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Chapter One 

Introduction 

In early February 2010, I was with a group of about twenty young Resala volunteers in the provincial 

town of Kom Ombo in Upper Egypt. It was the fourth day of the Resala Aswan caravan, an annual 

event that brought 250 volunteers from Cairo to villages in the countryside, spending two weeks 

providing poor people with basic necessities, education and medical services. We had been working all 

day, and by late afternoon it was time for the “environmental campaign,” aimed at raising awareness 

among locals about pollution and hygiene in public places. Our team leader, Rania, provided each of us 

with plastic gloves, a dust mask, a yellow vest, a cap and an ID card with the familiar red and blue 

Resala logo. She divided us into two groups; one had to collect the garbage and sweep the dusty, 

unpaved street while the other would paint the curb. But there were more volunteers than equipment, 

so some of us had to stand and wait while the others worked. Everybody seemed anxious to have their 

turn. My roommate, Aya, managed to grab hold of a paint brush and after having painted for a couple 

of minutes, she asked me if I wanted to have a go. “Are you happy?” she probed me after a while, and 

continued smilingly: “Everybody should have the chance to work for God.”  

Exactly one year later, in February 2011, I was back in Denmark. Like millions of people around the 

world, I had followed closely the Egyptian uprising, the 18 days of revolt and mass demonstrations 

leading to the ousting of President Hosni Mubarak. On Resala’s Facebook site, I came across photos of 

smiling young people cleaning the streets and painting the curbs in Tahrir Square in downtown Cairo. 

They were all wearing Resala t-shirts, masks and gloves like the ones from the Aswan caravan. I 

recognized some of the faces. Later the same year, when I returned to Cairo, volunteers I knew showed 

me more photos and told me their stories from the demonstrations and the “rebuilding Egypt” 

campaign. One volunteer said to me: “I realized that we can really do things that we did not imagine. 

We can make change.”  

Together, the two stories illustrate that something was in the making during the months and years up to 

the 2011 Egyptian uprising. In both stories, young people clean and paint the streets. But due to the 

radical change of framework from the time of the first story to the next, this activity takes on completely 
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different meanings and implications. In 2010 it was seen as part of a social awareness project aimed at 

creating better physical environments for the inhabitants in a poor Egyptian town. In 2011 it had 

become a political act and statement of how the Egyptian people, in particular the youth, had reclaimed 

the public sphere and taken part in the responsibility of building a new, post-Mubarak Egypt. In the first 

story, God was the primary receiver of their voluntary gifts, but in the second, the situation was talked 

about within the framework of political change. In this thesis, I argue that new forms of social activism 

among young and educated middle-class Egyptians have provided a space for fostering a new kind of 

civic consciousness and responsibility towards Egyptian society, which somehow prepared these young 

people for the uprising and the changes that followed. As such, this is an investigation into processes of 

subjectivity formation and development of generational consciousness among a specific group of young 

Egyptians before, throughout and after the 2011 Egyptian uprising.  

Line of inquiry 

The thesis tells the story of a group of young Egyptians who are engaged in society through activities 

for Egypt’s poor within the institutional structure of a recently established Muslim youth-initiated 

charity organization. Analyzing ethnographic data and personal narratives, the thesis demonstrates 

how the subjectivities of these young volunteers take form through participation in ‘slow’ everyday 

social activism as well as ‘fast,’ dramatic political events. In the organizational discourse as well as 

among the volunteers, participation in Resala’s activities was predominantly framed as a matter of 

‘doing good,’ i.e. helping those in need as is required of a good Muslim according to the Islamic 

tradition. But with the Egyptian uprising and the success of the protesters in forcing Mubarak to step 

down, their practices and vocabulary changed, now emphasizing political agency and generational self-

consciousness. In this process, it turned out that their engagement with Resala had in fact prepared 

these young people for activities aimed at larger-scale political change. In this perspective, I argue that 

for the young Resala volunteers, the 2011 uprising, in particular the 18 days in Tahrir Square, can be 

seen as a catalyst for the unfolding and manifestation of a new and more political dimension of a social 

engagement and civic consciousness that had been in the making for a while.  

My primary analytical interest centers on the nexus between processes of subjectivity formation and 

development of generational consciousness. I explore how dominant discourses and practical and 
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embodied experiences of charitable giving and political participation shape the young people’s 

consciousness and engagement with the world, a consciousness and engagement that is simultaneously 

reinforced or redefined depending on their historical location (cf. Mannheim 1964) and their changing 

relationships with other generations (cf. Cole and Durham 2007b: 18). The study is therefore also a 

contribution to the empirical investigation of the “generational phenomenon” (Pilcher 1994: 492), what 

counts as generational consciousness, and how to study its emergence, both empirically and 

analytically. More specifically, the aim is to understand how participation in a Muslim civil society 

organization contributes to the formation of specific aspects of ‘young’ subjectivities. My ambition is to 

understand how this engagement, in combination with larger social and political transformations in 

society, their historical location and intergenerational relations, fosters a new collective civic 

consciousness as these young, educated, middle-class Egyptians come to see themselves as a generation 

capable of influencing the society that surrounds them.  

Resala Association for Charity began as a student initiative at the Faculty of Engineering in Cairo 

University in 1999. Initially, its activities included blood donation campaigns, college services and visits 

to orphanages, nursing homes and hospitals. But in 2000, a relative of one of the volunteers donated a 

piece of land to the organization in the district of al-Haram in Cairo, and in six months, volunteers 

succeeded in raising enough capital to erect a six-story building. Since then, Resala has grown into the 

largest youth organization in the Arab world with 63 branches and more than 112,000 volunteers in the 

nine largest branches in Cairo and Alexandria alone. It is now a formal, registered NGO providing a 

wide range of services and support to Egypt’s poor. The vast majority of volunteers in Resala are 

middle-class students and recent graduates of approximately 18 to 25 years of age, and around 75 

percent are female. 

The study is based on more than nine months of fieldwork in Egypt, mainly in Cairo, carried out in the 

period from 2009 to 2012.1 The major part of the ethnography is concerned with young volunteers, 

male and female, in one of the largest Resala branches in the district of Heliopolis, approximately 15km 

from downtown Cairo. Here I participated in activities, and interviewed and talked with the 

participants. In addition, I visited some of them in their homes, where I met their families. The primary 

                                                           
1 In addition, I conducted three months of fieldwork in Resala and other recently established youth organizations 

in 2007. This previous fieldwork has also informed the findings that I present in this thesis (see Sparre and Juul 

Petersen 2007a, 2007b).  
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fieldwork was conducted from October 2009 to July 2010 – before the Egyptian uprising in early 2011. I 

returned to Cairo and Resala in December 2011, and then again in June 2012, to deepen my 

understanding of how the volunteers and leadership had engaged with the uprising and how they were 

relating to the changing sociopolitical reality of their country.  

Theoretical and analytical framework  

Dealing with subjectivity formation among young volunteers in a Muslim civil society organization in 

an urban setting, the thesis engages with concepts and bodies of literature regarding Islam, activism and 

the subject; subjectivity formation; and youth, age and generation. Below I elaborate on this literature, 

drawing the outline of an analytical vocabulary and framework for analyzing the young Resala 

volunteers as ‘a generation in the making.’ 

Islam, activism and the subject 

A number of recent anthropological studies are concerned with how subjects are formed through 

various forms of engagement with the ‘piety movement’ in Egypt and elsewhere in the Muslim world.2 

One example is Saba Mahmood’s study of the women’s mosque movement in Cairo (2003, 2005). She 

shows how Muslim women embody religious ethics to cultivate a virtuous self and argues that women’s 

piety and preaching constitute a moral reform movement that challenges liberal assumptions about 

politics and the individual. Women’s religious conduct is also the topic of Lara Deeb’s (2006) study of 

Shiʿi women involved in four Muslim community welfare organizations in southern Beirut.3 The 

women in Deeb’s study belong to a cohort of Shiʿi Muslims who grew up during the civil war of 1975-

1990 and later joined the movement around the Hizbullah Party. Deeb argues that these women have 

constructed a religious vision of modernity, an ‘authenticated’ version of Shiʿism, around ideas of 

spiritual and material progress in which education was the motive in both their community service and 

their pursuit of true Islam.  

                                                           
2 See e.g. Mahmood (2003, 2005), Henkel (2005, 2007), Hirschkind (2006), Deeb (2006), Hafez (2011). 
3 All four organizations belonged to the Shiʿi Islamic movement in Lebanon. Two were founded and guided by 

Grand Ayatollah Fadlullah, one was directly affiliated with Hizbollah, and one had no direct institutional 

affiliations with either of the two movements (Deeb 2006: 88-92).  
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Like the above-mentioned studies, my analysis is driven by an interest in the relation between Islam, 

activism and the subject.4 Resala as a Muslim civil society organization has many similarities with the 

organizations studied by Deeb, and like Mahmood and Deeb, I treat Resala as an important site for 

subjectivity formation among the young volunteers. Similar to the two cases of Muslim women activists 

studied by Mahmood and Deeb, volunteers in my study considered the bodily practices of carrying out 

Resala’s activities as a religious obligation, and as such these practices are means by which the pious 

self can be created (Mahmood 2003: 855). However, my analysis departs from these two studies in 

important ways. In the case of the young volunteers, there was more to volunteering than ethical self-

formation, and I show how volunteers’ subjectivities are shaped in relation to others – non-volunteers, 

other volunteers, poor fellow citizens, parents and, eventually, other Egyptian protesters in Tahrir 

Square.  

In particular, I emphasize the civic aspect and implications of volunteering in Resala5, and how ideals of 

citizenship are coupled with ideals of being a pious Muslim. Civic engagement is here understood as a 

social commitment and participation aimed at bettering society but without direct participation in or 

attempts to influence the formal political system. In the studies of Mahmood (2003, 2005) and Deeb 

(2006), loyalties and identifications are shaped along the lines of ‘the community,’ whether as the 

sectarian political-religious community of the shiʿis in Southern Beirut or a broader community of 

salafist-oriented Muslims within the institutional framework of the Egyptian mosque movement. 

Throughout the thesis, I argue that what Resala and other similar youth organizations have created is a 

space for citizenship. This aspect distinguishes the organization from movements relying on loyalties to 

leaders or authorities of particular religious or ethnic communities. In other words, Resala has created a 

space located between the state and the individual (Mandaville 2007: 3) but within the “imagined 

community” of the nation (Anderson 1996 [1983]), where young Muslim Egyptians can practice some 

of the skills and sensibilities needed in a democratic and participatory society.  

Hence, in my approach to processes of subjectivity formation, I am concerned with – but also seek to 

move beyond – discourses, practices and sensibilities of ethical self-formation. While Muslim piety, 

ideals and norms do provide important frameworks and perspectives of how to understand Resala as a 

                                                           
4 See Chapter Two for a further elaboration on the background and development of the project. 
5 For a similar observation, see Ibrahim and Hunt-Hendrix (2011). 
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place of charity and giving, the Islamic discourse is not a totalizing discourse that determines all 

practices, emotions and notions of self. Instead, I argue that religion is one “constituent part[s] of 

people’s life worlds” (Schielke 2010: 12), “a moving but not necessarily dominating force” (Van 

Nieuwkerk 2008: 169). Thus, in line with Schielke (2009, 2010), Ghannam (2011), Van Nieuwkerk 

(2008) and others, I see religion as one (albeit an important one) among many different discourses or 

registers shaping volunteers’ subjectivities and consciousness, and I attempt not to excessively privilege 

their religious conduct and identity. Accepting the ambiguities and complexities of individual life 

worlds, emotions and experiences, I focus additionally on how these young Egyptians draw on and 

relate to discourses, ideals and aspirations of citizenship, class and social mobility, family life and peer 

group belonging in analyzing processes of subjectivity formation. In other words, while religion is 

certainly an important frame of reference for the young volunteers, in particular in relation to their 

engagement in Resala, I try to account for the myriad practices, statements, emotions and ideas they 

express more broadly, that is, related to coming of age in contemporary Egypt, instead of focusing 

primarily on their efforts to become ethical, pious selves.  

Subjectivity formation 

Throughout my analysis, I employ the concept of ‘subjectivity’ to denote socially constituted and 

embodied sensibilities and dispositions for perception, thought and action. On the one hand, the 

formation of individual subjectivities at once responds to and simultaneously constitutes the practices, 

norms and values of more intimate social relations and configurations such as the local Resala branch 

and the volunteer’s family. On the other hand, larger societal structures and forces of the political 

economy and historical events and dynamics are involved in a similar dialectic with subjectivities. As 

such, individuals are subject to powerful discourses, decisions and norms, but they also act intentionally 

to “forge and foreclose their lives around what is most at stake” (Biehl et al. 2011: 5). 

My use of the concept of subjectivity is inspired by Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of ‘habitus’ and ‘bodily 

hexis’ (Bourdieu 1990, 2007).6 The concepts were originally introduced into the social sciences by 

Marcel Mauss (Mauss 1950 cf. Schielke 2008: 541) who, with his focus on practice and embodiment, 

                                                           
6 Introducing the concept of ‘habituation,’ the active acquisition of an ethical disposition by means of bodily habit, 

Mahmood (2005), developed the habitus concept further. Inspired by the works of mainly Michel Foucault, 

Mahmood analyses the practices of the women in the Egyptian mosque movement primarily in terms of efforts to 

produce ethical selves with reference to particular discursive traditions. 
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was in many ways before his time. Bourdieu further developed these ideas. In Bourdieu’s model of 

habitus, emphasis is on the development of a practical sense of the world, and habitus is seen as 

subjects’ total set of durable and acquired dispositions, which shape and constrain their social practices, 

self-understandings and worldviews. Habitus is the product of a long-term “learning process” (Bourdieu 

2007: 77) throughout the life of an individual, but primarily “laid down in each agent by his earliest 

upbringing” (Ibid.: 81). In this process, body hexis signifies the way dispositions, beyond 

consciousness, are reinforced or redefined in practice as a form of “practical mastery” (Ibid.: 88).  

The emphasis in Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus and body hexis on how individual dispositions are 

reinforced and redefined in practice is a fruitful way of thinking about learning processes and 

subjectivity formation among volunteers in Resala. Bodily practices of participation in Resala’s 

activities and how participants verbally, emotionally and practically interact with each other and with 

Resala’s poor recipients were important elements in their subjectivity formation. The explicit focus on 

youth and voluntarism calls for an understanding of charity, in which young people give their time and 

effort to assist poor Egyptians. In other words, ideals of piety and social responsibility are embodied 

through practices of voluntary work. But like all people, the young volunteers are “intentional subjects” 

(Whyte 2002: 172), and they come with more or less explicit aims and ideals of being. While some are 

formulated with reference to belief and the Islamic traditions of charity, others concern more mundane 

aspects of life, such as employment, marriage or efforts towards more self-determination. Therefore, 

Bourdieu’s model, with its emphasis on “practical mastery,” has to be supplemented with perspectives 

that focus more on the ideological as well as on volunteers’ aims, intentions and consciousness.  

The anthropologist Gregory Starrett (1995) proposes a different understanding of body hexis, an 

understanding in which meaning, interpretation and consciousness play a more significant role. Rather 

than as a “wordless, unconscious, and practical transmission of bodily habit”, Starrett proposes an 

understanding of hexis as “the embodiment of ideology in habit,” (Ibid.: 954) i.e. how specific bodily 

practices are given meaning, and how they are seen to articulate certain ideologies or discourses.7 Like 

all people, the young volunteers in Resala strive for meaning, and for them engagement in Resala is not 

solely a practical, bodily pursuit. In fact, their practices underpin and embody a certain ideology or 

                                                           
7 Mahmood (2005) has a similar argument exemplified by the pedagogical process of learning how to pray. She 

argues that “conscious deliberation is part and parcel of any pedagogical process” (Ibid.: 54). 
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discourse. In Resala, volunteers are introduced to the organization and its activities through a specific 

discourse on charity, voluntarism and giving. Practices related to the activities are associated with this 

more or less explicit  ideology, and in this sense, the practices and dispositions the volunteers learn and 

embody differ from the often more mundane activities described by both Bourdieu and Mauss. Thus, 

volunteers’ subjectivities and consciousness are shaped through a combination of, on the one hand, an 

organizational discourse drawing on spiritual and moral ideals and guidelines, and on the other hand, 

diverse bodily practices and sensibilities acquired through participation in the concrete activities. When 

and if an ideology or discourse is embodied in a volunteer’s habitus, it involves not only new or altered 

dispositions for actions but also a change in their perspectives as subjects.8  

But traditions, discourses or ideologies are never unambiguous. As Starrett (1998) suggests, efforts 

aimed at implanting specific ideas and values in the minds of people “not only create[s] a specific 

ideology, but also create[s] the very need for one” (Ibid.: 92), because subjects learn “to interpret 

aspects of social reality as having meanings beyond those that they proclaim or manifest directly” (Ibid: 

151).9 In line with Starrett’s argument, my analysis shows that during the 2011 uprising and its 

aftermath, volunteers were able to reinterpret dispositions acquired in Resala in a way that made it 

natural for them to participate in the demonstrations and act politically and humanitarianly under these 

very different circumstances. Seen in retrospect, their experiences in Resala provided them with the 

knowledge, skills and vocabulary for how to engage with the changing sociopolitical reality.  

But how are we to account for long-term dynamics and changes – in the subjects’ understanding of 

themselves, as well as in the ways “actors or collectivities intervene in their own history” (Jenkins 1992: 

83)? In order to understand how these particular young volunteers went from ‘doing good’ to ‘making 

change,’ I engage with an additional body of theories and concepts. Sociological and anthropological 

                                                           
8 See Schielke (2008) for a similar argument.  
9 Starrett studied the consequences of a new educational program on religion in Egyptian schools first introduced 

during President Anwar Sadat’s presidency (Starrett 1998). The program was a state attempt to shape the religious 

attitudes and worldviews of Egypt’s children and youth. Inspired by colonial administrators’ programs of mass 

public instruction, educators insisted that religious education should serve moral and not merely ritual ends. 

Through examples such as standing in straight lines for prayer, students were taught that “Islam is a religion of 

order and discipline,” and sacred texts were thereby linked to their observation and comprehension of everyday 

life. But this mass instruction through schooling had unintended consequences for the ruling elites. One major 

consequence of this teaching method was that children became open to the possibility of alternative 

interpretations of their social reality (Ibid.: 151). This laid the government open to radical criticism and increased 

hunger for religious resources among the population. As such, Starrett argues the “Islamic trend” in Egypt is in 

fact rooted in such new ways of thinking about Islam. 
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perspectives on age and generation add a more dynamic and historical approach to subjectivity 

formation and, as such, they provide additional concepts for analyzing the emergence of generational 

self-consciousness and political citizenship, the latter understood as the active participation of citizens 

in the formal political system. Furthermore, it allows us to view particular subjects within a larger 

framework of sociopolitical processes and historical events, local as well as global.  

Youth, age and generations 

The 1990s and 2000s witnessed an increasing body of literature, scholarly as well as applied, focusing 

on the challenges for and of the ‘Arab youth.’10 In many of these studies ‘youth’ is understood and 

analyzed either as a ‘life stage’ or a ‘culture,’ and the  question of youth is addressed variously as an 

opportunity, a developmental challenge, and a threat (Herrera 2009: 368). Negatively loaded 

characteristics of young people tend to dominate, and they are described as alienated and marginalized 

from decision-making processes, lacking educational qualifications, destined for unemployment and 

late marriage, and vulnerable to violent and extremist ideologies (Singerman 2007, Swedenburg 2007). 

While many of these concerns are legitimate, the focus on youth as an isolated category misses out on 

important relations across generations as well as the influence of more long-term dynamics in society, 

directly or indirectly also influenced by more global movements and tendencies (Cole and Durham 

2007b). A focus on ‘generations’ rather than ‘youth’ has the advantage of not conceptualizing youth as 

an isolated group of actors but as members of a generation defined by particular social relations and 

held together by the experience of historical events from the same vantage point.  

The focus on social generations within anthropology has its roots in early studies of kinship and social 

organization, but it is only recently, since the late 1990s, that it has emerged as an explicit analytical 

category (Whyte et al. 2009: 1). Most recent studies are inspired by the work of sociologist Karl 

Mannheim,11 who in his understanding of generation as cohort was concerned with the relation 

between the “location” of age cohorts and the change in the history of thought styles (Mannheim 1964 

[1927]). According to Mannheim, individuals who simultaneously belong to the same cohort and 

cultural region share a “common location in the social and historical process, […] predisposing them 

for a certain characteristic mode of thought and experience, and a characteristic type of historically 

                                                           
10 See e.g. Ibrahim and Wassef (2000), Muñoz (2000), Assaad and Barsoun (2007), Dhillon and Yousef (2009). 
11 See e.g. Alber et al. (2009), Cole and Durham (2007a). 
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relevant action” (Ibid: 291). In other words, by participating in the same historical and social 

circumstances each generation has a consciousness distinct from that of the previous generations.12 It is 

not a matter of cohorts defined by specific birth years but rather the subjective experience of a 

consciousness or sense of interconnectedness with peers who “are in a position to experience the same 

events and data” (Ibid.: 297). Mannheim argued that this consciousness “arose from the difficulties that 

each new generation would experience as they encountered the ill-fitting traditions and patterns of 

behavior of their age” (Burnett 2010: 36-37), something historian Robert Wohl (1979) has termed “a 

sense of common grievance” among the youth (Ibid.: 215).13 As such, the youth occupy a particularly 

important position, because during this age people “come into contact anew” (Mannheim 1964: 293) 

and start reformulating what their parents have taught them through the lens of their contemporary 

experiences, and in doing so they create their “own hierarchy of values and ideals” (Wohl 1979: 217). 

Because of this ‘fresh contact’ and young people’s potential for reformulating their heritage into a new 

dominant political project, youth can be a key site for understanding new movements and processes of 

social change in society (Mannheim 1964, Wohl 1979, Cole and Durham 2007b). 

Mannheim, however, did not specify the processes by which generations became politically active 

(Edmunds and Turner 2005: 261), and his theory does not contain a model of how to explore the 

generational phenomenon (Pilcher 1994: 492) or the formation of generational consciousness 

empirically. Others have elaborated more on this process, for example anthropologist John Borneman 

who stresses that “a generation is determined not by the shared problems of the time, but by the 

responses to these shared problems and objective conditions” (Borneman 1992: 48). Moreover 

according to Wohl (1979), the formation of generational consciousness is often facilitated by great 

historical events such as wars, revolutions and economic crises, because for the contemporaries, 

especially the youth, these are a “common frame of reference that provides a sense of rupture with the 

past” (Ibid.: 210). Finally, a number of recent studies have drawn attention to the importance of social 

relations and processes (cf. Edmunds and Turner 2005), including the more intimate kinship 

                                                           
12 Bourdieu also treats the problem of generation, but for him habitus is shaped primarily in early childhood, and 

his emphasis is on continuity more than change (Bourdieu 1973). As such, he is more concerned with conflicts 

and negotiations between actors with different “modes of generation” (Bourdieu 2007: 78), different habitus 

acquired as a result of differences in status and socioeconomic backgrounds, than between younger and older 

generations. As such, youth do not seem to occupy as important a position in Bourdieu’s work as in the studies 

influenced by Mannheim. 
13 Wohl, however, emphasizes that this sense of common grievance is not something that develops regularly, with 

every new generation (Wohl 1979: 215).  
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intergenerational relations (cf. Andrews 2002, Alber et al. 2009, Cole and Durham 2007a), often 

downplayed in studies focusing narrowly on the historical location of a generation. They rightly stress 

that generational consciousness at once marks generations as distinct from each another, while at the 

same time relying upon an awareness of the connection between generations. It is only through 

dialogue with members of the other generations that continuities and contrasts stand out, and here 

kinship relations are of particular importance.14 Specific sources of conflict, for example between young 

people and their parents, often tend to “articulate political and historical forces affecting social 

cohesion” (Whyte et al. 2009: 4). Thus, there is a fruitful double meaning of the term ‘generation’ as 

both kinship relation and historical location (Cole and Durham 2007b: 17). 

