably brothers.  One is shown carrying a magazine.  It's a deliberate casualness—looks two boys on their way to school.  But it's composed in almost exactly the same way as the more formal portrait I showed you earlier, and which I've replicated in the lower right corner of this slide.

[Figure 65: women shopping]  The growing portability of illustrated magazines is nicely captured in this photograph.  It's not a studio photograph.  The women and girl appear to be on a shopping trip.  One of the women is carrying an issue of al-Musawwar, one of the Dar al-Hilal publications I've used in this paper.  

[Figure 66: Images]  It should also be said that the publishers of illustrated magazines were well aware of the appeal of their product.  Just as personal photographs constructed by studio photographers often used reading material as part of their compositions, so too did the publishers of the magazines themselves promote their product by showing people using it.  The magazine from which this slide is derived was Images.  As you can see it's a French-language Egyptian publication.  Once again you've got the lone reader; again the publication is clearly an illustrated one that cannot be properly read as a recitational text.  The reader is an adult woman.  I haven't mentioned it before, but there's an obvious social diversity in these representations of silent reading that you'll never find in the recitational texts.  Of course in this case the reader can probably be assumed to be non-Egyptian, and of course the text itself isn't even in Arabic.

[Figure 67: Hilal pubs.] But you can very easily find a corresponding imagery that features more normative Egyptian social types.  This slide, from a Dar al-Hilal publication called al-Dunya al-Musawwara, shows a middle-class man settling down to read a different Dar al-Hilal magazine five nights a week.  He reads them by himself, in his most comfortable chair, and, one assumes, silently.  Indeed, one final point I want to make about these publications is that by a certain point they can only be read silently.  They have to be decoded visually.  And the visual material cannot be described as simple illustration of a text, with the implication that it's still the text that has primacy.  
[Figure 68: Kawakib]  One can see a rapid development in the complexity of the visual component of the texts.  This slide shows a couple of pages from the magazine al-Kawakib in 1932.  One side of the page has a feature on a family of Egyptian gymnasts who apparently met with considerable success abroad.  The other page has assorted show business news items.  Both features include illustrations, but the illustrations are essentially of secondary importance to the text.  The magazine did feature more complex visual material, but on the whole its main emphasis was on articles like this.  The photographs may have enhanced the attractiveness of the texts, but the texts could certainly be read alone.

[Figure 69: Kalila] That kind of text was essentially not functionally different from the sort of illustrated texts that had existed for centuries in the writings of Muslim societies.  For example, this slide shows an illustrated text from Kalila and Dimna, a popular collection of animal fables that often carried illustrations.  Kalila and Dimna texts were more formulaic than illustrated magazines, and certainly more restricted in the contexts in which they were used.  But functionally this text doesn't differ that much from the one I showed you a moment ago.  It's an illustrated text, but you can remove the illustrations and still have a perfectly comprehensible text.

[Figure 70: silent text]  But try reading this out loud.  It's from a 1948 issue of al-Ithnyan.  There are three ads, for clothes, cigarettes, and brandy.  They're all meant to be seen—they have to be seen, there's nothing there otherwise.  On the right hand page there's also the continuation of a story from earlier in the issue.  It's perfectly true that the ads have nothing to do with the story.  On the other hand, the publisher certainly wanted the reader to be led to the ads.  It's true that you can read the story alone, flipping from the earlier pages of the magazine to this one.  But you can't really understand what the publisher wanted without considering how the text works with the ads; nor in all likelihood can you understand what the reader experienced.  The left hand page has the ultimate visual text.  It's titled "War of Nerves," and shows two men trying to irritate each other with noise.  But the noise itself is left to the imagination of the reader.  There are no words used in it.  It's completely visual, and yet you can't fully understand its effect unless you consider how it functioned with the texts and other images against which it was juxtaposed.

IV.  Conclusion

[Figure 71: Zaqzuq and Zarifa]  Let me conclude by coming back to where I started.  I've suggested that the drawing of two frogs talking about the visual delights of a 1930s illustrated magazine make a useful context for understanding the commercialization of Ramadan.  What links the two images?  I think the second one—the Ramadan ad—was made possible by a process that involves the first image.  It was a process of reorganizing the way people read.  The commercialization of Ramadan can be pretty much taken for granted.  I've met almost nobody who doesn't perceive it.  But in order to understand how it works and where it came from one must apprehend the history of how people became habituated to processing texts in a certain way.  In a nutshell, texts became much more closely aligned with visual culture than they had been.  There is nothing inherently visual about Ramadan.  As a ritual it can be argued that it has more to do with sound, taste, and even smell than it does with  anything visual.  And yet now for millions it is linked to iconographies and visualized narratives, and these in turn are inextricably bound to a potential for promoting commercial exchange.   

Our opinions about the relationship of people to texts tend to be formed by what we believe about literacy.  Literacy tends to be cast in the context of educational policy, access to educational resources, institutional histories, and "serious" texts, which usually is to say texts that come free of any visual content.  But the texts themselves started to become inseparable from visual practices as people found it necessary to develop the ability to read silently and independently.  

Furthermore, one of the things that is vitally important about the magazines I've been talking about is that they were a means of developing new reading habits that lay outside formal institutions.  These magazines functioned through pleasure, not through discipline.  They mixed formal and informal registers of language with all sorts of visual material, including imaginative material drawn by staff artists, as well as photographic material that represented contemporary society.  Our understanding of how people developed modern practices tends to rely too heavily on processes that involve discipline.  People were forced to conform to new practices, but they also adopted new practices willingly, even eagerly.  

The importance of Ramadan in this process of creating practices of visual culture is that it provided raw cultural material.  The process of reshaping textual practice in a more visualizable form required that local culture and events be recast.  Ramadan was therefore one of countless events that could be turned into a multiple-use object.  It became a "thing" that could be employed to further agendas as different as promoting political critique, selling computers, or encouraging consumption through gift exchange.

One final point I want to make about this medium and the visual reading practices that it fostered is that it takes place on a scale that people who write about the Middle East rarely take into consideration.  For the better part of the last decade the keyword has been "globalization," or some derivative of the concept, such as transregionalism or transnationalism.  In practical terms what this means is that there is a general recognition that to understand events on the ground one has to take into account processes that go well beyond their immediate context. So we've become quite adept at framing the so-called "local" in terms of the "global," and vice versa.  But what we're missing is an understanding of where the cultural gears mesh.  You could call it the intermediate ground, or you could think of it as the focal range that falls between a microscopic view and one that is telescopic.  For both contemporary commercialized Ramadan and the 1930s magazines that were part of its history, the intermediate focal range is where the most crucial cultural work gets done. This is where the incompatible is harmonized, where the new chases out the old, and where the old gets reshaped into an immovable object.  To paraphrase Zarifa, how much better our understanding of all this would be if we just knew how to read the images that go along with the texts.
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