Despite these valuable recent contributions, when it comes to more concrete models and examples of 

how to analyze the emergence and development of generational consciousness, this field remains rather 

under-studied, in particular within anthropology. One of the reasons for this is that few generations turn 

out as a “generation for itself” in the sense that the generation shifts from being a passive cohort, a 

“generation in itself” into a politically active and self-conscious cohort (Edmunds and Turner 2005: 

562), insofar as its members become leading figures in formulating and perhaps implementing new 

dominant political projects.15 Furthermore, in most cases historical generations are empirically studied 

retrospectively through biographies, oral life histories and art.16 But in the case of the young Egyptians 

in my study, history played out to my advantage. Due to the timing of my project, I was able to follow 

the same group of young people before, throughout and in the immediate aftermath of the 2011 

Egyptian uprising. Retrospectively, it is therefore possible to investigate the influence of an important 

historical event on the subjectivities and consciousness of the young, but at the same time, see 

significant connections and continuities over time resulting from more long-term processes of 

subjectivity formation. 

                                                           
14 In a Middle Eastern context, perhaps kinship relations play an even greater role compared to other regions of 

the world. Ibrahim and Wassef (2000) emphasize the strong sense of “connectedness” and obligation towards the 

family, in particular parents, and Joseph (1999) proposes the idea of “relationality” and “relational selves” to 

account for the influence of “a culture valorizing kin structures, morality and idioms” on individual subjectivities 

(Ibid.: 12, see also Sawaf 2013). 
15 On a more methodological level, members of a “generation for itself” are in a position to explicitly formulate 

their generational self-consciousness and sense of common grievance, while it is the descriptive and analytical task 

of the researcher to outline what are the characteristics of a “generation in itself.” 
16 See e.g. Wohl (1979) and Andrews (1997). 
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In my analysis, I present the life stories of some of the young volunteers, and I place their stories and 

experiences in the context of larger historical dynamics and sociopolitical circumstances of Egyptian 

society as well as the experiences and values of their parents. Favoring their point of view, I explore 

how they reflect upon the intergenerational relations and, more generally, the image of the young and 

the elderly in Egyptian society. The contemporary lives and future prospects of the young Resala 

volunteers mirror those of millions of other young educated Egyptians from the lower and middle strata 

of the middle class who struggle to find decent employment and establish a life independently of their 

families. But conditions like these are not exceptional for this particular cohort. During the past few 

decades, life circumstances and future prospects have gradually become more challenging, which 

means that people in their thirties or early forties were young under much the same conditions. What is 

new is that these volunteers, together with tens of thousands of other young middle-class Egyptians, 

seem to act upon their experiences of insecurity in a different manner than people slightly older than 

them. Their engagement in Resala reflects a “regeneration” (Cole and Durham 2007b) of their 

sociocultural heritage, a reorientation of values, aims and ideals towards a broader social horizon 

compared to their parents. Variations like these give us a deeper insight into the larger tendencies of 

continuity and change from one generation to the next, and it provides part of the answer as to why this 

cohort in particular developed into a ‘generation for itself.’  

A generation in the making 

In my analysis of the practices, interactions and stories of the young volunteers, I draw on concepts and 

perspectives from the three bodies of literature outlined above. I combine them in a novel way that 

opens up for an analysis of the relationship between ‘tempos’ of subjectivity formation and 

development of generational consciousness. I argue that the particular political citizenship and 

generational self-consciousness of the young people in my study is the product of two very different 

processes of subjectivity formation. One is a slow and gradual process where sensibilities and 

dispositions for perception, thought and action are shaped through intellectual and bodily engagement 

in various forms of practices, dialogues and interactions. Here, recent and contemporary activities and 

discourses in Resala play a great part, but more indirect and longer-term processes of interaction and 

dialogue across generations in the family also matter. The other process is both faster and more explicit. 

In early 2011, Egyptian youth activists managed to reformulate their heritage into a political message 
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and in a form that within a few days proved itself capable of mobilizing thousands of supporters and 

threatening the power of the existing regime. The young Resala activists turned out to be very receptive 

to this message, and the “social drama” (Turner 1974) that took place in front of them as well as 

through them can be seen as catalytic for the unfolding of a new kind of collective consciousness and 

engagement no longer centered solely around notion of the civic but including also elements of political 

agency and participation. They realized that in addition to “doing good” and helping those in need as 

an act of sacrificial giving to God, they were capable of “making change,” something they did not 

imagine before.  

In some post-Tahrir scholarly accounts, the recent political changes in Egypt are considered formative 

for new political imaginaries and subjectivities (Challand 2011, Hanafi 2012) especially among the 

youth. Theoretical perspectives from the literature on generations support this hypothesis. According to 

many generation theorists, dramatic historical events, such as revolutions, impact on the political 

attitudes of young people especially, because they are in their formative stage.17 However, situating the 

lives of these particular young people in a broader social and historical context, my analysis draws a 

picture that is more complex than that. “The road to Tahrir” (Hirschkind 2011) as well as the effect of 

the historical event on individual subjectivities and consciousness vary within the same cohort. 

“[W]ithin any generation there can exist a number of differentiated, antagonistic generation units” 

(Mannheim 1964: 306) that are likely to “impose a much more concrete and binding tie on its members 

because of the parallelism of responses it involves” (Ibid.: 291). Young Resala volunteers experienced 

and acted upon the call for uprising and the political upheaval differently than, for example, organized 

political oppositional activists from 6 April Youth Movement, or poor, uneducated street peddlers. 

Individual experience are contingent upon factors such as education and socioeconomic background, 

but previous experiences and social relations also influence how and whether individuals experience 

political agency and a sense of belonging to the youth generation of 2011. 

  

                                                           
17 See e.g. Mannheim (1964), Wohl (1979), Braungart and Braungart (1986), Andrews (1997). 
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The structure of the argument 

The thesis falls in three parts. The aim of Part One is to establish the field, empirically, historically and 

methodologically. Having outlined my overall analytical and theoretical frame above, Chapter Two is 

an introduction to the site of my fieldwork and the people who populate it. Due to the timing of my 

project, I am able to tell my story of a group of young middle-class volunteers from two different points 

in time: before and after the 2011 Egyptian uprising. I introduce Resala, in particular the Heliopolis 

branch in Cairo, as a physical place and organizational setting, and I present the overall characteristics 

of my group of primary interlocutors, the young volunteers and their parents. In particular, I dwell on 

the religious side of the work and of the volunteers’ life in general, because such observations provide 

an important backdrop for understanding this particular manifestation of civic engagement. Hence the 

chapter presents my narrative of entering and understanding the field both before and after the fall of 

Mubarak, including the methodological obstacles facing any researcher who happens to study a society 

in times of rapid social change.  

Chapter Three picks up from the previous chapter by addressing the seemingly apolitical nature of 

Resala and the role of religion within the tradition and practice of charity in Egypt. As such, the chapter 

clarifies some of my fieldwork puzzles by providing the political and historical background of the 

emergence and growth of Resala within the complex power relations between state, civil society and 

oppositional political activism in Egypt. I show how decades of power struggle between succeeding 

Egyptian regimes and the Muslim Brotherhood have confined the space to maneuver for all civil society 

organizations, in particular the Muslim ones. Resala and other similar new youth organizations build 

on this legacy, carrying on a highly interdigitated relationship with the state. However, in more than 

one respect they differ from Egypt’s more traditional Muslim charity organizations. Factors such as the 

engagement of educated, middle-class youth, the large percentage of women participants, the influence 

of lay Muslim preachers, and the extensive and creative use of new media all contribute to the 

particular configuration of activism practiced at Resala, and these factors give part of the answer as to 

why organizations like Resala have experienced such an enormous growth in popularity. 

In Part Two, I move closer to Resala and its volunteers before the outbreak of the 2011 uprising. The 

overall aim is to explore processes of subjectivity formation among the young volunteers through 

investigations into the specific practices, discourses and encounters within the organizational setting. 
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Chapter Four focuses on the organizational discourse on charity, volunteerism and giving, the 

dynamics of internal communication, organization and social interaction, and the significance of 

specific bodily practices related to the actual activities. Drawing on Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss’ 

(1964) model of sacrifice, I argue that the image that Resala’s leadership wishes to communicate to the 

volunteers is that it is in the voluntary work that the sacrifice for, and thus the worship of, God lies, 

presenting possibilities for divine rewards. But the actual experience of being part of the community 

arises not so much through such ideals, but through the collective practical work, the bodily practices of 

carrying out activities. The sacrifice for God is first of all individual, a kind of “ethical self-making” (cf. 

Mahmood 2003, 2005) and hence something between the volunteer and his/her God. It is the concrete 

activities and how they are organized and carried out that contribute to a more material and sensuous 

experience of the work (cf. Bourdieu 1990, 2007, Mauss 1992 [1934]), Jackson 1989), which in turn 

opens the way for an embodiment of and deeper social understanding of voluntary work and a sense of 

the community as meaningful.   

Chapter Five builds on the arguments of the previous chapter by adding a further dimension to the 

social implications of the act of volunteering. The chapter explores how the subjectivities and 

consciousness of the young volunteers are reinforced and redefined through encounters with Resala’s 

poor recipients. Inspired by the insights and analyses of Mahmood (2003, 2005), Deeb (2006) and Clark 

(2004), I argue that these encounters, including the practices and procedures they depend on, represent 

formative experimental and intellectual processes for the volunteers. On the one hand, encounters with 

Resala’s poor recipients pave the way for the emergence of a new civic consciousness among the 

volunteers, including an awareness of social hierarchies and their own class, and through this process 

volunteers implicitly learn to think of themselves as citizens with a social responsibility towards poor 

fellow Egyptian citizens. On the other, the experience of the encounter does not affect individual 

subjectivity unmediated. Volunteers have different socioeconomic backgrounds and enter Resala with 

different kinds of knowledge, skills and experiences. As a consequence, there are differences in the ways 

in which individual volunteers interpret the relation to the poor as well how the encounters affect their 

subjectivities and consciousness. Thus, charity and volunteering is part of an individual process of 

becoming a more pious Muslim, but also a formative process through which volunteers start imagining 

themselves as citizens within the larger framework of the Egyptian nation. 
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Part Three focuses on the relationship between subjectivity formation and development of generational 

consciousness among this particular group of young middle-class Egyptians. In Chapter Six I take a 

step back from the institutional framework of Resala and the volunteers’ practical experiences there. 

Instead, I zoom in on the backgrounds and life worlds of the volunteers, exploring why organizations 

like Resala have appealed so strongly to this generation in particular. I argue that their “regeneration” 

(Cole and Durham 2007b) of the values, aims and ideals of their parents provides part of the 

explanation as to why they have come to aspire to ideals of social responsibility and individual 

improvement rather than favoring political stability as a prerequisite for realizing ideals and aspirations 

of career and family life. The young volunteers’ reorientation towards a broader social horizon of civic 

engagement compared to their parents’ generation has its seeds in their specific historical location and 

how they attempt to reconcile their sociocultural heritage with the demands of contemporary life. In 

addition, the comforting promises stemming from the narrative about good deeds and God’s rewards 

impact on how the volunteers ascribe meaning to their actions and provide them with a basis of trust 

and perhaps glimpses of certainty, although when it comes to practice and everyday life, rewards and 

satisfaction here and now as well as possibilities that spring from these are often equally important. 

Chapter Seven addresses the relationship between the powerful, yet ephemeral ‘Tahrir moment’ and the 

more continuous and long-term processes of subjectivity formation, drawing on but also moving 

beyond Victor Turner’s concept of social dramas (Turner 1974). The chapter takes as its point of 

departure the event, the 18 days of revolt leading to the ousting of President Mubarak, and how at first 

sight there seemed to be more rupture than continuity in how the volunteers expressed their sense of 

themselves. Compared to before the uprising, interviews with volunteers reflected a much stronger 

sense of political agency and generational self-consciousness. However, experiences do not affect 

subjectivities unmediated, and I argue that in the case of these young people, their agency and 

consciousness were somehow ‘prefigured.’ It is a new and more political dimension of a social 

consciousness and engagement that had already been formed through their participation in Resala’s 

activities and their regeneration of the norms and ideals of their parents’ generation. What the event of 

the 18 days in Tahrir Square contributed to this was the unfolding of their consciousness of themselves 

as political citizens and as a ‘generation for itself.’ 
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Finally, Chapter Eight, the conclusion, sums up the thesis’ overall argument about subjectivity 

formation, generational consciousness and the formation of a specific version of the Muslim citizen 

among young Muslim volunteers. 
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Part I:  

Establishing the Field
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Chapter Two 

Studying Youth, Activism and Social Change in Egypt 

After I turn off the recorder, Rania asks me what I have been doing for the past few 

months. I answer that I have met with university professors and young political activists 

to hear what they know and think of Resala. “Which political activists?” she asks, 

sounding surprised. I mention Kifaya, 6 April Youth Movement and the Muslim 

Brotherhood. Rania looks even more surprised, so I explain further: “I am interested in 

what other young people are involved in and what they think about Resala.” I continue: 

“Most of them are very positive as to Resala and the fact that it has engaged so many 

young people, but of course some of them have other goals and they wish the volunteers 

of Resala would include political activities as well.” After a few seconds of silence Rania 

replies: “I think that these people want Resala to be political. But we cannot. Some of us 

have political opinions but we keep them outside Resala. People can talk about politics, 

especially Gaza and politics outside Egypt, but all political activities have to be outside 

Resala.” (June 2010) 

Approximately 18 months later: 

During my interview with Rania, Ahmed suddenly enters the door to the children’s 

apartment where we sit. He is one among many who throughout my day in Resala has 

interrupted an interview in order to discuss the current parliamentary elections. When 

Rania sees him, her first question is: “Ya Ahmed, what are you? Salafī or Ikhwān?” 

Ahmed says: “I am salafī.” “You are all salafī. Did you vote for Nour [Party]?” Rania 

continues. “Yes,” Ahmed replies. “I am Freedom and Justice,” she says. (December 

2011)18 

The above passages are both excerpts from conversations with Rania, a long-term volunteer and former 

head of department in Resala. At the time of our first meeting in October 2009, she was 26 years old 

and had been coming to Resala since the opening of the Heliopolis branch in 2005. The first 

conversation took place a few weeks before I returned home after my primary fieldwork in July 2010, 

                                                           
18 Salafī or salafism is a conservative Muslim movement, but in this conversation the term refers to the salafist 

party, officially known as the Nour Party, while Ikhwān (brothers) refers to the Muslim Brotherhood, whose 

political arm and party is the Freedom and Justice Party. 
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while the second is from an interview conducted during a follow-up trip in December 2011, around ten 

months after the fall of Mubarak. The contrast between the two conversations is stunning. The same 

can be said about my other experiences doing fieldwork among young volunteers in Resala before and 

after the 2011 Egyptian uprising. Before 2011, I never overheard discussions concerning domestic 

politics, and without exception, my questions about the Mubarak regime and political movements in 

Egypt were met by silence or denial. Returning to Egypt in December 2011, I encountered an 

apparently new political consciousness and agency in my interviews and conversations with people, a 

change similarly observed by other social scientists concerned with Egypt (Hamdy 2012). However, 

rather than a sharp contrast or a break, the uprising is perhaps better understood as a catalyst for the 

unfolding and manifestation of a new and more political dimension of a civic consciousness and 

engagement that had been in the making for a while. As I show in Chapter Seven, the young volunteers 

continue to draw on their experiences in Resala and their sociocultural heritage as much as the ‘Tahrir 

moment’ for their understanding of the world and sense of selves. Thus, in order to account for the 

influence of the event on the subjectivities and consciousness of the young volunteers, we need to 

situate youth and revolution in Egypt in a relational and more long-term perspective, in other words to 

place in context the new ways in which youths express themselves politically and collectively. 

Like millions of people around the world, I relied on Al-Jazeera’s live broadcast from Tahrir Square in 

Cairo to follow the events of January and February 2011 leading to the ousting of President Mubarak. 

I, too, was taken by surprise when I first heard about the mass demonstrations throughout Egypt. Less 

than three months earlier, I had given birth to our second child, but I was quickly pulled out of my 

‘motherhood mode’ and would be  glued to the computer screen all day, watching Al-Jazeera’s live 

transmissions while at the same time chatting and following status updates on Facebook. One day 

when I tried to reach my friends in Cairo I learned that they had been cut off from the internet by the 

Egyptian authorities.19 On Friday 28 January, I managed to reach a journalist friend of mine. Together 

with twenty other journalists he had entrenched himself in a basement close to Tahrir Square in order 

to secretly cover the events. With the help of foreign reporters in Cairo, they had managed to connect to 

the internet via a satellite connection: “We had a plan, because we expected them [the regime] to cut 

the internet.” Throughout the night he would send me hourly updates, describing how the situation was 

                                                           
19 Egyptians were cut off from the internet and mobile services for five days, from Friday 28 January to 

Wednesday 2 February.  
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developing. Depending on the events and circumstances outside, his comments were either expressions 

of joy and victory or fear and frustration due to the police’s harsh treatment of the demonstrators and 

the silence of the regime. Five days later he was seriously hurt. During the so-called “battle of the 

camels,” the clashes between demonstrators and pro-Mubarak thugs, he was attacked by three men. 

They tried to strangle him and then beat him with sticks. Afterwards, they left him bleeding on the 

ground. A passer-by in a car discovered him and drove him home. Despite his injuries he was out of 

bed again in a few days to attend the “Million Man” demonstration in Tahrir Square. It was Friday 4 

February and what the demonstrators named the “Day of Departure.” Mubarak remained in office for 

another week, but then came the announcement that most Egyptians had been waiting for. On Friday 

11 February 2011, the new vice-president, Omar Soleiman, told the Egyptian nation and the rest of the 

world that Mubarak had resigned as president and handed over power to the army. The celebrations in 

Tahrir Square and in other cities and towns across Egypt continued until the early morning. 

Owing to the intensive media coverage of the events as well as personal communication through 

Facebook and Skype with friends, colleagues and interlocutors in Cairo, I was able to follow the events 

in Cairo closely. For me, as for other anthropologists of the Middle East, the 18 days of mass 

demonstration leading to the ousting of Mubarak was an event that “got under the skin” (Dahlgren 

2011:73), but it was also “a revolution in the media” because I could now communicate with Egyptian 

colleagues and activists and at the same time follow the events as they unfolded through the media 

(ibid.). As the situation developed and it became clear that Mubarak had to leave, I was overwhelmed 

by feelings of joy and hope for the future on behalf of the Egyptian nation and people. However, this 

was mixed with a strange feeling of sadness, because I was not able to experience these critical days 

together with the people I had come to know so well after several long-term stays in Cairo. I knew back 

then that a lot would have changed by the time I was able to return several months later. 

Below I introduce the site of my fieldwork and the people who populate it, at the same time presenting 

my methodology. In this, the timing of my project plays a decisive role. Due to the course of history, I 

am able to tell my story of a group of young volunteers in an Egyptian charitable youth organization 

from two different points in time: before and after the 2011 uprising. I conducted my primary fieldwork 

from October 2009 to July 2010 and left Cairo less than six months before the first demonstrations. As I 

detail below, back then I was often puzzled by Resala volunteers’ repeated avoidance of everything 

http://english.aljazeera.net/news/middleeast/2011/02/201121125158705862.html
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related to domestic politics. In December 2011, I returned to Cairo and Resala. During my trip, as well 

as through email and Facebook communication with interlocutors, I learned that many volunteers had 

demonstrated side by side with other young people in Tahrir Square, and that Resala had officially 

interpreted itself within the Revolution narrative. This chapter describes my journey of discovery, 

presenting my narrative of entering and understanding the field both before and after the fall of 

Mubarak, including the methodological obstacles facing any researcher who happens to study a society 

in times of upheaval and rapid social change.  

 

 

  Old and new Resala buildings in Heliopolis, Cairo, May 2010 
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Entering the field – Islam and youth activism in Egypt before the uprising 

I first learned about Resala during a three-month fieldwork period in Cairo in early 2007 when I was 

working on another research project anchored at the Danish Institute for International Studies. The aim 

of that project was to explore the role of Islam and Muslim actors in Middle Eastern civil societies 

through case studies of charities and social welfare organizations in Jordan and Egypt, a topic that was 

at the time relatively uncharted among academics and practitioners (cf. Sparre and Petersen 2007a, 

2007b). In Egypt, I focused on nine recently established youth organizations20 working within the field 

of development and social services for the benefit of Egypt’s poor and vulnerable groups. Resala was 

one of these organizations. Established in 1999 and with a membership of around 50,000, by 2007 

Resala was already the largest and fastest-growing organization among this group of new youth 

organizations.  

My first experience with Resala was in March 2007 when I visited the Maadi branch in Cairo to attend 

a lecture for the organization’s volunteers given by the founder and chairman, Dr. Sherif AbdelAzeem. 

At least 200 volunteers showed up. Afterwards, one of the volunteers took me on a tour and introduced 

me to the activities and people there. The place was buzzing with life. In one of the ground floor rooms, 

ten people sat on the floor packing rice, meat and vegetables in plastic bags for distribution in a poor 

community. In another, around twenty people were chatting and sorting secondhand clothes around 

three plastic tables. Upstairs, volunteers gave extra-curricular lessons to groups of schoolchildren. 

Everywhere I was met with smiling young people in their late teens or early twenties, eager to tell me 

all about  the specific activity that they were involved in and how it made a big difference to people in 

need.  

Without being able to pinpoint why, I felt that there was a certain spirit to the place compared to the 

many other organizations that I had visited. Maybe it was its dense sociality, the crisscrossing 

interaction and communication and the chaotic, buzzing and sometimes rather loud atmosphere of the 

place. Maybe it was the insistent religious rhetoric and symbolism that seemed to permeate everything 

and everyone. Or maybe it was because this building, despite its relative newness, bore physical signs of 

actually being used, something which contrasted with many of the quieter and more polished offices 

                                                           
20 Besides Resala, the organizations were Alashanek Ya Baladi Association for Sustainable Development, Bayan, 
Boraq, Mazeed, Misr Shoryan al-Ataʿa, Sama, Life Makers, and Zedny. 
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and headquarters that I had seen so far. The more I learned about Resala, the more intrigued I became 

by this apparently new phenomenon in Egyptian civil society. What was it about this charity 

organization that made it so appealing among large sectors of young, middle-class Egyptians? I wanted 

to understand how participation in the activities and interaction with colleagues and recipients shaped 

the volunteers’ sensibilities and dispositions for perception, thought and action, and how they 

understood and talked about themselves and Resala in relation to Egyptian society more generally.   

Thanks to the interest and helpfulness of AbdelAzeem, I was warmly welcomed in the Heliopolis 

branch of Resala, where I had decided to start out my fieldwork. The branch is located in a quiet street 

which runs just behind one of the main thoroughfares in Heliopolis, an upper-middle-class suburb 

located about 15km north-west of downtown Cairo. The building is a massive, five-storey concrete 

block similar to many of the residential buildings in the area. When this branch first opened in 2005, 

the building provided plenty of space for volunteers, staff and activities. Yet, like many other Resala 

branches, the last few years have witnessed a rapid increase in both the number of volunteers and the 

scale and variety of activities. At the time of my primary fieldwork, some of the work, therefore, was 

carried out in the yard outside as well as in small side-buildings and lean-tos besides the main building.  

Eventually, in early 2012, the branch moved into a newly constructed, much larger and more luxurious 

building in the neighboring lot. Land is expensive in Cairo, particularly in upper-middle-class areas like 

Heliopolis, and this twelve-storey building, white-painted and with decorated balconies, clearly 

symbolizes the success and increase in donations that the Resala Association for Charity had 

experienced. Other obvious signs of Resala’s success are the frequent commercials on radio and TV as 

well as the meter-high billboards on the Ring Road and other main roads in Cairo. In 2011, cash 

donations for the Heliopolis branch amounted to 34.8 million Egyptian pounds, while the total to 

Resala as a whole was about 193 million Egyptian pounds.21 This financial growth is paralleled by an 

organizational growth in terms of branches and volunteers. From 2000 to 2012, Resala grew from one 

to 63 branches spread over Egypt’s 29 governorates, of which eight branches are located in expensive 

                                                           
21 193 Egyptians pounds equals almost 33 million USD (December 2011). To this should be added various in-kind 

donations, some of which are sold and thus converted to cash. In 2011, Resala Heliopolis was the largest branch 

in terms of the number of donors and the areas covered. By comparison, the Coptic Evangelical Organization for 

Social Service (CEOSS), the largest Egyptian Coptic NGO in 2011 had an annual budget of approximately 55.5 

million Egyptian pounds (9.5 million USD) (http://www.ceoss.org.eg/site/lang__en/331/default.aspx, retrieved 

19 April 2013), and also in 2011 the largest transnational Muslim NGO, Islamic Relief, had an annual budget of 

82,3 GBP (approximately 127 million USD (Islamic Relief 2012). 

http://www.ceoss.org.eg/site/lang__en/331/default.aspx
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Cairo neighborhoods. In addition, Resala now runs a hospital, a primary school and several 

secondhand clothes stores.22 In 2012, Resala had more than 112,000 volunteers in the nine largest 

branches in Cairo and Alexandria. The Heliopolis branch alone counted more than 8,000 volunteers 

and 580 formally employed staff.  

Below I describe the place and the activities taking place here. This is, however, only an overall 

introduction to Resala and my personal encounter with the organization as a field site, laying the 

ground for a discussion of some of the analytical and methodological questions that arose from that 

encounter. Chapters Four and Five provide more extensive description and analysis of selected 

activities.  

Studying Resala, voluntary work and the religious experience 

My strategy was to go to Resala almost every day and participate in as many of Resala’s activities as 

possible in order to meet the volunteers and experience for myself how it felt to be part of this particular 

place and community. I wanted to learn why so many young people found Resala appealing and if – 

and if so how – they were able to sustain their interest and enthusiasm over time. I already knew that 

religion, in particular the Islamic tradition of helping the needy, would provide me with part of the 

answer (Sparre and Juul Petersen 2007a, 2007b).  However, as touched upon in the introduction, the 

relation between religion and activism in Egypt is not necessarily straightforward or causal, and it is 

one that can raise interesting questions and insights. I return to some of these discussions later in the 

chapter, but before that I give a short introduction to Resala as a physical and organizational entity.  

All Resala branches had a similar physical structure. In Heliopolis, the ground and the first floors as 

well as the area around the building accommodated activities requiring many participants and much 

space, such as the clothes sorting [al-malābis al-fariz], the teaching activities [al-tadrīs], the activities for 

people with special needs [al-iḥtīyajāt al-khāsa] and the aid [masāʿada] and external caravan23 [qāfila al-

khārijī] activities. In addition, these floors housed a kitchen, a small masjid24 and the two offices for 

introducing new participants to the organization. In the afternoons and weekends, the lower floors were 

                                                           
22 Educational and medical services are free for poor recipients while others pay a small fee (see e.g. Clark 2004). 
23 In Arabic, the word qāfila (caravans, pl. qawāfil) was used, but in English many would describe these activities 

as campaigns. I prefer, however, to use the word ‘caravan.’ 
24 Prayer room 
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buzzing with life and activity. In the morning and early afternoon, the place was calmer and it was 

primarily occupied by the organization’s employees, including accountants, activity coordinators and 

managers, as well as guards, nannies and drivers.  

As the first weeks and months passed by, I started to get an idea of the practices and procedures of the 

activities as well as the overall organizational structure. The first activity that I threw myself into was 

clothes sorting. Most activities took place inside the building, but the clothes sorting often took place 

outside the large and dusty ground-floor room where the many white sacks with clothes, shoes and 

accessories were stored. For weeks I stood side by side with the volunteers around the white plastic 

tables sorting the seemingly endless flow of secondhand clothes and shoes. The work itself was 

monotonous and time-consuming but for me it was a good way to observe the volunteers and their 

interaction. They did not talk much about Resala and its mission, nor did they discuss Egyptian society 

more generally. Instead, they commented on the clothes and talked about everyday issues of work, 

school and family. Yet, the more I got into the clothes sorting and some of the other activities, the more 

I realized that the sense of community lay less in the words exchanged and more in the bodily practices 

and sensibilities of carrying out the work. Like the volunteers, I learned about the field through doing 

rather than talking (Bloch 1991: 194-195). Many of the particular dispositions and sensibilities 

characterizing the volunteers were acquired through bodily engagement in the activities and 

interactions. In Chapter Four, I return to this point and elaborate more analytically on its implications 

for the shaping of volunteers’ subjectivities.  

Like the bodily practices of the actual activities, institutional practices such as paperwork and formal 

work procedures were part of being a volunteer. Formal procedures and guidelines for planning, 

coordinating, carrying out and accounting for the activities were necessary to meet the demands and 

expectations of leaders as well as recipients. In the ground floor volunteer office, new volunteers and 

donors were introduced to the organization. They were provided with flyers and booklets and invited to 

watch Resala’s promotional film, which presented its basic ideas and activities. Following that, they 

were individually interviewed and registered. Donors were asked which activities they preferred to 

support25, and volunteers would be asked which activities they would like to engage in. Administrative 

                                                           
25 The categories are general or specific sponsorship of orphans, poor families, the hospital, and the Moqattam 

school and hospital project. 
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tasks such as handling of donations and salaries, maintenance of physical facilities and overall 

coordination of the activities of the branch were the responsibility of employees, who were housed 

mostly in the administrative section on the second floor. While most experienced and regular 

volunteers knew their way around here, occasional volunteers rarely entered this floor.  

Resala is also an orphanage [dār al-ʾaitām], and the third and fourth floors were divided into four 

separate apartments accommodating seventeen girls and boys. There were two apartments for girls and 

two for boys, and they were further divided by age, with the small children in one section and the older 

ones in another. Each apartment consisted of a reception area with soft chairs and sofas and a private 

territory for the children and their caregivers with dining room, bedrooms, kitchen and bathroom. Six 

caregivers were employed to take care of the children, working in shifts to nurse and feed them day and 

night. Supplementing their efforts, volunteers were in charge of the social, intellectual and spiritual 

development of the children. Throughout the fieldwork, I would often spend time at the orphanage, 

playing with the children and chatting with the volunteers, and I sometimes brought my then two-year-

old son to play with the children there. Due to their relationship with the children, most volunteers here 

were extremely dedicated to the place and many had been coming to Resala for years. Often they 

would engage in the planning and development of the educational activities for the children, and many 

also participated in other activities. The orphanage was thus a good place to learn more about the 

history and development of the Heliopolis branch as well as the communication and interaction across 

the specific activities. 

But not all Resala’s activities took place within the physical boundaries of the branch itself. In fact, 

more than half of the volunteers were involved in activities carried out in poor Cairo neighborhoods, 

institutions for various kinds of vulnerable people, or in villages and towns as far away as the Aswan 

governorate in Upper Egypt or the Siwa Oasis close to the Libyan border.  Compared to more 

traditional charity associations in Egypt (see Chapter Three), Resala is ‘mobile,’ i.e. the organization 

assists its recipients in the poor neighborhoods where they live instead of having the poor come to them 

(Atia 2011). After the first weeks of sorting clothes, I was encouraged by the volunteers to participate in 

a clothes exhibition [maʿariḍ al-malābis] in a neighborhood in one of Cairo’s suburbs. This was the first 

time I participated in one of the external activities. Later, I joined some of the aid and caravan 

activities, including aid distribution and assessment of recipients for microfinance projects [masharīʿ]. I 
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also went with groups of volunteers on visits [ziyārāt] to orphanages and institutions for elderly, 

handicapped and mentally disabled people. My experiences during some of these trips and excursions 

and the insights they fostered are described throughout the thesis, in particular Chapter Four and Five.  

After the second or third day of participating in the same activity, I was counted in as a normal 

volunteer, and in some cases I was given responsibilities such as filling out application forms or 

assisting recipients during clothes exhibitions. The procedures and logic of the activities were 

transparent and easy to grasp, even for an outsider such as myself, and more experienced volunteers 

often took the time to explain and assist me when I needed help. The fact that much of the vocabulary 

used was similar to that of international development assistance also made it easier for me (for concrete 

examples and analytical elaboration, see Chapter Five). The religious side of the engagement, however, 

was more difficult for me as a non-Muslim to grasp. Unlike the young volunteers, the stories of the 

prophet’s deeds, the quotes about every Muslim’s obligation to provide for the needy, and the promises 

of paradise and God’s rewards did not have a strong resonance for me. So how was their experience of 

doing voluntary work different from mine, or any other non-Muslim for that matter? 

A turning point and one of the most intense experiences I had during my nine months of fieldwork was 

in early February 2010 when I participated in a two-week caravan to the town of Kom Ombo in the 

governorate of Aswan in Upper Egypt. I had recently started taking part in the activities of the Aid and 

External Caravan Department and was encouraged by the other volunteers to join them on this annual 

trip to the south. After a twelve-hour bus trip from Cairo to the small provincial town of Kom Ombo 

about 40km north of Aswan, we arrived at our destination, a local school where we were all 

accommodated – the male volunteers in one building and the female volunteers in another. We were 

each provided with a mattress, a blanket, a tray and a paper with coupons for the different meals. I 

shared a classroom with seven female volunteers, of whom I knew only one, 22-year-old Aya. Prior to 

this caravan we had participated in some of the same activities and I had asked her a few questions 

about her background and motivation for coming to Resala. During this trip, we went from being mere 

acquaintances to friends, and her comments and observations deepened my understanding of Resala 

considerably.  

Overall, the activities during the caravan were similar to the activities carried out in Cairo, including 

distribution of food, blankets and household items, clothes exhibitions, roof repairs and rudimentary 



35 
 

plumbing,26 medical and veterinary assistance, and microfinance projects. However, because of the 

particular setting, the experience for the participants as volunteers and me as a fieldworker was very 

different from the usual routine back in Heliopolis. For all of us, these were some very intensive days. 

We were together around the clock and slept side by side on the floor, sharing thoughts, food, and 

sometimes even clothes and makeup. I learned about these people’s private routines and activities, I 

saw them in their pajamas and without makeup, and I heard them talk about Resala, gossip about other 

volunteers, and share their thoughts on marriage, family and religion.  

What was more, I learned about the religious side of the work and their life in general. During the 

Aswan caravan it was like someone had turned up the religious volume. Even more than at the branch 

in Heliopolis, religious discourse and practice permeated everything and everyone. The sudden 

visibility of prayer rituals neatly illustrates this point. In Heliopolis, volunteers always prayed in the 

small, indoor masjid, and once I had seen the place, I rarely joined the volunteers there. But during the 

caravan, it was both more visible and more insistent. I often woke up at four in the morning to the 

sound of the women quietly performing the fajr27 prayer. Furthermore, a group of volunteers had 

constructed a simple mosque in the school yard. They had covered the ground with carpets, and large 

pieces of patterned fabrics functioned as walls separating the outside from the inside and the men’s 

section from the women’s. Using a small stereo and a microphone, a male volunteer from the local 

Resala branch in Kom Ombo would call for prayer five times a day. Volunteers were expected and 

encouraged to pray – and especially in the men’s section some volunteers took their responsibility of 

encouraging others to pray very seriously.28 The following passage is an excerpt from the field notes of 

my research assistant, Mohamed. He is an observing Muslim, but he felt very intimidated by the prayer 

procedures among some of the male volunteers: 

  

                                                           
26 For the roofing, volunteers either repaired existing roofs or replaced leaking and ‘primitive’ ones with 

corrugated iron sheets. With the plumbing, few poor people have running water in their huts or houses, so 

volunteers dug canals for pipes and connected their houses to the public pipes. This gave them access to both 

drinking water and water for washing and sanitation, but in most cases the houses do not have proper toilets or 

bathrooms. 
27 Dawn prayer 
28 In Egypt, it is mostly men who perform their prayers in the mosque, while most women pray at home. 
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I am once again awakened by the group of people shouting for the fajr prayer. This time 

they took it even further. They banged really hard on the door and managed to get in. 

They physically grabbed me, waking me up for fajr. I told him “I’m awake and I’m 

getting up.” Thirty seconds later another one started shaking me, then another, then 

another. I was about to scream in their faces.  

Another example of the intensified religious practices was the enforcement of gender segregation, 

which was much stricter than in Cairo. Back home, it was routine to encourage men and women to sit 

separately during meetings and lectures, and if possible large groups of volunteers were divided into 

groups of females and males, but it was not always enforced. On the Aswan campaign there was no 

room for such laid-back attitudes, and the line between acceptable and unacceptable behavior was 

marked much more clearly than usual. For example, the staircase connecting the two school buildings 

was blocked with chairs and tables so that no one – by accident or intent – could cross over to the side 

where the opposite sex stayed. Also, large pieces of fabric were put up to ensure that the females could 

walk up and down the stairs without having to worry about the looks of curious male volunteers. And 

more than once, either I or my male assistant was politely but firmly asked by one of the leaders to 

respect the segregation rules by, for example, leaving an empty chair between us when discussing the 

research or when interviewing volunteers of the opposite sex. 

Although I always tried to observe the rules and immediately corrected my behavior, if I realized that I 

had crossed one of the ‘red lines,’ my own background and upbringing made it difficult for me to relate 

to the role and meaning ascribed to these religious rituals, rules and practices in relation to the services 

and activities for the benefit of the poor. Yet slowly, I realized that precisely the fact that I, compared to 

my interlocutors, reacted quite differently, emotionally as well as intellectually, to these rules and 

prescriptions brought me one step closer towards understanding and interpreting their experiences of 

voluntary work in Resala. Much in line with Jon Mitchell’s experience of “a moment with Christ” 

(1997), my own – and to some extent my assistant’s – experiences and reactions shed some light on 

what was going on among the volunteers. Mitchell describes one particular episode in which, at the 

request of the members of a church community, he was cleaning the niche that housed their statue of 

Christ crucified. While polishing the windows, he suddenly became extremely aware of the statue and 

an intense feeling of excitement came over him. Later, when describing his experience to members of 
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the church community, they reacted by framing his feelings within their knowledge of religious 

experiences while he drew on his knowledge of the human sciences for explanation (Ibid.).  

Mitchell’s example reminds us that it is difficult to empathize with the experience of piety without 

shared belief (Ewing 1994, Deeb 2006: 34).29 While conducting the fieldwork, I – much like Mitchell – 

was emotionally moved. I was moved by the stories of how Resala and the volunteers helped people in 

need; for example, how Resala’s orphanage provided a home and a family of ‘sisters and brothers’ for 

children who began their lives abandoned in the streets. On one occasion AbdelAzeem told the 

volunteers: “We actually had a child once who was left under a car’s tire. Someone actually placed him 

there so he would be killed once the car started to move. But luckily the car’s driver heard a baby cry 

when he was about to start his car so he stepped out to see where it came from, and he found the child 

lying there.” Such stories would move anyone whether they were religious or not. But for people like 

the Muslim volunteers in Resala, to respond to this little baby’s cry was not only a humanitarian 

imperative; it was also – and just as much – a religious obligation. As I heard from numerous 

volunteers, the prophet Muhammad was an orphan himself, and one of his most famous quotes was: 

“He who cares for the orphan child will be like this with me on the Day of Judgement” illustrated by 

two fingers held closely together. For me personally it was enough to listen to stories of abandoned 

children or see for myself the conditions in which some poor families lived – quotes from the Quran or 

by the prophet did not make my wish to help stronger. But that seemed to be the case for the 

volunteers. So the more I thought about it, the more I realized that it made little sense to distinguish 

between religious and non-religious knowledge and practice in my representations of their voluntary 

experiences.30 The humanitarian imperative and the religious obligation to provide for the needy are not 

easily distinguishable (Bornstein and Redfield 2008), and much like the women in Sherine Hafez’ study 

(2011) of women Islamic activists in Cairo, volunteers in Resala seem to navigate seamlessly between 

values of liberal modernity and Islamic principles. From my interviews I learned that most volunteers 

were brought up in religious homes where Muslim rituals and texts provided a common frame of 

reference, presenting the ideal of providing for the needy within an Islamic tradition of charity and 

                                                           
29 For a critical argument about the methodological problems resulting from what Ewing terms the 

anthropological atheistic hegemonic discourse and the taboo against belief, see Ewing (1994).  
30 In her study among pious Shi`i women in Beirut, Deeb (2006) proposes a similar argument, exemplified by the 

concept of iltizām (commitment) used by her interlocutors. Deeb argues that iltizām includes “humanitarian 

impulses, political sensibility, religious faith” (Ibid.: 191).  
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benevolence (see Chapter Three for a further elaboration on the tradition and practice of charity and 

philanthropy in Egypt). For this reason, and as I argue in Chapter Four, Hubert and Mauss’ model of 

sacrifice (1964) as a relationship of exchange between volunteers and God provides a useful framework 

for understanding the logic of voluntary work as it is communicated to and perceived by the volunteers.  

Taking the above observations and reflections into consideration, it makes sense to overall represent 

volunteers in Resala as somehow more pious than the average young middle-class person in Cairo. 

From my assistant’s reactions as well as from conversations with other young people I learned that 

some young Muslims felt intimidated by the pervasive religious discourse in Resala and therefore did 

not return to the organization after their first visit. The chairperson of another youth organization 

described the difference between Resala and her organization this way:  

Here we perceive religion as something personal between you and God. […] But as I 

told you, they perceive Islam as the religion. Of course for every religious person his or 

her religion is the religion, but I’m talking about the public rhetoric [in the organization]. 

They preach for Resala to be an Islamic organization. It is not labelled in that sense but 

they work for Allah and so on… […] We have volunteers who do not mention religion 

at all, Muslims and Christians, and we accept them because they are working for our 

mission and we do not integrate religion here. 

Probably she is right that the “public rhetoric” in Resala might put off some young Egyptians because 

of the leadership’s constant references to Islamic texts and sayings. Yet we have to remember the 

central role and influence of Muslim belief and practice in contemporary Egypt, where the vast majority 

of the country’s Muslim majority is religiously observant, in particular many young people who 

“belong to a generation widely and strongly influenced by Salafi revivalist notions of piety, morality 

and religion” (Schielke 2009: 161). Potentially, activities and discourses in Resala resonate among large 

segments of the urban middle-class youth, and its impressive membership speaks for itself. In addition, 

most Resala volunteers are young people are still in their formative stage of learning. As such, some 

might also be more “radical” (Mannheim 1964: 300), experimenting with more rigorous forms of 

religious conduct (cf. Schielke 2009). In principle, the piety of the young Resala volunteers differs from 

that of, for example, the older and often more established women activists in Deeb’s study (2006) who, 

with their civic activities and public piety, align themselves with a particular religious sect – the shiʿi 
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Muslims in Lebanon – represented politically by the Hizbollah movement (Ibid.). Thus, apparently 

similar forms of religious conduct can have different meanings and implications when factors such as 

age and sociopolitical context are taken into consideration. It is therefore important not to prioritize 

piety to the extent that doubt and ambivalence disappear (cf. Schielke 2010). Below I briefly introduce 

the Resala volunteers more generally as well as my journey of discovery in approaching and 

understanding their and their parents’ background, ideas and experiences.  

Engaging interlocutors 

Apart from continued and long-term participant observation in Resala’s various activities, my data was 

obtained through loosely structured interviews and spontaneous and undirected conversations with 

volunteers, leaders and employees. Most of the participant observation and interviews were carried out 

at the Heliopolis branch, but I also made trips to other Cairo branches as well as branches in other 

governorates, such as the Monūfiyya branch in the Delta and the recently established Kom Ombo 

branch in the Aswan governorate in Upper Egypt. Often, interviews and conversations took place 

inside the branches, but sometimes I used the occasions of bus trips or aid caravans to inquire further 

into subjects that I found intriguing. In addition, I collected life story interviews with key interlocutors 

and interviews with parents of some of the volunteers. In total, I conducted 82 interviews with 

volunteers and their parents, leaders and employees in Resala.31 As to my key interlocutors, Rania, 

Aya, Ahmed, Eman, Omar, Safa, Marwa, Hassan and Dina32, I have between two and five interviews 

with each of them in addition to numerous observations and informal conversations. In the second half 

of the fieldwork I started contextualizing the data gathered in Resala, conducting interviews with 

representatives from other charity and youth organizations, journalists and researchers as well as a 

number of young activists from various opposition movements and groups in Egypt, such as Kifaya, 6 

April Youth Movement, Youth for Change, and the Muslim Brotherhood.     

During most planned interviews, I was accompanied by one of my three assistants33 who more or less 

regularly helped me with interpretation and transcription of interviews. Very few among the volunteers 

                                                           
31 In addition, I have a number of interviews with leaders and volunteers in various Resala branches from my 

fieldwork back in 2007. 
32 These are not their real names. Except from Chairman Sherif AbdelAzeem, all other names in are pseudonyms.   
33 I started out with one assistant, but after I few months, he found a fulltime and permanent job, and I had to 

search for another one. The second, however, did not have enough time to provide all the assistance that I 

needed, which is why I hired a third assistant during the last couple of months. While my first assistant held a 
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and employees in the Heliopolis branch of Resala knew enough English to engage in conversations and 

understand and answer interview questions. My Arabic skills were good enough for me to be able to 

engage in most conversations and participate in activities without major difficulties. However, to save 

time and avoid misunderstandings, I decided from the beginning to make use of an interpreter during 

planned interviews. Towards the end of the fieldwork, however, I conducted a number of life story 

interviews on my own. The life story interview is often more personal and information more delicate, 

which is why I preferred not to include a third party. Furthermore, by that time I felt more comfortable 

with the specific vocabulary used in the field.  

Volunteers and their parents 

The first couple of months were confusing. Every day I came to the organization I saw new faces, and I 

had problems tracing the people whom I talked to the previous day or week. This was a natural 

consequence of the large size of the branch. Furthermore, many of the volunteers came to Resala 

whenever they had free time from their studies, work or domestic chores, and often something would 

come up and they changed their plans. Nonetheless, I slowly got to know some of the volunteers better. 

I decided to narrow down my focus and concentrate on specific groups of volunteers involved in the 

clothes activities, the aid and caravan activities and the activities related to the orphanage. My nine key 

interlocutors were all engaged in these activities, and judging from their age, socioeconomic 

background and religious adherence, they seemed to represent very well the different profiles of regular 

volunteers that I found in Resala. Common to them all, and to the vast majority of volunteers in 

Resala, they were either students or recent graduates from public colleges and universities with a 

middle-class background, and most were between 18 and 25 years old. Furthermore, six of my nine 

interlocutors were women, reflecting the fact that about 75 percent of the organization’s volunteers 

were female.  

Without doubt, as a woman, the gender composition in Resala influenced my access to the 

organization and the people populating it as well as the kind of data collected. Compared to some of 

the more traditional charities that I have visited, I never felt that my presence and participation in 

Resala intimidated others or made them feel uncomfortable. In fact, because there were so many 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
college degree in engineering (but had previous experience with research assistance), the last two either held or 

were studying at master’s level within the field of social science at the American University in Cairo. 
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women around, I would rarely end up in uncomfortable situations in which I was the only woman, 

forcing others to take special precautions. For example, during prayer times I could always join the 

female volunteers in the women’s section of the mosque or prayer room. In some situations my gender 

influenced the kind of data I had access to. For example, activities like roof repair and canal digging 

were not open to women participants. However, much in line with what Lila Abu-Lughod and others 

before me have said, I felt that being a female researcher in an Arab Muslim society “made my access 

to both worlds […] more balanced than a man’s would be” (Abu-Lughod 1989: 150), although 

generally, the women shared more intimate feelings and experiences with me than the men. 

From the outset, a central analytical framework for my analysis was age and generation. In this, the 

parents of the volunteers – and the age cohort of the parent generation in general – were of central 

importance, and my ambition was to follow key interlocutors outside Resala and into their homes to 

talk to their parents. However, this proved to be much more difficult than I had first expected. 

Throughout the nine months of fieldwork, I had great difficulties getting access to the volunteers’ 

parents, and it seemed to me that many parents were suspicious of my motives and background. Unlike 

with the young volunteers, who showed great interest in me and my research project right from the 

beginning and answered my endless stream of questions with few reservations, it proved to be much 

more problematic to gain the access and trust of the parent generation. In the cases where I did manage 

to set up interviews or conversations, many asked me questions about my motives and background.  

One of my solutions to this problem was to search for people of approximately the same age and 

socioeconomic background as the parents of the volunteers. I found some of them inside Resala within 

the group of volunteers. Although the vast majority of volunteers were young students and recent 

graduates, there were minorities of other age groups among the participants. One such group was 

recently retired and often widowed women. Many of them were very visible inside the organization due 

to the fact that they volunteered many hours several days a week, and their opinions and specific ways 

of doing things were often respected among the young volunteers. Interviews and conversations with 

these women provided me with important insights into the various perspectives on the present 

generation of young people as well as differences and similarities between the lives of young people 

now and forty years ago. Another way to gain access to people of approximately the same age as the 

young volunteers’ parents was to follow one of Resala’s representatives collecting donations in 
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neighborhoods similar to the neighborhoods where the young volunteers were raised. This proved to be 

an effective strategy. Together with one of my female assistants, I was invited into some of the houses 

that we passed by and I managed to conduct five interviews that way. 

These alternative strategies should not, however, lead attention away from the fact that suspicion and 

mistrust were general characteristics of the relation between me and many people from the older 

generations. The following passage from an interview with one of the mothers illustrates this mistrust. 

A few minutes into the interview, the woman suddenly stopped her word flow: 

Mother: Before I go on any further, and if she doesn’t mind, how can I guarantee that 

whatever I say will be published in whatever magazines without alterations? How can I 

guarantee my words won’t be altered? 

Interpreter: What kind of guarantee would you like? 

Mother: Nothing physical of course, even words to assure me. 

Interpreter: Well, the whole alteration thing is my own responsibility really since I will 

be the one interpreting.  

Mother: She is not Israeli is she? 

Sara: No! 

Mother: I don’t mean to give you a hard time, I am saying small facts I know but those 

can be used in major issues. So I would be really mad at myself if I help to convey a bad 

image of my nation or helped someone do the same.  

As the interview passage reveals, something is at stake with the older generations. Many are reserved 

and seem to be afraid of me or what I represent. The more I explored this issue, the more I realized 

that in the feelings and experiences of the parents, I would find at least part of the answer to why 

initiatives like Resala had not emerged during the formative years of previous age groups. As will be 

explored in Chapter Six, Egypt’s recent political history, and with it changes in the experiences and 

interpretations of fear and (im)mobility across generations in Egypt, have influenced possibilities of 

and motivations for activism and civic engagement at various times in history. This is so because 

individual subjectivities and consciousness are constituted partly by their specific social and 

historical location (cf. Mannheim 1964) and partly by how individuals come to formulate their 
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values, norms and ideals in dialogue with other generations (cf. Cole and Durham 2007b, Whyte et 

al. 2009).    

However, despite their openness the young volunteers in Resala did share some of their parents’ 

generation’s reservations, at least before Mubarak stepped down. I was warmly welcomed into Resala, 

and without much hesitation participants shared thoughts and information with me, just as 

AbdelAzeem encouraged me to come to him if I had questions that none of the volunteers and staff 

could answer. But there were definitely discussion topics that proved to be almost inaccessible at the 

time of the primary fieldwork, as well as back in 2007 when I first visited Resala. All questions related 

to the field of domestic politics were met by either silence or denial, and after a few awkward situations 

where I sensed a sudden suspicion towards me, I decided to let the topic be. Put differently, I quickly 

learned that the alignment of religion and charity work rarely – if ever – was extended into the domain 

of political activism or domestic politics. Throughout my time in Resala I was often puzzled by the 

seemingly apolitical nature of the organization. In a country led by an authoritarian regime with very 

little respect for its citizens’ rights and wellbeing (see Chapter Three for a brief introduction to the 

political history of Egypt), were they ‘only’ striving towards ‘doing good,’ i.e. relieving the pain of some 

of Egypt’s poor as an obligation towards God and some rather vague concept of the nation? I knew 

instinctively that many volunteers, like Egyptians in general, were critical of the Mubarak regime. But 

how did they relate to the opposition, especially its largest player, the Muslim Brotherhood? At the time 

of my departure from Egypt in late June 2010, I thought – and accepted – that such questions would 

probably always be left hanging in the air. But I was wrong.  

Re-entering the field – studying youth and activism during upheaval 

I returned to Resala in December 2011 for a short period of follow-up fieldwork. As soon as I entered 

the organization and engaged in the first conversations and interviews, I noticed the difference. The 

introductory conversations with Rania, quoted at the beginning of this chapter, give an impression of 

this radical change. Before the revolution, silence, denial and ambiguity surrounded everything related 

to domestic politics, but now individual support for and sympathies with political movements and 

parties suddenly became extremely outspoken. From Facebook updates and email communication with 

interlocutors and friends, I already had a vague sense of what was going on before returning to the field, 
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but the experience of actually overhearing the heated debates about political parties, alliances and street 

activism was overwhelming and almost surreal.  

On a methodological level, the revolution and the rapid changes to Egypt’s political landscape raised a 

number of concerns. First of all, in structuring my data and argument I take into consideration the 

different time perspectives of before, during and after the 18 days of revolt leading to the ousting of 

Mubarak. My primary fieldwork took place before the uprising. Consequently the vast majority of my 

data from participant observation, interviews and conversations stemmed from that time. However, I 

did not want my thesis to be a ‘historical’ one, analyzing and commenting upon a social and political 

situation which was already largely over. The task of restructuring my data and argument, however, 

proved not to be so difficult, primarily due to my original analytical focus on youth, generations and 

activism. Right from the beginning the demonstrations and the revolution were framed by the media, as 

well as by many researchers, in terms of age and generation (see Chapter Seven). So in fact, my original 

aim – to study young Egyptians’ involvement in the new form of youth organization, as a vital 

contribution to understanding the relation between generations and social activism in Egypt – seemed 

more relevant than ever. Nevertheless, I had to decide how and where to use my data from before and 

after the 2011 uprising.  

Secondly, as events unfolded and public statements were made, the mood and attitude among 

Egyptians in general, and among Resala volunteers more specifically, shifted rapidly. Everybody was 

following public events and discussions closely, trying to grasp what was actually going on and striving 

to find their own position within the chaotic flow of information from internet sites, chat rooms, news 

agencies, peers and family members. To give just one example: When I returned to Cairo in December 

2011, it was the period between the first and second part of the parliamentary elections. These were the 

first free elections in the history of Egypt, and for the majority of Egyptians it was their first time to 

vote.34 But one day after the polls closed for the election to the lower house, clashes broke out near 

Tahrir Square between security forces and several hundred demonstrators. The demonstrators were 

protesting against the appointment of a new prime minister by the military council and against the 

                                                           
34 Before 2011, voter turnout in Egypt was low. In the 2005 parliamentary elections voter turnout was estimated to 

be 23 percent, while only 15 percent in the 2010 parliamentary elections (Sika 2012). Furthermore, according to 

Blaydes (2006), illiterates were twice as likely to vote compared to those who read. The young volunteers and 

their parents belong to the educated middle class, and it is therefore liable to categorize them among the large 

segment of Egyptians who before 2011 rarely – if ever – voted during parliamentary and presidential elections.   
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continuing arrests and beatings of protesters. One of the images that was shared worldwide was that of 

the “girl in the blue bra”35 who was publically stripped and beaten by military police forces. Thus, 

although everybody I spoke to described their first experience with voting as “amazing” or 

“wonderful,” feelings of anger and frustration over the police and security forces’ continued violence 

would start to dominate the picture, and many began to question the achievements of the revolution. 

Due to experiences like these, I quickly became aware of the importance of contextualizing all post-

Tahrir data according to the exact time of collection. The information had to be understood against the 

background of a particular moment. The same applied to my analysis and argument, because “like all 

theory produced in the moment of transformation, it carries the signature of that moment” (Schielke 

2011:76), an insight that leads directly to my final point about provisionality. 

I realize the extent to which my account and perspective is contingent upon sudden events and political 

decisions. When the initial excitement of the success of bringing Mubarak down had receded, it became 

clear that the fall of Mubarak was just the beginning of a long and unpredictable journey of political 

upheaval and change. No one could foresee what the political constellation would look like just one 

year ahead. Among other things, this uncertainty manifested in how various national and international 

news agencies conceptually framed the situation on the ground in Egypt throughout the year 2011. 

During the 18 days of protests, words such as ‘unrest,’ ‘protests’ and ‘riots’ were common. But as soon 

as Mubarak had stepped down, the political context began to be framed as a ‘revolution.’ Later the 

same year, when fights broke out between protesters and security forces, I came across phrases like 

‘Egypt in transition,’ ‘the second revolution,’ ‘some things haven’t changed’ and ‘one revolution died, 

another one started.’ Although the revolution and the break of silence unveiled sympathies and 

alliances that before 2011 represented a riddle to me, the changing context brought to light other 

ambiguities and conflicts. The political situation in Egypt, as in other countries that witnessed cycles of 

mass protests throughout 2011, is  “indeterminate,” because “everyone, including participants, is still 

struggling to make sense of what is being created” (Razsa and Kurnik 2012: 239). Thus, in the process 

of writing up the thesis I became overtly aware of the “provisionality” of my account (Biehl and Locke 

2010). Like any analysis of contemporary people and their life worlds, my story of Resala and the 

                                                           
35 http://news.nationalpost.com/2011/12/20/beating-of-blue-bra-woman-reignites-egyptian-protests/, retrieved 9 

February 2013. 

http://news.nationalpost.com/2011/12/20/beating-of-blue-bra-woman-reignites-egyptian-protests/
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young volunteers will never end. Instead, I write the story that makes sense according to the points in 

time from which I looked at the events. 
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Chapter Three 

Charity, Muslim Civil Society and the State in Egypt 

Omar: Resala shouldn’t go to Tahrir and demonstrate, but Omar can go to Tahrir, and 

Wahid can go to Tahrir.  

Sara: Why can’t Resala go? 

Omar: Because it’s a charity place – for Christians, for Muslims, for anybody. It should 

not make a revolution. 

Sara: Do you think that it would destroy Resala if it started to become political? 

Omar: Yes. And I don’t understand why Resala is still working. The former government 

closed many charity places, like Amr Khaled’s. He had to leave the country, but Resala 

is still working… I thought that Resala might have connections to the government, but 

after the revolution, Resala is still working. Why? 

Sara: So Resala managed to avoid political things? 

Omar: Yes. Resala is far away from politics. 

The above conversation is from an interview with Omar, one of my key interlocutors, during my 

second and last follow-up visit to Resala in June 2012. It gives a glimpse of the complicated and 

ambiguous state-civil society relations in which Resala has to navigate. Resala began as a student 

initiative at Cairo University in 1999, and by 2012 it had developed into an enormous charity 

organization with 63 branches and more than 100,000 volunteers across Egypt. How did that happen? 

How did it manage – and not least how was it allowed by the Mubarak regime – to mobilize thousands 

of Muslim youths? In the conversation above, Omar hints at possible connections to the Mubarak 

regime as one of the factors allowing for, and facilitating, the persistence and growth of Resala. On the 

other hand, he concludes that because the fall of the regime did not weaken Resala, it could not have 

had such connections. Instead, the organization must have managed to stay behind the ‘red lines.’ In 

Chapter Two, I focused mainly on the discontinuities in my experiences and understanding of the field 

before and after the 2011 Egyptian uprising. But what at first sight looked like discontinuities, 

simultaneously revealed many of the same power structures and domination mechanisms from the time 
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of Mubarak. In this perspective, Resala’s relation to state authorities is characterized by continuity 

more than change. 

The overall aim of this chapter is to contextualize and understand the emergence, growth and 

persistence of Resala within the complex power relations between state, civil society and oppositional 

political activism in Egypt. In the first part of the chapter, I briefly present important aspects of Egypt’s 

recent history, from the rise of Nasser to the fall Mubarak, in order to provide the sociopolitical context 

of Resala’s emergence and expansion. Here political Islam, including the Muslim Brotherhood, is of 

particular relevance as it has influenced state policies towards civil society more generally. The 

historical overview sheds some light on the seemingly apolitical nature of Resala and the silence and 

mistrust that I met among volunteers and their parents when I asked questions related to national 

politics (see Chapter Two). Furthermore, it provides the background for the analysis in Chapter Six of 

how continuity and change in government policies and the relationship between state power and 

oppositional political activism have influenced the social mood and potentials of civic engagement 

across generations.  

The second part zooms in on Egyptian civil society and provides the context in which organizations 

like Resala have emerged and operate. To understand why Muslim charity organizations have rarely – 

if ever – stepped into the domain of political activism and national politics, it is necessary to look not 

only at contemporary civil society, but to explore the tradition and practice of charity in Egypt more 

broadly. The ambiguous relationship between state officials and civil society actors involved in charity 

work goes far back, and despite the recent changes in government, a culture of mistrust prevails. When 

it comes to Muslim organizations, this is even more pronounced, in large part due to the historically 

difficult relationship between political Islamic groups and the state. In many ways, Resala and other 

similar new youth organizations build on this legacy, carrying on a highly interdigitated relationship 

with the state. However, in more than one respect they also differ from Egypt’s more traditional 

Muslim charity organizations, and it is precisely in these differences we find part of the answer as to 

why organizations like Resala have experienced such an enormous growth and popularity among 

young middle-class Egyptians. In the last section of the chapter I explore how Resala and similar new 

youth organizations point at new trends and developments within Egyptian civil society. 
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State and activism in modern Egypt 

In July 1952, when Gamal Abdel Nasser and Muhammad Naguib, two disaffected army officers, 

together with less than one hundred other young officers, poured into the streets of Cairo, they 

“initiated a new phase in Egypt’s history” (Osman 2011:49). Overthrowing King Faruq, the officers 

soon managed to abolish the constitutional monarchy and establish a republic. Naguib was the first 

president of the republic, but was quickly forced to resign, and in 1956 Nasser assumed power as 

president (Waterbury 1983: 312). Like his two succeeding presidents, Anwar Sadat and Hosni 

Mubarak, Nasser came to base his rule on the military. The backbone of all three presidential periods of 

rule was Egypt’s military establishment, including the armed forces and the country’s intelligence 

services. But while Nasser’s regime combined anti-colonial rhetoric with populist socialism, Sadat 

replaced Nasserism and Arab nationalism with infitaḥ policies of opening the country to the West. He 

implemented a moderate Islamization of society and introduced a selective but still state-controlled 

liberalization of the economy. In principle, Mubarak’s regime continued this course, although  

transforming the profiteers of Sadat’s commercial open-door policies (Waterbury 1983: 172-75) into a 

new power group of crony capitalists as the second pillar to his rule (Osman 2011: 243).  

The politics of the three successive presidents, Nasser, Sadat and Mubarak, were experienced very 

differently by the Egyptian population. Nasser’s ambitious development project, backed up by his 

strong populist and nationalist discourse, managed to instill a feeling of hope and optimism (Hafez 

2011: 69), especially among the lower classes, who by the 1950s and early 1960s constituted almost 80 

percent of the population (Amin 2011: 31-34, 85). Reforms of land ownership, large industrial 

development projects and expansion of the public sector, combined with more than two decades of high 

growth and low inflation and unemployment, made many people confident that their situation and that 

of their children might actually improve (Ibid.:31). Of particular importance was the expansion and 

development of the educational system, which was an important source of upward mobility (Wickham 

2002: 24-27, Amin 2011: 89).36 Children of peasant families now had the opportunity to educate their 

sons and daughters for white-collar jobs in Nasser’s expanding bureaucracy (Wickham 2002: 24-27).37 

These graduates from non-elite backgrounds became an important part of Egypt’s “new middle class,” 

                                                           
36 From 1952 to 1970, the number of students enrolled in primary education increased by 234 percent, and the 

number of students in higher education rose by 325 percent (Waterbury 1983 cf. Wickham 2002: 25). 
37 By 1969 the state had employed 450,000 graduates with secondary degree or above, or about 60 percent of all 

university graduates in the country (Ayubi 1988 cf. Wickham 2002: 28). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Constitutional_monarchy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Republic
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i.e. a stratum employed in white-collar jobs and with a corresponding middle-class income and lifestyle 

(Ibid: 28, 37). This upward social mobility contributed to a feeling of belonging and hope in the nation. 

Despite political repression, the Egyptian people had trust in their leader (Osman 2011: 74), and 

educated youth from the lower and middle strata of the middle class “ceased to function as the 

country’s leading source of oppositional activism” and instead became the regime’s most loyal 

supporters (Wickham 2002: 23, 31). This loyalty, however, started to crumble with Egypt’s devastating 

military defeat by Israel in 1967.   

When Anwar Sadat took over the presidency after Nasser’s death in 1970, he embarked on a different 

route. The most significant changes were his moderate Islamization of society and his partial but rapid 

liberalization of the economy, with close ties to the US administration. To take the last aspect first, 

Sadat opened the economy to freer trade, foreign investment and market economies (Osman 2011: 

129), something that he imagined would lay “the seeds of a democratic, capitalist, Western-oriented 

Egypt” (Ibid.: 130). This, however, did not happen. Instead, the regime used the new economic 

opportunities to create a capitalist class loyal to the regime rather than the free markets and democratic 

institutions (Ibid.: 130). A consequence of this was an increasing gap between sectors of society, in 

particular public employees and those in the private sector. High inflation contributed to this, and those 

who neither migrated to work in the oil-rich countries nor participated in the new infitaḥ activities, such 

as import/export, brokerage and currency exchange, saw their standards of living lowered substantially 

(Amin 2011: 56), especially from around 1982, when the Egyptian economy entered a period of 

recession (Wickham 2002: 42). The largest group among these was government employees who were 

left “stuck in the increasingly marginalized, stagnant and low-paying public sector” (Osman 2011: 133). 

The 1970s and 1980s were furthermore characterized by a broadening of access to the educational 

system, which now enrolled students from the lower-class neighborhoods of Egypt’s provincial towns 

and cities (Wickham 2002: 38), and a gradual phasing out of an employment guarantee for degree 

holders, leaving young graduates as another large group of social losers (Ibid.: 37, 46).38 All in all, these 

changes, together with a slight loosening of  state control over university campuses, contributed to 

large-scale social unrest in the 1970s, including a student uprising in 1972-73 and the ‘bread riots’ of 

                                                           
38 According to official census, unemployment rose from 2.2 percent to 12 percent from 1969 to 1986, and among 

the unemployed 74 percent were educated youth with intermediate or higher education degrees (Wickham 2002: 

43). 
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January 1977.39 In addition, from the 1980s onwards, militant Islamist groups started to recruit 

extensively among the group of unemployed graduates.  

The other major difference between Nasser and Sadat’s policies had to do with the relationship with the 

Islamists. By far the most important among these were the Muslim Brotherhood [al-ʾIkhwān al-

Muslimūn], established by the Egyptian school teacher Hassan al-Banna in 1928, a few years after the 

collapse of the Ottoman Empire (R Mitchell 1969). As noted by Ibrahim (1988), contemporary Islamic 

activism in Egypt has its roots in the Muslim Brotherhood, which has been the central opposition force 

to Egypt’s changing but altogether secular regimes. Initially, al-Banna founded the Muslim Brothers in 

reaction against British colonial rule, the influence of Christian missionaries and a society whose people 

had “departed from the goals of their faith” (al-Banna, cf. R Mitchell 1969: 6). The Brotherhood called 

for opposition to rulers who were illegitimate in al-Banna’s eyes and for a mass mobilization of 

Muslims to return to the faith. The movement grew rapidly, and by 1949 it covered most of Egypt with 

more than 2,000 branches and with a membership estimated at between one to two million people 

(Bayat 2007: 37). The years from 1945 to 1965 saw the most violent period in its history; the 

Brotherhood was involved in numerous riots, protests and assassinations of political opponents, and in 

1952, the Muslim Brothers joined the Free Officers under Nasser in overthrowing King Faruq (R 

Mitchell 1969: 101-104).  

Nasser, however, did not consider religion to have a role in civic and political realms. For him, Islam 

was the “civilizational framework for his Arab nationalist project” (Osman 2011: 60-64). Therefore, in 

the competition over power and after an alleged assassination attempt on Nasser by a Brotherhood 

member in 1954, the Nasser regime ordered the Brotherhood to be dissolved. Hundreds of its members 

were imprisoned, six leading Muslim Brothers were executed, and thousands of its members were 

forced into exile (R Mitchell 1969: 151-162, Osman 2011: 92). 

Sadat’s initial strategy towards the Muslim Brotherhood was different. In order to contain the 

opposition from Nasserite and socialist forces in the society, Sadat unleashed Egypt’s Islamist forces. 

                                                           
39 The 1972-73 unrest was a direct reaction to the government’s pro-American foreign policy and the free market 

policy. The student activism and mobilization reflected disagreements between the different ideological currents 

(the radical left, the Nasserist left, the Islamists, the right, and the supporters of the regime) as to the issues of 

Egypt’s foreign policy and sociopolitical system (Abdalla 2008: 220-233). In 1977, mass demonstrations erupted 

in universities and outside after the government reduced subsidies on wheat and other necessities (Beinin 2012), 

and dozens of people were killed or injured in the clashes with the military (Onodera 2009: 52). 
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He released thousands of Brotherhood leaders from prison and allowed the reissuing of the 

Brotherhood’s monthly magazine (Osman 2011: 90). Playing along with increasing trends of Saudi 

Wahhabism in the population, he portrayed himself as a dedicated Muslim seeking to earn the respect 

of people40 (Ibid.: 91). For Sadat, as well as for his successor Mubarak, Islam was a matter of vital 

government interest because the state had been “compelled to adopt a religious discourse in order to 

regain moral mastery over society and secure political legitimacy” (Bayat 2007: 173). But to a certain 

extent, Sadat became a victim of his own political strategy to employ religion in order to foster his 

personal rule, to support the selective liberalization of the Egyptian economy and to balance 

domestically his pro-Western shift in Egyptian foreign policy. Later, realizing that the growing number 

of Islamist organizations posed an increasing threat to his own regime, Sadat changed this strategy. 

Subsidies to student organizations were withheld, Muslim organizations and summer camps were shut 

down, and a few months before his assassination on 6 October 1981, wide-scale arrests among the 

leadership of the militant organizations were carried out (Ibrahim 1988, Sullivan and Abed-Kotob 

1999: 72-75).  

In several ways, Mubarak followed in the footsteps of Sadat. First of all, he continued with Sadat’s 

crackdown on the militant Islamist cells: the Egyptian military launched a comprehensive campaign by 

infiltrating the groups, targeting their key leaders, taking control of thousands of mosques, cutting their 

financial sources, draining their weapon sources and arresting a large number of members (Osman 

2011: 108). Furthermore, the state embarked on a public relations battle with the militants through 

posters, films, television and government spokesmen (Sullivan and Abed-Kotob 1999: 89). However, it 

was not until the late 1990s that the state was able to contain the violent opposition. From the late 

1970s to the late 1990s, more than 700 attacks were carried out against foreign tourists as well as state 

institutions and officials, leaving more than 2,000 people dead (Osman 2011: 106). Around the time 

that the government regained control over the militant opposition, the mainstream Muslim 

Brotherhood started to compete against the regime in the arena of formal politics, and in 2005 the 

                                                           
40 Wahhabism is a puritanical and conservative branch of Sunni Islam, primarily practiced in Saudi Arabia and 

Qatar. Due to increasing work migration of Egyptians to Saudi Arabia, the country witnessed an upsurge in this 

particular interpretation of Islam. 
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brotherhood won 20 percent of the seats in parliament, despite tactical and procedural interventions by 

the regime.41 

The mid-2000s also bore signs of increased political dissent, especially among urban youth who 

participated in street demonstrations and internet protests, and several new political movements were 

established. Among the most influential were the Egyptian Movement for Change, better known as 

Kifaya! [Enough!], the 6 April Youth Movement and We Are All Khaled Said. Kifaya was a 

prodemocracy coalition that emerged during the run-up to the 2005 presidential and parliamentary 

elections. Apart from openly criticizing the alleged maneuvers of Mubarak to pass the presidency to his 

son, Gamal Mubarak, the movement called for free elections and political rights, an end to emergency 

legislation, and insurrection against the almost totalizing political dominance of Mubarak and his 

National Democratic Party (NDP) (Onodera 2009: 45). The 6 April Youth Movement is a political 

pressure group, founded in early 2008 in support of a group of workers in the industrial Nile delta town 

of al-Mahalla al-Kubra, who were planning to strike on 6 April. Through new media such as Facebook 

and Twitter, members managed to organize the first general strike in the recent history of Egypt. From 

2008 to 2011, the group openly discussed problems of free speech, nepotism and the country’s economy 

on their Facebook site as well as organized several street demonstrations and happenings (Ibid.: 53, 

Shapiro 2009), and it became an important player in the planning and organization of the 2011 

uprising. Finally, the We Are All Khaled Said Facebook group was established as a direct response to 

the death of a young man, Khaled Said, beaten to death by the Egyptian security forces in 2010. The 

group brought public attention to his death and contributed to growing discontent in the months and 

weeks leading up to the 18 days of revolt and mass demonstrations in early 2011 (see Chapter Seven for 

more details and a discussion of the 2011 Egyptian uprising). 

Despite these more recent political groups and movements, the regime and most observers and analysts 

still considered the moderate Brotherhood to pose the greatest threat to the legitimacy and survival of 

Mubarak and his NDP. And indeed, its appearance in formal politics as the strongest political force in 

the first Egyptian parliament and the election of Mohamed Morsi as Egypt’s first president after the fall 

of Mubarak does indicate that the Brotherhood enjoys broad support among the Egyptian population, 

including the youth, who account for a large number of the Egyptian voters.  

                                                           
41 http://www.nytimes.com/2007/04/29/magazine/29Brotherhood.t.html?_r=0, retrieved 11 February 2013. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2007/04/29/magazine/29Brotherhood.t.html?_r=0
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The tradition and study of charity and philanthropy in Egypt 

Without doubt, the Brotherhood’s success stems partly from its presence on the ground providing much 

needed social services, such as health care, aid and education, to the poor and to the increasingly 

squeezed middle class (Wickham 2002, Hafez 2011: 52). The implementation of the Economic Reform 

and Structural Adjustment Policy in 1992, in combination with a high inflation rate and the return of 

many migrant oil workers from the Gulf, resulted in increasing gaps between rich and poor. About 22 

percent of the population is now estimated to live below the poverty line, while 49 percent live for less 

than 2 USD a day (Osman 2011: 154).42 Some of these are families who used to consider themselves as 

part of the middle class (Bayat 2006: 140). Despite these numbers, starvation is a rare phenomenon in 

Egypt, primarily due to the high amount of money and food being redistributed on a voluntary basis. 

According to a study issued by the Egyptian Cabinet's Information and Decision Support Center, in 

2010 Egyptian families spent almost 800 million USD on charity donations.43 Here, the Muslim 

traditions and practices of charity have made a significant difference. Individuals and institutions, some 

connected to the Muslim Brotherhood and some not, collect voluntary donations from private 

Egyptians and offer food, clothes, medical services and other necessities to poor and vulnerable groups 

such as orphans, widows and the elderly.  

Private charity and almsgiving has a long history in Egypt. The mother of Eman, one of my key 

interlocutors, here remembers the practice of charity during her childhood and youth:  

Charity was a normal thing that people carried out in the context of their daily lives. 

Everyone used to do it, and there was no such thing as the requirement for there being 

an NGO in order for people to help the orphans or the elderly, or to even visit them. 

No! This was a natural thing in society.  

My mother, God bless her soul, used to take care of a boy and a girl whose mother used 

to work in houses, cleaning them and such. So she used to bring them up every day and 

offer them breakfast. And it was a must, every day, they could not miss a day.  

Mustapha and Nadia were their names and they used to come every day. It started by 

them asking once for a nickel to buy taʿameya [falafel]. It was Nadia, I remember who 

came up; she’s wearing a niqab [full-face veil] now. So Mom felt sorry for them and 

                                                           
42 http://data.worldbank.org/country/egypt-arab-republic, retrieved 11 February 2013. 
43 http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/babylonbeyond/2010/09/egypt-islamic-charity-spending-is-also-an-economic-

pillar-figures-show.html, retrieved 26 October 2012. 

http://data.worldbank.org/country/egypt-arab-republic
http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/babylonbeyond/2010/09/egypt-islamic-charity-spending-is-also-an-economic-pillar-figures-show.html
http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/babylonbeyond/2010/09/egypt-islamic-charity-spending-is-also-an-economic-pillar-figures-show.html
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thought instead of them going to buy food, they should come up and eat breakfast with 

us. So every day they would come, their mother would go and work, and they would 

have breakfast at our place. When their mother got back, she would fix them lunch and 

dinner, but breakfast was always at our place. Beans, taʿameya, tea and milk, bread – a 

full breakfast, not just a sandwich. It was completely normal. 

The tradition and practice of charity is grounded on Muslim practices and an ethos of caring for the 

poor (Benthall 1999, Ener 2003). The obligatory Muslim alms tax, zakāt, and Islamic tradition of 

charitable almsgiving, ṣadaqa, have existed since the birth of Islam, and together with the religious 

endowment, waqf (plural awqāf), they can be seen as one of the first systems of social security in Muslim 

societies (Benthall 1999, Ener 2003). Zakāt refers to the obligation of every Muslim to donate a 

minimum of 2.5 percent of his/her income to charity44, while ṣadaqa includes personal contributions 

and voluntary efforts that exceed this obligation, usually associated with voluntary work, in-kind 

contributions or free services (Benthall 1999, Sedgwick 2006). Whereas there are variants – and even 

disagreements – as to who deserves help and who does not (more about this in Chapter Five),45 all 

Muslims recognize the prescriptions of charity and almsgiving. In fact, according to anthropologist 

Jonathan Benthall (1999), zakāt is similar to a kind of ‘financial worship,’ because it is the third of the 

Five Pillars of Islam, and without its observance the efficiency of the prayer is negated (Ibid.: 29). 

According to the study referred to above, 86.7 percent of Egyptian families contribute to charity, and 

among these 97 percent bestow part of their income to fulfill their zakāt obligations.46  

In Egypt, organized Muslim charity appeared in the late nineteenth century with the Association of 

Islamic Benevolence established in 1878 as one of the most important players (Clark 2004: 8).47 Today, 

this Muslim trend within Egyptian civil society comprises a broad variety of organizations, ranging 

from small-scale charities related to local mosques and community-based organizations to large 

national organizations with branches all over the country. In addition, there are numerous zakāt 

                                                           
44 The amount should be worked out and paid every year and is calculated after deduction of living expenses 

(Sedgwick 2006:74) 
45 The categories of recipients are described in some detail in the Quran. They are: 1. The poor, 2. The needy or 

very poor, 3. The converts, 4. Those who administer the zakāt, 5. Muslim captives, 6. Debtors, 7. Those fighting 

for God’s cause, and 8. Travelers (Benthall 1999: 30-31).  
46 http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/babylonbeyond/2010/09/egypt-islamic-charity-spending-is-also-an-economic-

pillar-figures-show.html, retrieved 26 October 2012. 
47 Around this time, Coptic organizations such as the Coptic Association dating back to 1891 also appeared 

(LaTowsky 1997). 

http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/babylonbeyond/2010/09/egypt-islamic-charity-spending-is-also-an-economic-pillar-figures-show.html
http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/babylonbeyond/2010/09/egypt-islamic-charity-spending-is-also-an-economic-pillar-figures-show.html
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committees, Muslim schools, health clinics, orphanages, women’s organizations, etc.48 Until the 1990s 

there was little scholarly interest in private or non-governmental organizations and institutions in Egypt 

and the Middle East more generally (Benthall 1999). But the fall of the Iron Curtain in 1989 spurred 

optimism in the possibilities of democratization in the Arab countries, and many scholars directed their 

attention to the study of ‘civil society.’ Among these, many focused on more recent secular and 

Western-modeled advocacy organizations, such as gender and human rights organizations and 

movements, but there was also a growing interest in the relationship between Islam and politics.49 

However, many studies were preconditioned on a rather normative and liberal Western understanding 

of civil society and its potential for contributing to freedom, democratization and pluralism in societies 

under authoritarian rule (Soares and Osella 2009), and they paid little attention to the problems within 

civil society itself or the fact that it is the privileged rather than the subordinate classes who participate 

in it (AbdelRahman 2004).50 

After 9/11 attention shifted towards various forms of Islamic activism and spaces of political action 

outside the realm of formal politics and the state (Soares and Osella 2009). Studies of Muslim charitable 

organizations and institutions would initially approach these organizations as vehicles for the 

mobilization of adherents to the Islamist movement, either in the streets or as possible voters for 

Muslim Brotherhood candidates (Clark 2004: 3). But recently, various scholars have increasingly 

questioned this perspective. An alternative approach is the employment of social movement theory to 

make sense of the emergence and growth of new forms of Islamic activism (Soares and Osella). 

Political scientist Janine Clark’s study (2004) of different kinds of “Islamic social institutions (ISIs)”51 in 

                                                           
48 Al-Jama’iyya al-Shar’iyya, dating from 1912, and the more recent Mahmoud Mosque Association established 

in 1976 are among the largest and most influential (Mahmood 2005: 72). 
49 See e.g. Norton (1993, 1995, 1997), Eickelman and Piscatori (1996), Hefner (2000), and Hann and Dunn (1996) 

for examples of such studies. 
50 Another group of studies focus on the ‘low politics’ (Singerman 1995) of the urban poor. In her book Avenues of 

Participation, Singerman (1995) addresses on the struggles and strategies of poor families in Cairo and the 

community networks they rely on for their reproduction. She argues that the ‘low politics’ centered around family 

and community networks is the political participation of the poor and that “it presents a political and economic 

predicament, if not challenge, to the Egyptian state” (Ibid.: 131). Bayat (1997, 2002, 2009) similarly focuses on the 

urban poor, and his term of ‘the quiet encroachment of the ordinary’ is applied to the various ways in which the 

poor in Cairo and other major third world cities struggle to survive and better their lives through practices such as 

unlawful acquisition of lands and shelters, and take-over of public spaces to spread their vending businesses.  
51 There are numerous ways of terming religious organizations providing social services to the population. While 

Clark (2004) uses the term Islamic social institutions, I prefer the perhaps more controversial term ‘Muslim civil 

society organizations.’ ‘Civil society’ is here applied as a descriptive, empirical, non-normative term of “what’s 

actually there beyond the state” (Herbert 2003: 62) and not “as an ideal of what ought to be there” which could 

easily end up concealing more than it would reveal (Ibid.).  
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Egypt, Jordan and Yemen is part of this trend.52 She argues that the main purpose of ISIs is to develop 

and strengthen horizontal ties and diffusion of ideas between people of relatively similar socioeconomic 

background rather than to cater for the poor (Ibid.: 4). This is a welcome and fruitful input to the study 

of Muslim civil society organization, adding nuances to the rather narrow focus on the vertical 

mobilization of the poor by Muslim activists from the educated middle class. However, it does raise a 

number of concerns. First, I agree with critics that in studies such as Clark’s, which employ rather  

formalist theories such as social movement theory, there is a tendency to downplay the individual 

experience, including differences in motivation and commitment among participants (Soares and Osella 

2009: 8, Onodera 2009: 49). Second, the encounters and interactions between volunteers and recipients 

are significant. As further discussed in Chapter Five, such encounters contribute to the shaping of 

volunteers’ subjectivities and consciousness, and they impact on the concrete outcome of the 

organizations’ services. For these reasons, I favor an experience-near focus on processes of subjectivity 

formation and how individual participation in movements and organizations, including encounters 

with the poor, influence the subjects’ consciousness and dispositions for perception, thought and action.  

Muslim civil society and the state 

Muslim organizations have from the beginning been critically observed by the Egyptian state and in 

competition with its efforts at welfare (Ener 2003). In 1939, the Egyptian government established the 

Ministry of Social Affairs in order to bring the state back into the center of charity, countering 

initiatives by the Muslim Brotherhood and leftist movements (Ibid.: 134). After the 1952 coup, Nasser 

would more or less continue the policies of control initiated by his predecessors, but he added an 

element of cooption, attempting to organize civil society along corporatist lines (AbdelRahman 2004: 

128). In order to counterbalance the leftist forces in society empowered by Nasser, Sadat encouraged 

the revival of the Muslim groups and organizations. In principle, Mubarak continued this path; 

however, he distinguished between militant Islamist groups and non-violent Muslim organizations. The 

former were dealt with harshly by the security forces while the latter were permitted to expand their 

presence in Egyptian public life (Wickham 2002: 103). According to Wickham (2002), this policy of 

“accommodation” was seen by the regime as a means of defusing tensions in society, based on a 

presumption that actors such as Quran societies and Muslim charity organizations did not pose a threat 

                                                           
52 Examples of other studies are Bayat (2005), Wickham (2002) and Wiktorowicz (2004). 
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to the regime but would contribute to social stability in poor areas where state-run services were absent 

or deficient (Ibid.: 104). Since the 1980s, there has been a steady growth in the number of Muslim 

welfare organizations as part of the so-called “parallel Islamic sector,” including mosques, schools, 

health clinics and Muslim banking and investment companies (Ibid.: 99-103). There are disagreements 

as to the number of Muslim social welfare organizations in Egypt, not to say which have direct 

affiliation with the Muslim Brotherhood. In 2007, the total number of NGOs was estimated at around 

18,000,53 of which approximately one-third to half of them might be labeled religious (Clark 2004: 50, 

Kandil and Nafissa 1992 cf. Hafez 2011: 72). 

Egyptian civil society organizations are subject to extensive rules and regulations by the state, and were 

(and is at the time of writing) governed by the Law 84 of 2002 on Non-Governmental Societies and 

Organizations (Elbayar 2005:7).54 According to this law, organizations must register with the Ministry 

of Social Solidarity, where they are classified according to their activities. They are restricted to work 

within this field of activities and cannot widen or change their scope without prior permission.55 

Furthermore, they are required to have a board of minimum four members, including a president, vice-

president, treasurer and secretary (El Daly 2004), and they are not allowed to receive foreign funding or 

engage in any collaboration with domestic or foreign organizations (ElBayar 2005). If an organization 

violates any of these rules or is seen to “threate[n] national unity” or “violat[e] public order and 

morals” (Ibid.), authorities can immediately dissolve it and fine or even imprison individuals. Put 

differently, these rules and regulations are a means for the government to monitor the sector and insure 

the juridical backup to punish “organizations and individuals that cross the ‘red lines’ in pushing for 

                                                           
53 In 1991, the number was estimated to be between 13,000 and 22,000 (AbdelRahman 2004:44, Clark 2004:50) 

depending on the definitions used. In some studies, professional organizations such as syndicates and trade 

unions, and even political parties, are included, while in others the number includes only social and cultural 

organizations. 
54 On 7 February 2013, a new draft NGO law was presented by the Ministry of Insurance and Social Affairs. 

According to Human Rights observers, it is even more restrictive than the law currently in effect. According to 

Cairo Institute for Human Rights, it “demonstrates more hostility towards civil society than all NGO laws and 

bills drafted under Abd al-Nasser, Mubarak, and the Supreme Council of Armed Forces” 

(http://www.cihrs.org/?p=5875&lang=en, retrieved 13 February 2013). 
55 The thirteen categories of activity are: social assistance; religious, scientific and cultural services; maternity and 

child care; family welfare; special categories and handicapped welfare; old-age welfare; friendship among peoples; 

family planning; social protection; management and administration; prison inmates’ welfare; literacy; and 

multiple services (Clark 2004: 49). One exception is the large group of so-called Community Development 

Organizations (CDAs), registered under a separate category at the Ministry of Social Affairs. Unlike 

organizations in the other categories, they are allowed to carry out a wide range of activities and services. Many 

have strong ties with the state authorities, they receive substantial subsidies from the government and the staff is 

usually paid by the Ministry of Social Solidarity (LaTowsky 1997). 

http://www.cihrs.org/?p=5875&lang=en
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social reform and political liberation” (Ibid.). AbdelAzeem described this law as “brutal and 

draconian.” 

However, in practice the vast majority of the organizations were left to operate relatively freely if they 

managed to stay away from politics. By staying away from politics, organizations were in fact pretty 

much safe from all other infringements on their activities for which the NGO law actually provided 

(Ibrahim 1996). But the relationship between state and civil society was, and continues to be, 

ambiguous. For the Muslim organizations this was even more pronounced due to the decades of power 

struggle between political Islam and the state. A leader of another Cairo-based youth organization 

explained to me how the ‘self-governance’ of most civil society organizations has its roots in Egypt’s 

political history: 

I think that most people working in charity and development are afraid to announce that 

they’re Islamic. The government places restrictions on any group that has an Islamic 

name. I think that this make them say that their motives are not Islamic, but consciously 

or subconsciously they are aware that their real motives are Islamic. They have a vision 

of developing their society, but they are not willing to announce that their motives are 

Islamic. They are not comfortable to announce so after the incidents here in Egypt in the 

80s and 90s, when Islamic groups did some terrorism or something. I think that people 

have that idea that the government will restrict or even harm any groups that belong to 

Islam. 

Without doubt, such self-governance existed in Resala before the revolution, and Resala continued to 

refuse the ‘Islamic’ label that for decades has been closely linked to the dangerous field of politics and 

‘Islamism.’  Resala’s leadership was afraid of prosecution, something which is clearly reflected in the 

following statement by AbdelAzeem from late 2009:  

We don’t have political aspirations and we cannot have political aspirations. It is 

dangerous. If we had these aspirations, we would not have this meeting and we would 

not do all the work we do. (…) You will find groups who believe that it is their duty to 

do political work. But we cannot do this. (…) We cannot work in politics. We know 

that it is dangerous. You have to avoid politics and religion. If you raise one of the two 

banners, you will not be allowed to work. We make sure that the whole organization 

understands this. Politics is dangerous. 
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Despite the overtly apolitical nature of the organization, participation in Resala was not entirely 

without personal risks, and participants had to be very careful not to cross the red lines set by the 

regime. State authorities always feared that organizations like Resala would in one way or the other 

join the political opposition. And even if this would not be the case, Resala still offered “concrete, 

visible examples of what Islam can provide, in contradistinction to the state’s secular modernization 

failures” (Wiktorowicz 2004: 11), something which the state was acutely aware of (Bayat 2006: 151). 

Volunteers and especially leaders in Resala obviously knew where to draw the line, although this was 

rarely put into words. Thus, the combination of the ability of Resala’s leadership to stay behind the red 

lines and the state’s acknowledgement of its inadequacy in providing basic welfare for Egypt’s growing 

population provides the primary explanation as to why Mubarak’s regime allowed Resala to expand so 

drastically. 

As mentioned above, I have chosen to term Resala a ‘Muslim civil society organization.’ Resala builds 

on an old tradition of Muslim social welfare services like health care, literacy classes and aid provision, 

and along with other Muslim organizations it carries the heritage of an ambivalent and difficult 

relationship to the state. But other aspects, such as its constituency and its strong emphasis on youth 

volunteerism, set it apart from the more traditional Muslim social welfare organizations. Below I show 

how Resala is part of a larger movement of new youth organizations in Egypt that in at least four 

respects stands out from existing social actors within Egyptian civil society. 

Resala and new forms of youth organization in Egypt 

One feature distinguishing Resala from traditional Muslim civil society organizations is the 

youthfulness of its constituency. Resala is, like other recently set up youth organizations, established 

and led by young people, and its leadership strongly emphasizes the relation between youth and 

volunteerism.56 This is in sharp contrast to the overwhelming majority of social welfare organizations, 

which engage youth only to a limited extent and largely exclude them from decision-making and 

leadership. In this, Muslim charitable organizations resemble Egyptian organizations and institutions in 

general, led by middle-aged men who see youth as a target group that needs help and guidance rather 

than as a resource in itself (El Rouby et al. 2007). It is therefore no coincidence that the majority of the 

                                                           
56 Examples of other organizations are Alashanek Ya Baladi (For the Sake of You, My Country) established in 
2002, Life Makers (Sunaʿa al-Ḥaya) established in 2004, and Zedny, established in 2004. 
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new youth organizations started as student initiatives at universities in Cairo. Student activism at the 

universities has played a major role in the emergence and development of new ideas and movements 

within civil society and politics throughout the twentieth century. In the 1970s and 1980s, for example, 

Muslim student organizations at different Egyptian universities served as training grounds for a new 

generation of Muslim leaders, and it was among the university students that Islamist groups recruited 

their followers (cf. Wickham 2002). This was probably one of the reasons why state authorities in 2007 

closed all Resala branches at the public universities, fearing the possibility of affiliation between Resala 

and more radical Islamist groups and movements within the university campuses. However, during my 

time in Resala I never saw signs of institutional affiliations with political movements, including political 

Islam, and I doubt that Resala was ever a site for mobilization against the former regime. While most – 

if not all – Resala participants longed for a change of government, the leadership did not seem to 

consider Resala’s activities as challenging to the hegemony of the state. Quite the contrary. 

AbdelAzeem formulated it this way: “There are so many poor people in Egypt, and the state is not that 

rich and strong. But they do a lot. So it is better if we help.” Upon my return to Resala after the 2011 

uprising, the situation had changed. As I touched upon in Chapter Two, participants now openly 

discussed political ideas and opinions with their friends and colleagues in Resala, and most probably 

volunteers active in oppositional political activism mobilized among the participants. However, all the 

people I talked to refused the idea of Resala itself becoming a site for oppositional activism, i.e. taking 

on activities oriented towards systemic change (Wickham 2002: 5), something I discuss in greater detail 

in Chapter Seven. As such, and as I argue throughout the thesis, it was more or less explicit ideals of 

‘civility’ and ‘citizenship’ that figured in how the mission and vision of Resala was communicated to 

the volunteers. 

Apart from being young, the majority of volunteers in Resala are women. This is the second feature 

that characterizes Resala and – at least to some extent – distinguishes it from most traditional charity 

organizations as well as from other types of organizations, including non-religious ones, in which 

women tend to be clearly underrepresented (El Daly 2004: 189). Yet to some extent this gender 

constitution seems to be undergoing a change, at least within various forms of Muslim activism. As 

several studies show, including Mahmood (2005) and Hafez (2011), Egyptian women are becoming 

more and more active, especially in charity organizations and neighborhood mosque movements. The 

women in Saba Mahmood’s study, for example, engage passionately in the dissemination of religious 
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knowledge and instruction, educating other Muslims in how to perform their religious duties and how 

to organize their daily life according to principles of “Islamic piety and virtuous behavior” (Mahmood 

2005: 4). The mobilization of young women for Resala and similar youth organizations is without 

doubt part of this development. According to the middle-aged men and women I talked to, twenty or 

thirty years ago it was rare to have young women engaging in activities outside home or university. But 

due to the increased popularity of the neighborhood mosque movement and, more recently, new 

Muslim preachers (see below), more and more women of all ages and backgrounds see religious 

training and teaching as an important part of their learning.57  

Thirdly, Resala and similar youth organizations evolved together with and inspired by a new Muslim 

movement surrounding the Egyptian preacher Amr Khaled and similar lay preachers, shaping religious 

discourses in these organizations in a particular manner. While still working as an accountant, Amr 

Khaled started preaching in mosques and private clubs in the early 1990s. His audience grew rapidly, 

and for the last decade his shows have been broadcast widely on a number of satellite channels. His 

main audience in Egypt consists of young middle- and upper-class Egyptians but his messages reach 

millions of young Muslims all over the Middle East, Europe and North America. In 2002, the Egyptian 

government allegedly forced Khaled to leave the country, but he continued his increasingly popular 

shows from abroad. Rather than representing an isolated phenomenon, it seems that Amr Khaled has 

become the catalyst for a much broader trend facilitated by new media such as the internet and satellite 

TV, and showing, among other things, in the growing number of preachers with a similar style and 

message.58 This movement is spearheaded by religious lay people, transmitting their messages in an 

easily understandable colloquial Arabic rather than the classical high standard Arabic spoken by 

traditional sheikhs. They are young, come from comparably privileged social backgrounds and have 

acquired their religious knowledge by themselves.  

In his programs and projects, Amr Khaled focuses on reconciling Muslim faith and practices with a 

modern lifestyle by weaving stories from the Quran with issues of contemporary society. His usual 

themes are love, forgiveness morality and social responsibility, and he confirms that having fun, money 

and success are acceptable as long as people respect certain boundaries of moral behavior and act as 

                                                           
57 Among the women I talked to both inside and outside Resala, a considerable number of them, both young and 

old, took religious lessons in neighborhood mosques. 
58 Other preachers are Mustafa Hosni, Khaled el-Guindy, Moez Masoud, and Mona Abdel-Ghani. 
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good role models for their fellow Muslims. Since 2004, he has focused more explicitly on issues of 

community development, social change and dialogue between Islam and the West. For example, in his 

TV program Life Makers [Sunaʿa al-Ḥaya] from 2004-2005, his focus shifted from predominantly 

religious issues to projects of social engagement. Promoting social responsibility, Khaled encouraged 

young people especially to develop themselves and their fellow citizens by actively participating in their 

communities.59 Amr Khaled’s Life Makers program has inspired people all over Egypt and beyond. 

Religiously motivated activists have established their own organizations as a result and the program 

impacted on the self-understanding of already existing ones. By 2008, 1.5 million people all over the 

world were supposedly engaged in Life Makers inspired organizations, some 500,000 of them in Egypt 

(Mandaville 2008). Thus, Amr Khaled has opened up a space where religion is articulated in relation to 

social change in new ways (Ibid.).  

Resala was established before Amr Khaled’s Life Makers TV program, but in its form and discourses it 

bears many similarities with the ideas behind the program and the ideas of Amr Khaled more generally. 

Resala is organized around an understanding of Muslim morality and youth volunteerism and, as will 

be further explored in Chapter Four, the leaders of Resala frame the obligation of Muslims to provide 

for the poor within an idea of youth volunteerism. In addition, many of Resala’s volunteers were 

initially mobilized to engage in Resala’s activities by Amr Khaled’s call for social responsibility. As 

such, Amr Khaled and similar lay preachers can be seen as catalysts for a form of social engagement 

already growing among Egypt’s youth. The preachers promulgated a vague normative model to which 

organizations like Resala refer, and they delivered a number of specific, religiously inspired themes 

around which new organizational forms have emerged. 

Finally, in comparison with the average civil society organizations in Egypt, from the beginning Resala 

has strongly relied on new media. Internet, mobile phones and satellite TV are crucial to the efficiency 

and daily functioning of the organization. In order to attract donors and new volunteers, Resala 

advertises on expensive satellite channels, and many among the volunteers and donors I talked to first 

learned about Resala from TV commercials. Furthermore, through Resala’s website60 people interested 

in the organization can read about activities and recipients, and holders of credit cards can donate 

                                                           
59 www.amrkhaled.net, retrieved 16 October 2012. 
60 www.resala.org  

http://www.amrkhaled.net/
http://www.resala.org/
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online. Text messages are also a common way of communication between volunteers, used for example 

to remind others of particular events and activities. But the social networking medium of Facebook is 

increasingly taking over some of the functions of satellite TV and the organization’s website. Members 

communicate and upload photos and statements on the branch-specific profiles, and many new 

volunteers are recruited to Resala through their ‘Facebook friends.’ This intensive and often 

sophisticated use of new media in information and mobilization clearly distinguishes Resala from the 

average civil society organization in Egypt, and it is likely that its extensive use of new media is one of 

the reasons behind its rapid growth. In retrospect, the creative use of new social media among leaders 

and volunteers in Resala and similar youth organizations bears witness to how a powerful 

infrastructure for mobilization among youth was built up in the months and years prior to the 2011 

Egyptian uprising, something I return to in Chapter Seven.  

These four aspects – the social engagement of educated, middle-class youth, the large percentage of 

women participants, the influence of lay Muslim preachers, and the extensive and creative use of new 

media – all add to the particular configuration of activism practiced in Resala, an activism that in 

retrospect has contributed to the formation of a particular version of the ‘Muslim citizen.’ On a more 

general note, factors such as gender, age and generation, class background, sociopolitical heritage, new 

media, and Islamic traditions and discourses constitute important elements against which the 

subjectivities and consciousness of the young volunteers are reinforced and redefined – in Resala and 

outside. 
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Part II:  

The Meaning and Embodiment of Voluntary Work 
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Chapter Four 

‘The Pleasure of Giving:’ 

 The Spirituality and Materiality of Voluntary Work  

After I participated in the sorting of clothes and the clothes exhibition, I was very happy. 

I was happy that I had the chance to distribute the clothes that I had sorted in the 

exhibitions. People prayed for us, and they were very happy about the clothes that we 

had picked for the exhibitions. There is a difference between just giving away clothes to 

charity and participating in the steps of sorting and going for exhibitions until the 

clothes are in the hands of the poor. You sense the meaning of giving and charity. You 

feel that you are blessed by God. On the Day of Judgment, I will witness in front of God 

that I have gone to all these places and contributed to releasing some of those poor 

people’s sorrows. 

The above statement by 21-year-old Aisha captures very well the essence of the present chapter. Aisha 

states that the pleasure of doing voluntary work is indissolubly connected with the opportunity to take 

part in all consecutive practices and procedures related to a specific activity. This is coupled with the 

religious significance of the act of giving and the hope of God’s rewards in return. Moving closer to 

actual activities and discourses inside Resala and the ways in which the young volunteers engage with 

these, this chapter explores processes of subjectivity formation among young Resala volunteers. More 

specifically, it focuses on the relation between bodily practices of participation in the actual activities 

and the influence of dominant discourse on charity, volunteerism and giving. As such, the chapter 

explores how the particular organization of voluntary work in Resala fosters a certain kind of social 

commitment as well as generating a sense of piety among the volunteers. 

The chapter presents Resala as a place and a community as the volunteers experience it, and addresses 

three aspects of this experience: the influence a specific ideational discourse, the dynamics of internal 

communication, organization and social interaction, and the significance of specific bodily practices 

related to the actual activities. In particular, I stress two rather different but interrelated aspects: On the 

one hand, Resala is experienced and talked about as a special place, fundamentally different from other 

places the young volunteers know and engages with. Compared to the profane and corrupt street, for 
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example, Resala is seen as a ‘higher’ and almost sacred place guided by religious and moral ideals of 

giving and sacrifice. On the other hand, participation in the concrete activities and interaction with 

volunteers, employees and recipients requires certain bodily practices and sensibilities as well as a 

concrete understanding of procedures and organization. I argue that the dynamic between these two 

dimensions – the material/physiological and the spiritual/ideational – is of particular importance for 

the formation of volunteers’ subjectivities and how they come to see themselves and their role in 

society.   

Through a description of various procedures and interactions related to the clothes activities in Resala, 

the first section provides an experience-near introduction into the organization as a place and as a 

collectivity, emphasizing the ways in which volunteers learn to master bodily practices and sensibilities 

related to this specific activity. This is followed by an analysis of the role of the body and body practices 

in Resala and the formation of volunteers’ subjectivities, drawing on Bourdieu’s concept of body hexis. 

I argue that through specific bodily practices and forms of interaction, individual bodies are shaped and 

socialized in ways that give volunteers a deeper sense and more empathetic understanding of the place 

and the people there. 

In the third section, I then move on to present the ideational foundation of Resala and how its mission 

is communicated to and received by the volunteers. Charity, voluntarism and giving are central ideals, 

and with inspiration from Hubert and Mauss’ (1964) model of sacrifice, I argue that the voluntary effort 

can be perceived as a sacrificial gift where the person gives up time and effort in return for something 

from God. Whereas Resala’s poor recipients are the material receivers of aid and assistance, God is 

considered the primary receiver of the volunteers’ effort and the one who is expected to reciprocate.  

Finally, in the last section I show how, in Resala’s concrete activities, these two dimensions are 

intertwined, analyzing the cutting and distribution of sacrificial meat during the Muslim celebration of 

Aid al-Adha. Here, notions of charity, voluntarism and giving presented by the leadership provide the 

discursive framework within which the particular bodily practices and sensibilities are understood. But 

while the ideas of sacrifice and giving speak primarily to an individual concern of ‘doing good,’ 

fashioning oneself as a pious Muslim in order to receive God’s blessings and rewards, the practical and 

bodily experiences and sensibilities of carrying out the actual activity – doing something concrete as a 
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collectivity for the sake of others – invoke feelings of community and togetherness among the 

volunteers.  

 

 

   

Clothes exhibition, Resala Heliopolis, Cairo, November 2009 
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Entering the Resala universe 

Above, Aisha describes the various procedures related to the clothes activity in Resala. For many 

volunteers, their involvement in Resala’s clothes activities [anshiṭa al-malābis] is their first experience 

with voluntary work. The Heliopolis branch of Resala alone distributes more than 650,000 pieces of 

second-hand clothes a year, mostly from private Egyptians, although shops and factories also donate 

clothes during religious holidays. At the annual Clothes Day [Youm al-Malābis] in 2011, Resala gave 

away more than 100,000 items of clothing to poor recipients all over Egypt. But before the clothes reach 

recipients, they are sorted by Resala’s volunteers. This is a monotonous and time-consuming task, but 

for many newcomers the clothes sorting [malābis al-fāriz] is a popular entry into the organization. It is a 

relatively simple task and a good opportunity to get to know other volunteers. After a few days or 

weeks of sorting, the volunteers are encouraged to participate in the exhibitions.  

The following description of my observations and personal experiences as a participant during a clothes 

exhibition [maʿariḍ al-malābis] is meant as an ethnographic introduction into Resala as a place as 

volunteers experience it. The description touches upon many aspects, including the organization and 

execution of activities, the importance of religious commitment [iltizām], and the relation between 

volunteers and recipients. But most importantly, it shows, through my own first hands-on experiences, 

how new volunteers are integrated into the organization, in particular how they learn to master bodily 

practices and sensibilities related to the specific activity. 

To my surprise, the entrance to Resala is full of people waiting for something. Most are 

women and small children. I run into Omar, Aya, Mohamed and some other familiar 

faces from the second-hand clothes department. Omar is a regular volunteer here, and 

Mohamed is the employee responsible for clothes exhibitions. I know Aya from the 

external campaign activities, but we have met a few times over the piles of second-hand 

clothes, as well. Omar tells me that they are having a clothes exhibition now and 

suggests that I join them. I agree, and he writes down my name and phone number on 

the list of volunteers participating in today’s exhibition.  

Omar explains to me that Resala usually has these in-house exhibitions once or twice a 

month. This exhibition is for the benefit of Resala’s regular recipient families, which is 
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why the clothes are given to the people for free.61 Omar takes me to a small room, no 

more than 15 square meters, next to the large clothes sorting room. Small plastic tables 

are placed along the walls, all of them loaded with huge piles of clothes. There is one 

table for women’s clothes, one for men’s clothes, and one for children’s clothes. Scarves, 

underwear, shoes and handbags are placed in piles on the floor. There are around ten 

people in the room; perhaps 50 are waiting outside.  

People cannot simply enter the room, but are allowed in groups of four at a time. 

Outside, the queue grows steadily, with people shouting and pushing in attempts to get 

first in line. A young female employee stands on a chair in the middle of the crowd, 

holding a pile of papers, possibly with the names of the people entitled to receive free 

clothes. Before they can enter the exhibition, people have to approach her. She then 

writes down their name and number of family members on a small piece of paper that 

she hands over to two young men at the entrance, one of whom is Mohamed. Once the 

recipients have attained the approval of the woman, they approach Mohamed, who 

allows them to enter the room for about ten minutes. Inside the room, volunteers count 

the clothes and put them in plastic bags, making sure that recipients do not take more 

than they are allowed. Each recipient is allowed to take pieces equal to three times the 

number of family members. Most bags had 3 x 5 or 3 x 6 written on them, but I saw a 

few that said 3 x 9, as well.  

I stand against the wall at one side of the room watching the whole thing. Sometimes I 

have to move in order to make space for people searching through the piles of clothes. 

The air is thick with dust from the clothes, combined with the warmth of the many 

people inside. At one point I notice that Omar and Mohamed talk about me, and a few 

seconds later Omar hands me a plastic bag, instructing me to assist a woman with a 

purple ʿabāya62. She searches through the piles, chooses some clothes and hands over the 

pieces to me. She ends up with more items than she is entitled to, and I ask her to 

choose which among them she prefers. She is displeased, but accepts it and I put all of 

the clothes in the plastic bag and say “mabrūk” [congratulations] to her.  

At around 5pm we hear the call for the sunset prayer. Aya stays with me while the rest 

of the volunteers head for the masjid63 inside the main building. When they return, Omar 

                                                           
61 Instead of selling the clothes cheaply as they do in poor neighborhoods. 
62 An ʿabāya is a rope-like dress worn by some Muslim women. 
63 Small mosque or prayer room you can delete this if you want, it is in an earlier chapter 
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asks me if I want to have breakfast [iftār]64 with them. It is the last ten days of the 

pilgrimage [ḥijra] month, and many of the volunteers are fasting. Aya says that she does 

not fast all ten days, but that she will definitely do so on the last day of the ḥijra month, 

also called the ʿarafāt. Omar leaves and returns shortly after with several paper bags of 

bean [fūl] and falafel [taʿameya] sandwiches. If I had known that he would buy them out 

of his own pocket, I would have offered to pay. But now it is too late; he will never 

accept my money. The atmosphere is friendly and relaxed. Everybody seems to take 

their time eating, despite the long queue of people waiting outside, and the break lasts 

for about half an hour. Afterwards Omar and Mohamed go to the storeroom, bringing 

back new bags of clothes for us to put on the tables.   

We continue the work. Another group of women and children are let into the room. I 

am appointed to one of them, and Mohamed hands me two plastic bags. I notice that I 

am now treated like any other volunteer in Resala. Nobody seems to pay specific 

attention to me and how I carry out the work. I like that. I feel part of the group and not 

like an outside observer. Maybe this is how they always do it here in Resala – giving 

new volunteers a responsibility and a role to fill right away, so that they feel useful and 

want to come back?  

When interviewed about their first experience in Resala, many volunteers described it as both eye-

opening and pleasant. Many, more or less directly, expressed a degree of surprise to find a place like 

Resala in Egyptian society. They were surprised by the kinds of activities carried out in Resala, as well 

as by the fact that they were carried out mainly by young volunteers. Likewise, they were surprised by 

the way in which new volunteers were welcomed and quickly integrated into the organization as well 

as the friendly and respectful relations among the different participants. Several volunteers mentioned 

that the place had a certain spirit [rūḥ]. 21-year-old Omar was one of them: “When you go into Resala 

you feel that you are entering your home. […] Here in Resala, the atmosphere is completely different in 

terms of the people. It’s about the spirit, and this place has an amazing spirit.”  

Omar went to Resala almost every day, spending several hours there. He sorted clothes in the clothes 

department on the first floor. He helped his orphan ‘little brother’ with homework or played with him 

at the apartment where he lives. He assisted in loading the trucks for the aid distribution campaigns 

                                                           
64 It is called breakfast because it is the first meal since sunrise; the meal which breaks the fast. 
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outside Cairo. He performed his daily prayers in the small masjid. Or he hung out with friends and 

fellow volunteers, often in the office of the volunteer department at the second floor. This was back in 

2009 and 2010 when Omar had just graduated from the Faculty of Commerce at Ain Shams 

University, and he had, in his own words, a lot of spare time that he wanted to spend in a useful way. 

When I met him again in December 2011, he was working full time in the customer service department 

of a large Egyptian company, studying for an MBA and attending an English language course. He was 

still volunteering in Resala, although not as much as before. In fact, he was stretching himself in order 

to be able to remain a regular volunteer. “I come here because I cannot imagine my life without Resala. 

My friends and lot of memories are in this place,” he told me.  When I asked him what in Resala he 

appreciated the most, he replied: “The people. Because in Resala, all are equal. I don’t find people like 

here in Resala any other place.” Many other volunteers expressed a similar view of Resala, 

emphasizing the uniqueness of Resala as a social place vis-à-vis the surrounding society. 

Resala as a place different from the outside world is a recurring theme in my notes from interviews and 

conversations with volunteers, leaders and employees. Many referred to an “amazing spirit” and noted 

that people in Resala were somehow better than the average Egyptians “outside.”  But what is it that 

makes Resala different from other places and contexts where the young volunteers usually come? And 

how do participants come to feel this special connection with the place and the people there? In the 

following, I provide the first elements in an analysis of subjectivity formation among the young Resala 

volunteers. I argue that through participation and interaction in Resala volunteers learn to experience 

the practices that they engage in as inherently meaningful. Two elements contribute to this experience: 

One is a set of bodily practices and social interactions related to the particular activities. The other is a 

specific discourse on charity, volunteerism and giving. 

Voluntary work and the body 

Throughout the fieldwork, I often noticed how new volunteers would develop from quiet and shy 

observers into talkative and confident participants within a few days. The acquirement of specific bodily 

practices and organizational skills through practical engagement in concrete activities was an important 

part of this process.  
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While employees take care of the overall logistic planning, volunteers carry out the actual activities. 

They teach the school children and the poor illiterates, they distribute food, blankets and medicine in 

poor communities, they sort and exhibit the second-hand clothes in poor areas, and they cut and 

distribute the sacrificial meat, to mention just a few examples. Each activity has at least one employee 

responsible for the overall planning and coordination of the activity. In the clothes exhibition activity, 

for example, the employee decides in which area the next exhibition takes place. He or she finds a local 

charity organization appropriate for housing the event and arranges most of the practical details. 

Furthermore, the employee has the overall responsibility for recruiting volunteers for the exhibition. If 

it is a large event, some of the more regular volunteers are involved. They are provided with volunteer 

lists from Resala’s database65 and pre-paid calling cards so that they can call potential participants. On 

the actual day of the campaign, the employee registers the volunteers who have showed up by writing 

their name and phone number on another list. This is another way of keeping track of the number of 

active volunteers, but it is also part of the system in which donations are distributed according to the 

number of volunteers participating in the specific activities: As an incentive to recruit as many 

volunteers as possible and thus do as much work as possible, funds in Resala are allocated according to 

the number of actual volunteers, for example during a clothes exhibition. In accordance with the 

emphasis on voluntarism, it is important for leadership that volunteers and not employees carry out the 

activities. Finally, the registration of volunteers is also used to count the number of hours that 

volunteers put into the work. Every month, the volunteers who have spent the most hours in Resala are 

honored at a ceremony following AbdelAzeem’s lecture for new volunteers. Obviously, this is another 

way of encouraging volunteers to participate as well as a good promotion of Resala’s work to potential 

new donors and volunteers. On the volunteer side, the list is a physical proof to themselves and others 

of the hours they have spent on charity, how much they sacrificed, something that they will receive 

recognition for inside Resala, but more importantly – and as will be further explored later – something 

that they expect will be reciprocated either in this life or in the afterlife.  

                                                           
65 When a new volunteer registers at Resala, he or she ticks off the preferred activity(ies) on a volunteer form. In 

this way, the leadership has an idea of how much money to allocate to the specific activities as well as which 

activities would need extra advertisement for volunteers. Upon arrival in Resala, I, too, filled one of these forms. 

From time to time, the employee responsible for a specific activity would call me and encourage me to join the 

next trip, event or campaign.  
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In Resala, volunteers learn by doing. Often, it only takes an hour or so of watching before new 

volunteers are allowed – and encouraged – to take part in the exhibition and interaction with recipients 

on equal footing with the more experienced volunteers. As illustrated in the example from the clothes 

exhibition, this is something I experienced myself. Trying to grasp the situation, I did my best to imitate 

the practices of the more experienced volunteers, copying the ways in which they would sort and fold 

the clothes, where and how they would stand, how they would approach and communicate with 

recipients. In order to do that, I had to both observe the bodily moves and understand the organization 

of the procedures.  

This learning process bears many similarities with Bourdieu’s descriptions of how subjects are 

socialized into certain dispositions for thought, action and perception through bodily engagement with 

the world. Bourdieu’s concept ‘body hexis’ is “political mythology realized, em-bodied, turned into 

permanent disposition, a durable manner of standing, speaking and thereby of feeling and thinking” 

(Bourdieu 2007: 93-94), and signifies the way habitus, beyond consciousness, is reinforced or redefined 

in practice as a form of “practical mastery” (Ibid.: 88). Bourdieu exemplifies this process of “em-

bodying of the structures of the world” (Ibid.: 89) using his material from the Kabyle village. Here, a 

boy acquired the “right” dispositions by practical engagement such as daily participation in gift 

exchanges, silent observation of discussions in the men’s assembly and interaction with relatives (Ibid.).  

The phenomenological anthropologist Michael Jackson (1989) further developed these ideas of habitus 

and practical mastery. Exemplified through his own learning process in lighting a fire among the 

Kuranko people in Northern Sierra Leone, Jackson suggests that “an empathic understanding may be 

bodied forth” (Ibid.: 134, 132) through specific bodily practices: “[T]o participate bodily in everyday 

practical tasks was a creative technique that often helped me grasp the sense of an activity by using my 

body as others did” (Ibid.: 135). In other words, the unfamiliar is embodied and familiarized through 

bodily practices of participation and a certain practical understanding and sensibility of the place and 

work is fostered.  

Drawing on the above insights of Bourdieu and Jackson, I emphasize the importance of the body and 

bodily practices in processes of socialization and subjectivity formation in Resala. Through specific 

bodily practices and forms of interaction related to, for example, the clothes sorting and clothes 

exhibition, individual bodies are shaped and socialized in ways that give volunteers a deeper sense and 
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more empathetic understanding of the place and the people there. “[B]odily movements can sometimes 

do more than words can say,” Jackson noted (1989: 132), emphasizing the interdependence of the 

cognitive and physical aspects of being-in-the-world. Jackson compares the significance of bodily 

movements with musical techniques that also require that we step out of our usual roles and recognize 

ourselves as part of a community (Ibid.: 133). Undoubtedly, volunteers’ conceptions of Resala as 

“unique” and with a certain “spirit” are motivated by the shared experiences and sensibilities fostered 

through the very physicality and sociability of the place: the bodily practices and interactions related to 

the actual activities and their social organization. Volunteers often talked about their engagement in 

Resala in terms of being part of a community for the sake of something larger than themselves. 

But the experience of Resala as a special place does not originate through the bodily practices alone. Or 

more precisely, particular “public” interpretations of the practices in question influence the ways in 

which volunteers individually experience these practices (cf. Starrett 1995: 964). In the case of Resala, 

hexis is “in part an explicit, public, and discursive process, not merely an unconscious and practical 

one” (Ibid.), insofar as volunteers are introduced to the organization and its activities through a specific 

and explicit discourse. Addressing the role of Muslim rituals in modern educational policies in Egypt 

(1995, 1998), the anthropologist Gregory Starrett proposes an alternative reading of Bourdieu’s concept 

of hexis, a reading in which meaning, interpretation and consciousness plays a more significant role:  

Rather than conceiving of hexis primarily as wordless, unconscious, and practical 

transmission of bodily habit, we might instead read ‘the embodiment of ideology in 

habit’ as a set of processes through which individuals and groups consciously ascribe 

meaning to – or learn to perceive meaning in – bodily disposition, and establish, 

maintain, and contest publicly its political valence. (Starrett 1995: 954) 

Thus, instead of thinking about hexis as merely “wordless, unconscious, and practical,” Starrett 

suggests that we also direct our attention to the ways in which specific bodily attitudes or practices are 

given meanings – often different and changing – by different actors, and how they are seen to articulate 

or embody certain ideologies or discourses (Ibid.: 958-959). In the case of Resala, an Muslim civil 

society organization targeting young, middle-class Egyptians and operating in a field that was 

characterized by a fierce ideological power struggle between the Egyptian state and its primary rival, 

the Muslim Brotherhood, such a perspective makes perfect sense, because in Egypt ideological battles 
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were – and still are – fought with reference to religious prescriptions and symbols (cf. Eickelman and 

Piscatori 1996, Starrett 1995, 1998).  

In Resala, volunteers are introduced to the organization and its activities through a specific discourse 

on charity, volunteerism and giving. This discourse, I argue, offers a particular interpretation of bodily 

practices of charity and giving, taking point of departure in but also moving beyond more prevalent 

interpretations of traditions and practices of Muslim charity. In the following, I explore this discourse 

further, arguing that its ideals present to the volunteers a kind of ‘spiritual economy’ involving three 

actors: the volunteers, Egypt’s poor and God.       

‘Resala Association for Charity – the pleasure of giving’ 

“Resala – our mission is to serve all the needy.”66 This is how all Resala’s TV commercials end, 

referring to the organization’s many activities aimed at assisting Egypt’s poor with material aid, 

education, and training. But charity is in fact only a secondary aim of Resala, as AbdelAzeem 

explained to me several times. Its primary aim is to inculcate the culture of giving, especially among 

young Egyptians. “My dream is to see the day in which everyone is helping everyone, voluntarily 

[ṭawaʿī] and without asking for anything in return,” he states in one of his speeches. This is also what is 

expressed in the organization’s name, meaning message or mission, and its slogan ‘Resala Association 

for Charity – the pleasure of giving’ [jamaʿiyyat risāla li-l-ʾaʿamāl al-kheir – mutaʿat al-ʿatāʾ]. According to 

AbdelAzeem the organization’s name was chosen after a vote among the founders, who wanted to 

convey a message about social responsibility [takāful]. Thus, the concepts of giving [ʿatāʾ] and 

volunteerism [taṭawwuʿ] lie at the heart of Resala’s mission. It is not the recipient or even the gift of 

charity that is the main focus of the organization, but the actual act of giving – and of volunteering.   

The concepts of volunteerism and giving easily associate with ideas of altruism, compassion and 

generosity. In the introduction to Marcel Mauss’ The Gift, Mary Douglas writes that “charity is meant 

to be a free gift, a voluntary, unrequited surrender of resources” (Douglas 2002 [1990]: ix). But as 

Mauss (2002 [1950]) writes, there is no such thing as a free gift; each gift is part of a system of 

reciprocity in that the act of giving always entails an expectation of something in return on the part of 

                                                           
66 [Resala – risālatnā nusaʿid kul muḥtāj] The Arabic word for mission is risala, which gives the phrase a catchy play 

on words that is also easy to remember. Furthermore, the term is closely linked to the idea of a revelation of 

messages from the prophet Mohammed and thus associated with the Islamic tradition. 
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the giver. In other words, gifts are always given under obligation – the obligation to give, to receive and 

to reciprocate. I argue that the volunteering that goes on in Resala can also be understood as acts of 

giving, and as such, they also entail expectations of return from recipients. However, this particular 

exchange is not a straightforward exchange between volunteers and recipients, givers and receivers, but 

involves a third party: God. For this reason, and as will be further outlined below, I suggest that rather 

than simply being a matter of giving, the ways in which AbdelAzeem and others talk about 

volunteering in Resala can be understood as a matter of sacrifice – or sacrificial giving – involving those 

same three parties: the volunteer, the poor recipient and God.  

AbdelAzeem is an icon and a role model for Resala’s volunteers and employees. He holds a PhD 

degree in electrical engineering, and apart from his involvement in Resala he is a full-time university 

professor at the American University in Cairo. AbdelAzeem represents Resala outwards as well as 

inwards, and his regular motivational speeches make up an essential common frame of reference for 

Resala’s many volunteers. The first time I met him was at a volunteers’ meeting in the Resala branch of 

the Maadi suburb in Cairo. It was in March 2007 during my fieldwork for another research project. At 

that time, my first thought was that there was a similarity in appearance as well as style between him 

and popular Muslim television preachers, such as Amr Khaled.67 They are approximately the same age, 

and like Amr Khaled, AbdelAzeem is a hāfiz, which means that he has memorized the whole Quran by 

heart. He is also the author of several articles on Islam and contemporary Muslim issues, and on some 

websites, he is described as a Muslim activist. In 2009 and 2010, I attended three other meetings in the 

branches of Heliopolis and Mohandiseen. On every occasion, AbdelAzeem gave his speech with no 

notes or papers, and aside from a few announcements concerning recent changes within the structure or 

activities of Resala, the speeches were almost identical. Despite this, they never felt mechanical or 

boring; in fact it was my impression that most attendees were captivated and moved by his stories and 

invitations to act.68 

                                                           
67 Likewise, Mona Atia (2012) points to the many similarities between AbdelAzeem and Amr Khaled in terms of 

language, approach and style. See Chapter Three for more information on Amr Khaled and similar new Muslim 

preachers. 
68 Despite not understanding the finer details of his speeches and not being familiar with all the Quranic quotes 

and stories about the Prophet, I, too, strongly felt his presence and charisma, and when I later read the translated 

speech in its whole, I, was moved by the stories of the poor and the effort of the volunteers. 
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“It wasn’t like a dream come true. It was beyond the level of dreams,” AbdelAzeem explained during 

the lecture, referring to the initial phase of Resala and the enthusiasm, devotion and energy that 

volunteers displayed in establishing the organization. To him, this was proof “that youth wanting to do 

good are capable of actually doing it.” In 2000, a relative of one of the volunteers donated a piece of 

land to Resala on the condition that volunteers raised sufficient funds to establish a workable 

organization within three years.  In only six months, the volunteers succeeded in meeting this goal, 

raising materials equal to half a million Egyptian pounds and erecting a six-storey building in the 

district of al-Haram in Cairo. One of the stories that AbdelAzeem tells over and over again, illustrating 

the spirit of these first months, is the story of a young volunteer who spent every day walking around in 

the streets in the heat of the summer asking passers-by to donate money for the project. Many of the 

other volunteers believed that it was too exhausting and too much effort, and they told him to at least 

wait until the evening when the weather was cooler. But the volunteer replied: “Since God gave me the 

health and time, I’m not willing to waste a single second without using it in helping this project. And 

the money that I’m collecting, be it a lot or a little, that’s not in my hands. It’s in the hands of God. The 

important thing is that when I stand in front of God, he can see that I did all I could.”  

Together with stories of unfortunate and poor people who have benefited from the help and care of 

Resala and its volunteers, such stories of persistent volunteers occur throughout the speeches as well as 

in written organizational material such as flyers, booklets and newsletters. The stories exemplify the 

message that hope is to be found in the voluntary effort of especially the young people in Egypt. 

According to AbdelAzeem, shabāb al-kheir, i.e. the charitable young people or the young people doing 

good, hold the key for positive social development in Egypt: “That is what Resala is: volunteers! People 

whose hearts are full of good [khaīr] and come here to let it all out. Because the country is full of it, that 

goodness has grown and spread.”  

Later on AbdelAzeem rhetorically asks: “So why should we pay for human effort that people are ready 

to exert to please God?” This question, posed to a large audience of potential and already active 

volunteers, summarizes very well the way AbdelAzeem and other leaders in Resala encourage and 

mobilize volunteers to engage in Resala. They propagate for charity and volunteerism on the basis of 

Islamic sources, making use of religious vocabulary and sayings to appeal to people’s moral self-
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understanding and feelings of responsibility towards others. The following excerpt, illustrating this, is 

taken from one of AbdelAzeem’s speeches: 

Why is volunteering the right thing to do religiously? Finish the Sūra to the end: “have 

you considered who denies the Judgment?”69 In this Sūra you see how God compares 

those people who are not believers in the first place to those who treat the orphans badly 

and who do not ensure that the needy get their food. So what do you think is the 

description of the true believer? The true believer should treat orphans well and make 

sure that the needy get their food. And those words, to make sure, are very beautiful. 

They have lots of volunteering in them. Let’s get those people their food, let’s get them 

blankets, let’s buy them covers and something to shelter them in the winter, let’s collect 

donations for them. That’s what a true believer is, someone who is always making sure 

it happens, always moving and spreading the word, always exerting an effort and giving 

to all that’s good. 

In other parts of the Quran there are descriptions of those who are in hell. What do you 

think are the reasons for them going to hell? There are two crimes. What do you think 

they are? They didn’t believe in the almighty God, and they didn’t work on letting the 

needy get their food. Those two crimes were enough for them to go to hell. The crime of 

not believing is a major crime and it truly leads to hell, and most people acknowledge 

that. The other crime that could make you go to hell – and most people are not aware of 

that – is not making sure that the needy get their food. You cannot but have a role in 

this. You have to participate, and you have to work on it, tell people about it, collect 

donations, deliver blankets, cook, you should do lots of things. You should have some 

role in ensuring that the needy get their food. You must do something. You can’t ignore 

this and not help in any way. It might lead to you going to hell. You should participate 

because that’s the heart of the religion and that’s what God wants his people to do. 

In this passage, the acts of charity and volunteerism are understood as obligations in Islam, and the 

failure to meet these obligations might result in the person going to hell. Thus, AbdelAzeem uses 

arguments based on religious doctrines to make the attendants and volunteers aware of the 

consequences that their actions in this life could have for their life in the afterlife. However, he – and 

                                                           
69 “[Prophet], have you considered who denies the Judgment? It is he who pushes aside the orphan and does not 

urge others to feed the needy. So woe those who pray but are heedless of their prayer; those who are all show and 
forbid common kindnesses,” Surāt al-Maʿūn in the Quran (Translation by M. A. S. Abdel Haleem (2005: 439) 
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other leaders - would most often use carrot rather than stick to attract new members, reminding them of 

the God-given rewards that volunteer work might carry. Here, the concepts of zakāt, ṣadaqa and thawāb 

are of central importance. Zakāt is the obligatory Muslim alms tax, while ṣadaqa refers to contributions 

and voluntary efforts that exceed this obligation and is usually associated with voluntary work, in-kind 

contributions or free services (Benthall 1999, Sedgwick 2006). In return for paying zakāt and/or doing 

voluntary work to help the poor, Muslims believe that they receive rewards from God, or thawāb 

(Benthall 1999). These rewards can come in this life, materializing as wealth and professional success, 

improved health, fertility or “merely” happiness, or in the next, contributing to “building one’s house in 

heaven,” as AbdelAzeem formulated it. In his speech, AbdelAzeem gave several examples of how 

volunteers had been rewarded by God: One had been given a pay rise the day after he volunteered for 

the first time. Another no longer suffered from migraine. And a third suddenly became pregnant after 

several years of trying. The concepts of ṣadaqa and thawāb are also mentioned in the organization’s 

colorful flyers as well as on its TV and radio commercials, often in phrases such as “Donate to our 

activities with your sadaqa!” [tabruʿ biṣaḍaqa fī inshaḍatnā] or “Get online thawab!” [thawāb ʾūnlāīn]. 

Similarly, personal stories of volunteers’ rewards are communicated through flyers and posters, often 

accompanied by one of the prophet’s sayings.  

Thus, the act of volunteering is not only an act of giving; it is also one of receiving. In fact, according to 

the logic of organizational discourse, volunteers may even benefit more than the poor they try to help. 

How much they benefit is a matter of how much effort they put into it. Or put differently, how much 

they sacrifice [yuḍḥī (verb), taḍḥiyya (noun)]. AbdelAzeem said: 

If you calculate it, you’ll find that you’re the one benefiting from any good deed that 

you do. In fact, you’ll also find out that the more effort you exert, the more benefit 

you’ll get. The more you give, and the more you exert effort in giving it, you’re the one 

who’s going to benefit from it, and the more benefit you’re going to get. The more you 

sacrifice, the more you benefit. 

Using the concept of sacrifice interchangeably with the concepts of giving and voluntary effort, 

AbdelAzeem introduces an understanding of the term that differs from everyday usage. If I offer to 

sacrifice some of my time to help my neighbor paint his garage, it is usually understood that he is the 

beneficiary, not I. But AbdelAzeem uses the term differently, presenting the person who sacrifices as 
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the one who is the beneficiary. In this, he is in line with Hubert and Mauss’ (1964) conceptions of 

sacrifice. As reflected in the above quote, it is the volunteer, not the recipient, who is the “sacrifier,” 

that is “the subject to whom the benefits of sacrifice […] accrue, or who undergoes its effects” (Hubert 

and Mauss 1964:10). He or she is the one who benefits.  

But to whom is the sacrifice made, and what is expected in return? Similar to the concept of the gift, 

sacrifice is a form of exchange, but the difference between giving and sacrifice is that sacrifice is a 

religious act involving some kind of deity (Hubert and Mauss 1964). In the words of Mary Douglas, 

“sacrifice is a gift that compels the deity to make a return” (Douglas 2002: xii). Hubert and Mauss 

differentiate between the sacrifier, on the one hand, and the objects of sacrifice as “those kinds of things 

for whose sake the sacrifice takes place” (Hubert and Mauss 1964:10), on the other. In the context of 

Resala, the poor, or more specifically Egypt’s poor, are the objects of sacrifice and the ones expected to 

accept the sacrifice.70 But the primary receiver is God, who is expected to reciprocate, through rewards 

in this or the next life. Whereas the poor and maybe also Resala are the material receivers, God is the 

primary receiver and the one who is expected to reciprocate.  

The act of sacrifice has the potential of transforming what is sacrificed, the sacrifier and sometimes the 

place of sacrifice as well, into something holy. In the words of Hubert and Mauss (1964), it “modifies 

the condition of the moral person who accomplishes it or that of certain objects of which he is 

concerned” (Ibid.: 13). AbdelAzeem characterizes the volunteers as “the angels and diamonds that we 

have in our society” and Resala as the place where they come “to let out all the good that they have.” 

The image that AbdelAzeem and other leaders wish to communicate to the volunteers is that the 

collective voluntary work and the actual act of giving is the core mission of Resala. It is in the voluntary 

work that the sacrifice for, and thus the worship of, God lies, presenting possibilities for divine rewards. 

Charity and volunteerism are thus closely linked to belief, religious adherence and the Islamic tradition, 

and Resala is conceptualized as a place and moral community of givers who are ready to sacrifice their 

time for the sake of God and for the benefit of poor fellow citizens, in turn receiving God’s blessings 

and rewards. In this understanding, Resala is similar to a Durkheimian moral and religious community 

whose members strive for something higher, “destined to excite, maintain or recreate [a] certain mental 

                                                           
70 As will be further explored in Chapter Five, the category of recipients for Resala does not transgress the national 

border. Resala is a national enterprise. 
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state” (Durkheim 1965: 22). But the actual experience of being part of the religious community that 

AbdelAzeem and others refer to arises not so much through such discourses, but through the collective 

practical work, the bodily practices of carrying out activities. The sacrifice for God is first of all 

individual, a kind of “ethical self-making” (cf. Mahmood 2003, 2005) and hence something between 

the volunteer and his/her God. 

Volunteers as sacrificing givers   

Most volunteers easily related to the discourse on charity, volunteerism and giving, and were 

obviously influenced by AbdelAzeem and other leaders when talking about these issues. But their 

knowledge of and experience with charity did not come only from Resala. As outlined in Chapter 

Three, Egypt has a long and strong tradition of Muslim almsgiving and charity. Enormous 

amounts of money and food are distributed from wealthy, middle- or even lower-class Egyptians 

to the country’s  poor, and almost all children have watched their parents and older relatives give 

money or food to poor families in their neighborhood. This is one of the reasons why the ideals 

presented by AbdelAzeem and in Resala’s organizational material have such a strong resonance 

among the volunteers.  

While some volunteers only had a vague idea of Islamic theological interpretation of charity and 

giving before coming to Resala, others entered the organization with a detailed knowledge and 

understanding of these traditions, in particular as regards Prophet Muhammad’s deeds and 

sayings. Aya, whom I briefly introduced above, was one of them. Aya was 22 years old and had 

just graduated from Ain Shams University when I met her in November 2009. She had only been 

in Resala for a couple of months, but had already engaged herself in various activities. I met her 

during an aid distribution trip to a Delta village north of Cairo, but she was also active in the 

clothes sorting and exhibition activities. When I asked her why she decided to volunteer in 

Resala, she replied:  

I just wanted to do something for others, not for myself. I always study for myself, go 

out for myself, travel for myself, it's all about myself or my family. What about others? 

There is actually a hadīth [saying] that I totally believe in: "No one completes his faith 

till he loves his brother the way he loves himself." If I don’t do that, I am not a good 

believer; it's like my Islam is not complete. Another moral that made me do this is 
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another hadīth: "If you get another human being out of trouble, God will get you out of 

trouble as well, in this life or in the afterlife."  

The quote clearly illustrates that Aya knows her religious sources, and that she links her work in Resala 

with her social responsibility as a good Muslim. And Aya was not alone. Almost without exception, 

volunteers referred to their obligation as Muslims towards God to help the less fortunate as their 

primary motivation for coming to Resala and doing voluntary work. I argue that the logic behind this 

motivation and the way it is talked about in Resala is captured well by the concept of sacrifice or 

sacrificial giving, i.e. as a relation of expiation with God. For the volunteers, charity as a way of 

striving for God’s rewards and expiating past sins were important individual motivational drives.71 

Another volunteer, 23-year-old Salma, who had been volunteering in Resala for more than five years, 

put it this way: 

God will punish me for the time I waste. I have to do something. God did not create me 

to just sit at home, eat and sleep. I could live comfortably, eat, sleep, go out and do all 

these things, but it is not right. I will be judged and audited for everything I have. There 

is some form of alms that is given for your health, another for your money. Since I am 

comfortable financially I have to see what other people need, so I started going to 

Resala on almost a daily basis.  

Again we see how the idea of social responsibility and helping those in need is motivated by a religious 

obligation and the relation between the volunteer and his/her God. Salma sacrifices her time in 

expectation that she will be “judged and audited” by God. In the words of Hubert and Mauss, it is “an 

act of abnegation since the sacrifier deprives himself and gives. […] The sacrifier gives up something of 

himself but he does not give himself. Prudently he sets himself aside. This is because if he gives, it is 

partly in order to receive” (Hubert and Mauss 1964: 100). In this perspective, volunteering can be 

perceived as a sacrificial gift where the person gives up time and effort in return for something from 

God. However, in order for a person’s efforts to be rewarded by God, he or she must have the right 

intentions [niyya]. In the words of Hubert and Mauss, “the inward attitude must correspond to the 

external one” (Ibid: 28). In Arabic niyya is translated as intention or will, but is understood to come 

directly from “within a person and express unimpeded devotion” (Rosen 1995: 187). The idea of 

                                                           
71 As noted, this argument bears many similarities to the arguments of both Mahmood (2003, 2005) and Deeb 

(2006). In Chapter Five, I discuss more thoroughly the similarities and differences between my analysis and the 

analyses of Mahmood and Deeb.  
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intention is closely related to notions of giving, sacrifice and God’s rewards. In order for a person’s 

efforts to be rewarded by God, he or she must have the right intentions. The idea of intentions is thus a 

way of separating profane acts from the sacred (Bornstein and Redfield 2008). Safa, a young woman 

volunteer whom I return to in Chapter Five, described the difference between young people in Resala 

and young students generally with reference to differences in their intentions: 

Youth here are the same youth as in college. But Resala has the best of what society has 

to offer, the best of all places – in terms of values, ethics, and giving. It does not mean 

that Resala is completely free from people who are not good or flawed. But I just think 

that most of the people that came into the university community were more uptight and 

fake. I noticed that many did not go into college with the sole intention of learning; 

some joined to socialize, get to know people, or show off their clothes and live a better 

social life. But here it is different because everyone is coming to give and give only.  

According to Safa, the difference between Resala volunteers and other young Egyptians, for example 

college students, is that in Resala everyone is coming with the intention “to give and only give” and not 

to “socialize” or “show off  their clothes.” Because in the Middle Eastern context “intent and act are 

thought to be so closely linked that one can read rather directly from a person’s words and deeds the 

intent that lies within” (Rosen 1989: 51), Safa easily distinguishes between young people of good values 

and ethics and those who are “uptight and fake.”72 In Chapter Six I further explore how ideas of 

intention [niyya] and reward [thawāb] appear in the life stories of the young volunteers and how such 

ideas influence how they ascribe meaning to their acts and imagine their life trajectories in the longer 

term. For now, it is sufficient to emphasize that for the volunteers, there is a taken for granted 

connection between voluntary work and Islam, or, on a more general level, between giving and 

sacrificing for the poor on the one hand, and worship and religious commitment on the other.  

Thus, the leadership of Resala has successfully created an ideational foundation for action where moral 

ideals and religious doctrines are closely connected with the idea of voluntary work in NGOs. 

Furthermore, ‘the pleasure of giving’ presupposes an ideal of a social relationship between the giver and 

                                                           
72 Mahmood (2003) presents a similar reading of the relation between intent and act: “One’s ability to obey God is 

not a matter of exercising one’s will, but issues forth almost spontaneously and effortlessly from a pious 

disposition. In this understanding, intention, something which we associate with interiority, is conjoined with 

outward bodily acts in a manner that the two cannot be conceptually separated” (Ibid.: 850).    
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the receiver, and as such, a certain model of social engagement where the good Muslim is someone 

who as an act of obedience towards God practically engages in and takes responsibility of the larger 

community. This argument is developed further throughout the rest of thesis. Furthermore, it is 

important to note that the sense of being part of a community for the purpose of giving is not 

experienced and felt unless the volunteers take part in the actual activities in Resala. In fact, I argue that 

the exchange with God, the sacrificial giving, is primarily between the volunteer as an individual and 

his/her God, while it is the experience of carrying out the actual activities, the bodily practices, 

concrete organization and inter-subjective interactions, which invoke the feeling of community and 

togetherness among the volunteers as well as across class divisions in society. The formative potential 

of this particular dynamic between the organizational discourse, on the one hand, and the practical and 

bodily of participating in the activities, on the other, is illustrated in the example below. The activity is 

cutting and distribution of sacrificial meat during the Muslim celebration of Eid al-Adha.  

 

  

Meat cutting and packing, Cairo, November 2009 
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Meat, sweat and giving 

Eid al-Adha, or The Greater Feast, is an important religious holiday practiced throughout the Muslim 

world. It commemorates the willingness of Ibrahim (Abraham) to sacrifice his son as an act of 

obedience to God, before God intervened and provided him with a sheep instead. In accordance with 

this ideal, those who can afford it are obligated to sacrifice a domestic animal as a symbol of Abraham’s 

willingness to sacrifice his only son. The celebrations of Eid al-Adha start after the ḥajj, the annual 

pilgrimage to Mecca, and while the ritual observance of the holiday lasts for three days, in Egypt most 

schools, universities and public offices are closed for at least four or five days. During the first days of 

the festival, meat and animals are an integral part of the scenery when moving around in the city. Blood 

flows from the backyards into the gutters of the surrounding streets. Rows of sheep and cattle carcasses 

hang like curtains outside the local butchers, and the wild neighborhood cats fight over the leftovers. 

Some butchers keep live sheep in small fenced areas in the streets just outside their shop in order to be 

able to meet the large demand from private Egyptians who wish to carry out the slaughter of an animal 

for the purpose of sacrifice and charity. Often, the father or an older son carries out the killing and 

slicing up of the carcass. The meat slaughtered for the purpose of sacrifice then has to be divided into 

three portions: one third for the family; another third to relatives, friends and neighbors; and the 

remaining third to the poor or needy. This way no person is left without an opportunity to take part in 

the sacrificial meal. Safa told me how her parents gave her and her brothers and sisters the meat 

sacrificed for them to distribute “with their own hands.”  

Except for Ramadan, Eid al-Adha is the busiest time of year in Resala. Before and during the feast, the 

donation department works long hours in order to answer calls and organize the donations. Private 

Egyptians as well as small and large companies call to announce that they wish to donate money or 

meat for charity, leaving the actual purchase, slaughtering and dividing of the meat to Resala. While 

most families donate money equaling a sheep or pay a share in an ox, some donate a whole ox, paying 

around 9,000 Egyptian pounds.73 The donor has the right to take one third of the meat while the rest is 

distributed among Resala’s recipients.  

Prior to the holiday, the volunteer department calls volunteers who have not been active for a 

while in order to recruit them for Resala’s Eid activities. Seasonal activities like meat cutting and 

                                                           
73 9,000 Egyptian pounds was equivalent to approximately 1,620 USD (December 2009).  



88 
 

distribution during Eid al-Adha and the ifṭār meal74 during Ramadan usually attract a large 

number of occasional volunteers, and it is a good opportunity for the organization to attract new 

volunteers. The obligation for Muslims to take part in the sacrificial acts related to both Eid al-

Adha and Eid al-Fitr (The Feast of Breaking the Fast) during Ramadan makes it easy for Resala 

to engage new and old volunteers. Volunteers take part in cutting and packing of the meat as well 

as the distribution in poor areas and neighborhoods. The following field notes are from the actual 

cutting of the meat. This was the second day out of four days of meat cutting. Together with 

around fifty Resala volunteers from the Heliopolis branch, I went to a large slaughterhouse in one 

of Cairo’s suburbs.  

It is an early morning in November. The sun is shining from the usual cloudless sky, but 

this time of the year, the air is cool and the sunshine warms up the skin in a pleasant 

way. We arrive at the slaughterhouse in the usual Resala buses. The spirit is high, and 

everybody seems very excited about the work that awaits us. As we enter the heavy iron 

gate, I notice a small truck parked with its tailgate facing the gateway of the 

slaughterhouse building. Two men, presumably butchers, are hooking large pieces of 

meat on a line and then pulling the line so that the meat travels into the building. At first 

glance, it looks like a continuous flow of carcasses from the truck to the building.  

I feel the strong smell of blood as we enter the door of the building. The hall is already 

packed with meat and people, and the noise of people shouting to each other and the 

banging of knives against the steel tables is ear-shattering. It is not until now that I 

realize that we are actually going to work as butchers for the whole day, and for a split 

second I consider turning around and walking back out. But then someone shouts at us 

from the other end of the hall: “Come over here!” It is one of the responsible Resala 

volunteers. As we walk further into the hall, we have to take care not to get hit by the 

“flying carcasses.” Apparently, we share the facilities with volunteers from other Resala 

branches and a couple of other charity organizations, and we find our way to one of the 

corners reserved for Resala Heliopolis.  

The large tables at our side are loaded with lumps of fresh meat, and groups of 

volunteers are already scattered around the table, occupied with cutting, weighing and 

packing the meat. Each of the newly arrived volunteers finds a place at one of the tables. 

I watch the people around me and ask the woman beside me for an extra scale. She 

                                                           
74 The meal which breaks the fast 
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raises her voice and asks one of the responsible volunteers to bring us a scale. Within a 

few minutes we are ready to start. We work in groups of three, sharing the tasks of 

cutting, weighing and packing between us. There are no signs of either gloves or aprons, 

and everybody seems to be wearing their usual clothes. Surprisingly, nobody seems to 

have any trouble handling the meat, although I notice that many female volunteers 

avoid picking up intestines and testicles. We have to fit lumps of meat into plastic bags 

so that each bag contains around two kilos. At the beginning of the day, all the meat we 

receive is from a refrigerator, but towards the end of the day more and more of the meat 

is at body temperature, indicating that the animals have just been slaughtered.  

As the hours pass and the piles of plastic bags grow, the spirit seems to get higher and 

higher. One of the volunteers tells me: “I like the spirit here. In the beginning, I thought 

that it was kind of chaotic, but after a while I got into it and liked it. It also encouraged 

me to do more when I saw the number of bags growing. Also, the other volunteers 

constantly encouraged me to work harder.” According to one of the other volunteers, 

the professional butchers with responsibility for the initial cleaving of the meat also 

contribute to raising the spirit. Once in a while they start shouting, cheering and banging 

the handle of the knife against the table, and before cutting off a leg or another large 

body part, they shout “Allah-u-akbār!” [God is greater].   

As in the example of the clothes activity, we see how volunteer practices are embodied through a 

form of apprenticeship. The more experienced volunteers help the new volunteers settle in, and they 

show them how to carry out the work. But more importantly, the specific bodily practices and 

sensibilities are essential for the whole experience and understanding of the kind of work carried out 

here.  

For most volunteers, a usual work day at the slaughterhouse would last around eight hours, 

interrupted only by the prayers. Some would work in the slaughterhouse in the morning and join 

one of the distribution trips in the afternoon, assisting in the distribution of the meat in poor Cairo 

suburbs. I followed one of these distribution teams, this one to the poor neighborhood of Hadaq al-

Qubba around half-an-hour’s drive from Heliopolis.  

“Although our distribution trip is the shortest, we are going to take thawāb for all the 

other trips because we will provide them with the meat,” our team leader announces 

upon departure, seeking to heighten the spirit and motivate the volunteers to work 

harder and faster. Whether it is the influence of the speech or not, everyone works fast 
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and hard, most with a smile on their face, in order to finish the packing of the meat 

bags. Their shouting and cheering is only interrupted by the regular chanting of “Allah-u-

akbār!” Once in a while, a volunteer is hit by the hard deep-frozen meat bags because 

others out of excitement climb the shelves and push down the meat. Later, I notice that 

many of the male volunteers are bleeding from scratches and cuts on their hands and 

fingers.  

The bus driver leaves us at the edge of the poor neighborhood as the streets and alleys 

are too narrow and bumpy for the large bus. We each have to carry at least two of the 

frozen meat bags. First, we head for the local charity organization,75 where we meet 

with two of their representatives, who guide us to the addresses of the recipients. After a 

short meeting, we walk through the dusty streets where the nauseating smell of garbage 

and animal excrement blend with the now familiar smell of blood from the slaughtered 

animals and the animal leftovers tossed in the garbage piles for the cats and dogs. When 

we arrive at a house, the responsible volunteer checks the identity of the person at the 

door against his list of eligible recipients, inspecting the person’s identification card. 

Sometimes we cannot find the right address, or nobody answers the door. I wonder 

whether this could have been better organized, but I do not say anything. After more 

than three hours of walking, we still have more than ten bags of meat left. By now, it is 

no longer frozen, and I hope to myself that we will manage to deliver all the meat before 

it goes bad. Some complain about the confusion, but nobody suggests an alternative 

procedure. At the time of the afternoon prayer, we still have not distributed all our meat. 

After the prayer we are asked by the leader of the team to take the rest of the meat back 

to the bus. It is late afternoon, and everyone is exhausted from walking. Except for chips 

and biscuits, nobody has had anything to eat since they left their house around seven or 

eight o’clock in the morning. Despite that, some volunteers want to go directly back to 

the slaughterhouse to help cut more meat, while another insists on taking the rest of the 

meat to some of Resala’s regular recipients in another poor neighborhood nearby.  

The above description of the meat cutting and distribution very well illustrates the amount of energy 

and physical effort put into the actual carrying out of the activities. Volunteers spent hour after hour 

doing physical labor, and very few, if any, complained about hunger and exhaustion. In fact, it was 

                                                           
75 In assessing the particular needs of a neighborhood and finding the families who are most in need of assistance, 

Resala relies on the knowledge and experience of local charity organizations. Often they are branches of Al-
Jamaʿīya al-Sharʿīya, which is Egypt’s oldest Islamic charity organization dating back to 1912. It has more than 

7,000 of branches and mosques dispersed across the country (Mahmood 2005: 72). 
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sometimes the other way around. If a trip had been shorter than expected, or there was not enough 

work for the volunteers who had shown up for the activity, it was not uncommon to hear people 

complaining, and many volunteers told me that they wished to work harder than they did. “I swear no 

matter how much I do, I feel I could do more,” one of the young female volunteers told me. This 

almost inexhaustible reservoir of energy among volunteers is closely connected to the ideal of sacrifice 

for the primary sake of God. Volunteers believed that the more effort they put into the work and the 

more tired and hungry it made them, the better their chances of being rewarded by God. While donors 

provided the animals for slaughtering, volunteers sacrificed their time and effort bringing the sacrificial 

meat to its intended receivers. In return, they expected God’s rewards, and on occasions of religious 

holidays such as Eid al-Adha, Muslims believe that their efforts count even more in terms of possible 

rewards.  

Thus, the discourse on charity, volunteerism and giving put forward by the leadership provided the 

ideational framework within which the bodily practices and sensibilities related to the specific activities 

are to be understood. And both aspects – the spiritual/ideational and the material/physiological – 

contribute to the shaping of the volunteers’ dispositions for thought, perception and action. But while 

the ideational framework of sacrifice and giving is primarily an individual concern of ‘doing good,’ 

fashioning oneself as a pious Muslim, in order to receive God’s blessings and rewards, it is the practical 

and bodily experience of carrying out the actual activity – doing something concrete as a collectivity for 

the sake of others – which invokes feelings of community and togetherness among the volunteers. 

Together, however, they provide the first important element for the formation of a certain version the 

Muslim citizen. Another element contributing to this process and the experience of social responsibility 

and belonging to a greater community is the actual encounter with the poor recipients, dealt with in 

Chapter Five. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter I have presented Resala as a place and a community in which a particular 

subjectivity is fostered. In this process, two elements are of particular importance. On a discursive 

level, Resala is presented and understood as a place of spirituality and higher moral standing 

because notions of charity and volunteerism are closely linked with the importance of belief, 
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religious commitment and the Islamic tradition. Furthermore, the concrete activities and how 

they are organized and carried out contribute to a more material and sensuous experience of the 

work, which in turn opens the way for an embodiment of and deeper understanding of voluntary 

work and a sense of the community as meaningful.   

The image that the leadership communicates to the volunteers is that the voluntary work and the 

actual act of giving is the core mission of Resala, and in this lies the sacrifice for and thus the 

worship of God and the possibility of receiving his rewards. Although Resala is formally 

registered to work within the field of social service activities for the benefit of Egypt’s poor and 

underserved, the intention of establishing Resala in the first place was to instill a culture of giving, 

especially among young Egyptians. In the organizational discourse put forward by the leadership, 

Resala is presented as a place and moral community of givers who are ready to sacrifice their 

time, first of all for the sake of God and secondly for the benefit of poor fellow citizens. But 

because God – and not the poor recipient – is seen as the primary receiver and the one expected 

to reciprocate, those who benefit most from the sacrifice are in fact the volunteers themselves 

who receive God’s blessings and rewards. This idea corresponds well with how it was presented 

to me by the volunteers, for whom striving for God’s rewards and expiating past sins were 

important motivational drives for the charity they did. Thus, the voluntary effort in the form of 

charity work can be perceived as a sacrificial gift where the person gives up time and effort in 

return for something from God. 

Nonetheless, as the descriptions of the clothes and meat activities bear witness to, engagement in 

Resala is more than a spiritual economy of exchange between the volunteer and his/her God. The 

specific bodily practices and sensibilities acquired through participation in the activities foster a deeper 

understanding and commitment to the work, and they invoke feelings of community and togetherness 

among the volunteers. Volunteers’ conception of Resala as “unique” and with a certain “spirit” 

attached to it is closely connected to the experiences fostered through the very materiality and 

physicality of the place: the mundane bodily practices related to the actual activities, the materiality of 

the clothes or meat, and the practical organization of the work. Through the collective activities, 

volunteers find common truths, and they experience through their bodies how it feels to be part of a 

community for the sake of something larger than themselves. In other words, the mundane or even 
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bureaucratic elements of Resala as a NGO are not at odds with the spiritual, but should be seen as 

constitutive elements in its production, not unlike the role of Muslim rituals in the modern Egyptian 

schools (cf. Starrett 1995, 1998). In fact, the practical bodily and organizational elements are essential 

for the experience of Resala as a community. Furthermore, they underpin the more implicit ideal of 

‘the pleasure of giving,’ presupposing a social relationship between the volunteer and the recipient.  

According to this ideal, the good Muslim is someone who as an act of obedience towards God 

practically engages in and takes responsibility of the larger community. 

So far we are left with an image of Resala as a place and community of individuals striving for a 

common goal and meaning. However, as the following chapters will show, the picture is more complex 

than that. Internal differences as well as the society outside Resala feed into the formation of the 

volunteers’ subjectivities and consciousness.  
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Chapter Five 

Encounters, Connections and Contrasts:  

Middle-Class Charity for Poor Egypt 

After the meeting in the aid department, Mai, Ahmed, Safa and I go outside where we 

are supposed to meet a potential Resala recipient applying for one of the micro-finance 

projects. I immediately recognize the couple standing at the entrance gate. It is the poor 

blind man and his wife from Medinat al-Salam. I met them less than a week ago in their 

home. Mai tells me that they managed to find a donor willing to fund their project. If 

everything goes well, the couple will soon open a small shop in al-Salam selling 

groceries and cleaning products. A few minutes later, a young woman appears. Mai 

introduces her to the couple, and they talk for a while. She must be the donor, and I 

assume that they are arranging the details of the agreement.  

I watch them from the distance of a few meters, and it strikes me how different they 

appear. The young woman is slim and elegantly dressed in what looks like expensive 

clothes. Her face is fair and fresh with just the right amount of make-up. She wears her 

hijāb as a sort of bandage wrapped around her hair in the back; a style common among 

young, upper middle-class women. She carries a small black handbag and a BlackBerry 

phone. In contrast, both the blind man and his wife look tired and worn as they stand 

there receiving instructions. The man stoops, and the woman’s posture is also rather 

bowed. Their skin is dark, they look unhealthy and when they smile they unveil their 

yellow and black teeth. The man wears worn-out corduroy trousers and a shirt 

underneath a synthetic sweater. His wife is overweight and dressed in a dusty black 

ʿabāya and a simple black hijāb. I fix my eyes on Mai, Ahmed and Safa. When it comes 

to appearance, they seem to illustrate a middle ground between the donor and the poor 

couple. Their clothes are clean and relatively new, but at the same time do not reflect 

the style and exclusiveness of the young donor. Safa wears a simple white hijāb, and 

Ahmed wears a cheap, yet new, synthetic sweater. The meeting only lasts for a few 

minutes, and then the young woman says goodbye. She walks with quick and 

determined footsteps towards the entrance and disappears.  
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From the mere description of the differences in appearance, the above excerpt gives an impression of 

the gaps and contrasts in Egyptian society. The young female donor represents the upper middle class. 

The couple is at the other end of the spectrum, embodying the large segment of poor Egyptians in need 

of basic supplies and services. Ahmed, Safa and other young, middle-class Egyptians involved in 

voluntary social service activities increasingly represent a sort of link or “liaison” (Deeb 2006: 175) 

between these groups, transforming monetary and in-kind donations from people such as the young 

female donor into aid and services for poor and vulnerable people, such as the couple from Medinat al-

Salam. That said, however, the divides between socioeconomic categories are never straightforward or 

clear. How to distinguish the ‘needy’ and ‘deserving’ from the ‘just poor’ is related to social processes of 

categorization, changing with the perspective of those who see (Green 2006, Ener 2003). The same can 

be said about the group of volunteers. The majority of the volunteers are young, educated, middle-class 

Egyptians, but underneath the surface a much more complex picture emerges. Thus, following 

Bourdieu (1984) and others, I argue that distinctions and categorizations must take their shape from 

social hierarchies as they are understood by the people in question, and they must be seen as practices 

embedded in particular situations. 

In this chapter, I focus on the relation between Resala and the surrounding Egyptian society, exploring 

how the subjectivities and consciousness of the young volunteers are reinforced and redefined through 

encounters with Resala’s poor recipients. I argue that these encounters, including the practices and 

procedures they depend on, represent formative experimental and intellectual processes for the 

volunteers. On a small scale, volunteers acquire new knowledge, skills and vocabulary. They learn how 

to deal with the poor, and they become more conscious of poverty and class hierarchies in their 

country. On a larger scale, they increasingly imagine themselves as citizens in Egyptian society. In this 

process two apparently conflicting forces of identification are at play: One is based on a perception of 

solidarity and social responsibility towards poor Egyptians as fellow citizens and calls for a strong 

identification with the Egyptian nation. The other emphasizes social hierarchies and class belonging 

and is contingent upon a distinction between volunteers as givers/middle-class and recipients as 

receivers/poor.  

The first and second sections of the chapter provide examples of encounters between volunteers and 

poor recipients. The first example – an aid distribution trip to a village in Upper Egypt – illustrates the 
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most common form of encounter, where volunteers travel to poor communities in order to provide 

inhabitants with material aid. Building on the argument outlined in Chapter Four, the example 

illustrates the formative processes of subjectivity formation that are based on the dynamic between the 

practical and bodily practices of volunteering, and the discourse on charity, volunteerism and giving. 

Drawing on recent studies within the field of Islam, activism and subject formation (cf. Mahmood 

2003, 2005, Deeb 2006), the example illustrates how charity and volunteering is part of an individual 

process of becoming a more pious Muslim, but also a formative process through which volunteers start 

imagining themselves as citizens within the larger framework of the Egyptian nation.  

In the second example, volunteers inquire into the socioeconomic circumstances and personal 

backgrounds of potential Resala recipients. The aim of exploration [ʾistikshāf] activities like the one 

presented in the second section is to distinguish ‘needy’ and ‘deserving’ Egyptians from the ‘just poor.’ 

Various forms and procedures for evaluation, together with the practice of observing and copying more 

experienced volunteers, provide new volunteers with knowledge and a common vocabulary for how to 

talk about poverty, as well as concrete criteria for measuring poverty. Consequently, they learn how to 

analyze the circumstances of particular families pragmatically and intellectually as well as how to 

suggest solutions to poverty-related problems. However, due to Resala’s double role as a Muslim 

charity and a NGO, the procedures do not rest on an unambiguous notion of the poor recipient, but 

draw on discourses from both the sphere of international development aid and Islamic aid traditions. 

Finally, the last two sections place the encounters with the poor as part of a process in which volunteers 

come to reflect upon themselves and their own role in society. While invoking feelings of solidarity and 

social responsibility towards fellow citizens, the encounters also make volunteers aware of social 

hierarchies and their position as givers/middle-class vis-à-vis recipients as receivers/poor. As reflected 

in the cases of two female volunteers, this distinction and identification with the middle class appears to 

be more important for volunteers from the lower middle class than for volunteers from the upper strata 

of the middle class. For the former, Resala may be one of the few places where they can actively 

reinforce their rather ambivalent location in the middle class. On a more general note, the differences 

between the two female volunteers illustrate how Resala has developed into an organization that 

embraces a relatively heterogeneous group of young, middle-class Egyptians. 
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The overall argument of the chapter is twofold: On the one hand, volunteers develop a new kind of 

civic consciousness through the encounter with Resala’s poor recipients. They come to see themselves 

as citizens with a social responsibility towards poor fellow Egyptian citizens. On the other hand, the 

experience of the encounter does not affect individual subjectivity unmediated. Volunteers have 

different socioeconomic backgrounds and enter Resala with different kinds of knowledge, skills and 

experiences. As a consequence, there are differences in the ways in which individual volunteers 

interpret the relation to the poor as well how the encounters affect their subjectivities. 

 

 

 

  

Resala Aswan caravan, Kom Ombo, Egypt, February 2010 
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The encounter with the poor 

In 2011, Resala allocated about 19.6 million Egyptian pounds to activities in support of poor families 

and vulnerable groups in Cairo as well as outside.76 The ‘external caravans’ [qāfila al-khārijī] were one of 

Resala’s most popular activities targeting poor families (see also Chapter Three). As the name suggests, 

the activity takes place outside Cairo. A group of volunteers travel by bus to a village or a town where 

they provide poor communities with different kinds of aid and services, such as food, clothes, blankets, 

medical treatment, roofs and water supply. Furthermore, they engage recipients in micro-finance 

projects and find ways to entertain especially vulnerable groups such as orphans, the elderly and people 

with special needs. Once or twice a year, the caravan aims at a place far from Cairo. In 2010, it was the 

town of Kom Ombo in the province of Aswan in Upper Egypt, about 1,200km south of Cairo. Here, a 

new Resala branch had recently opened. This particular caravan was arranged in cooperation with the 

Kom Ombo branch and two Cairo branches, the one in Heliopolis and the one in Nasr City. For two 

weeks around 250 volunteers left Cairo and their usual life and surroundings in Cairo in order to 

engage in activities targeting poor families living in the area surrounding the town.  

Aid distribution [tawzīʿ al-musāʿīdāt] in poor villages was among the most popular activities during the 

caravan. Groups of volunteers delivered beds, blankets, stoves, washing machines and food boxes to 

families in villages and towns carefully selected beforehand. On the third day of the caravan, I signed 

up for one of these trips together with Nadia, one of the young female volunteers in my room. The 

following excerpt gives an impression of some of the poor communities we would go to, and it 

illustrates practices and procedures related to the aid distribution.   

Around noon we are set to go. Three young male volunteers jump on the truck while 

Nadia and I squeeze into one of the cars [ʿarabiyāt]77 with ten other women. In order for 

all of us to fit, some have to sit on the laps of others. We leave the town and drive 

through dusty roads surrounded by green sugarcane fields. The sun is burning and the 

temperature is close to 30 degrees Celsius although it is only February. The village is 

about half an hour’s drive from the school. Small mud houses lie cramped together 

along the narrow unpaved streets. Elderly men and women with small children sit on 

the ground or on provisional benches outside the entrances to their houses. Dogs slouch 

                                                           
76 19.6 million Egyptian pounds was equal to about 3.43 million USD (July 2011). 
77 Small truck converted into a micro-bus. 
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about between the piles of garbage, digging through it after having chased away the cats. 

School is out because of midterm exams so children play around in the streets. Every 

time we stop at a house, our cars are surrounded by children. Most of them are boys 

between four and ten years. They shout and laugh, and we have to squeeze ourselves 

through the crowd while they cry at us and pull our sleeves.  

Nadia informs me that we will stay in the car while the men locate the houses and 

unload the stuff from the trucks. When everything is ready, the women closest to the 

entrance jump out of the car and run towards the goods. The one who reaches there first 

picks up the largest and heaviest planks for the bed. The next takes the rest of the planks. 

The third grabs the food box, and the last woman, hesitantly and obviously 

disappointed, bends down and picks up the blanket, which is the last thing lying on the 

ground. It looks like they are almost fighting over the stuff, that they all want to carry 

the heaviest item. They walk to the house where the family is waiting for them at the 

entrance. Here, they hand over the planks to a middle-aged man, while what looks like a 

mother and a grandmother receive the food box and the blanket. All family members 

are smiling. The men put their hands to their hearts as a thank-you gesture while the 

volunteers in turn kiss the women on their cheeks. The volunteers return to the car after 

a few minutes, smiling and chatting about how happy the family was and how 

wonderful they felt when giving the things to them.  

Next, it is my turn. Apparently, we are more volunteers than needed so we have to work 

in shifts. Nadia and two other young women go with me. Again, they all run towards 

the things. Arriving there as the first one, Nadia picks up two heavy planks and hands 

them over to me. Judging from her expression, I sense that it is a gesture. I thank her 

and maneuver the planks while I closely follow the three women walking towards the 

second house. Again, Nadia reaches the house first. She offers to help the next volunteer 

by carrying her planks. The other volunteer immediately refuses and insistently walks 

inside the house herself. Here, she greets the man and hands over the planks to him, 

saying “congratulations” [mabrūk]. Then, she shakes hands and kisses the women on 

their cheeks. One of them is holding a newborn infant. Nadia stretches out her arms as a 

request to hold the baby. The young woman gives the baby to her, and Nadia smiles 

even more while she caresses and kisses the baby. When I have handed over the planks, 

an old woman grabs my hand and squeezes it tight, smiling a toothless smile. I smile 

back at her. We say goodbye and start to walk back to the car.  
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The activity described above was my first experience with aid distribution. As was the case with the 

clothes and meat activities described in Chapter Four, the specific bodily practices of the activities were 

of great importance to the learning process and the whole experience of doing voluntary work: Sitting 

squashed with other volunteers in a small vehicle moving through the country landscape; walking 

through the narrow streets feeling the weight of the planks against one’s shoulder; shaking the hand of 

an old woman feeling her rough but delicate hand in mine. Through such bodily practices, an otherwise 

abstract ideal of giving and sacrifice is embodied and routinized, and a more “empathic understanding” 

(Jackson 1989: 132) or sensibility of the act of giving is achieved. But, as is reflected in my notes, I was 

surprised by the almost competitive spirit among the volunteers. Like in the example with the meat 

cutting in Chapter Four, it was clear to me that everybody wanted to take their share of the work, 

because the harder they worked, the better their chances for receiving God’s rewards and blessings. As 

such, and in accordance with the argument of Chapter Four, the voluntary effort of the young can be 

understood as a sacrificial gift, which may immediately benefit the poor but ultimately benefits God 

and is to be reciprocated by God rather than the poor recipient. This also explains why the volunteers 

insisted on doing the job themselves instead of accepting help from fellow volunteers. Salma, one of the 

responsible volunteers in the external campaign activity, formulated it this way when addressing a 

group of fellow volunteers on the bus to a village in the Delta: 

Why are we going on this caravan? Why did we decide to get up in the morning on a 

holiday? This is because of our deep love for God and our wish to make something 

good. If God loves someone, he will pick him for this caravan because it will change his 

attitude. We will go to the poor people and help them. We could have given the 

donations directly to al-Jamaʿiya al-Sharʿiya,78 and then the people could have picked 

up the money and aid from there. But this caravan is there to teach us something: How 

to do charity. It is good to make oneself tired and make other people comfortable. 

Because charity – like the Muslim rituals of praying, fasting and veiling – is considered a kind of 

worship (Benthall 1999), statements like “this caravan is there to teach us something: how to do 

charity” and “it is good to make oneself tired” bear similarities with how women in both Mahmood’s 

and Deeb’s studies talked about the process of becoming more pious (cf. Mahmood 2003, 2005, Deeb 

2006). In the case of the Shiʿi women in Deeb’s study, women talked about volunteering as “the push 

                                                           
78 The local branch of Egypt’s oldest and largest Muslim charity organization (see Chapter Four).   
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[…] needed to take a step further up the ladder of piety” (2006: 194). According to this logic, the 

performance of the ritual or act is “not simply the expression of a pious self but is the means by which 

the pious self is created” (Mahmood 2003: 855). Similar to the cases of Mahmood and Deeb, concrete 

bodily practices occupy a central place in the process of becoming a more pious Muslim among the 

young people in my study, and the discourse on charity, voluntarism and giving supports this formative 

spiritual relationship between the individual and his/her God. However, my analysis also departs from 

theirs, especially Mahmood’s, to focus entirely on the process of ‘ethical self-making’ with reference to 

Islamic tradition and authority. As argued in Chapter Four, volunteers’ practical and bodily experience 

of carrying out the actual activity together engenders a feeling of community and togetherness in 

Resala.  

Furthermore, encounters with poor recipients, and the bodily practices and sensibilities that they 

depend on, add yet another element to the process of subjectivity formation besides ethical self-making 

and the feeling of community and togetherness among the volunteers themselves. The very concrete 

exercises and experiences influence the subjectivities and consciousness of the young volunteers in a 

way that reorients their hopes and aspirations towards a broader social horizon. As will be further 

explored below, compared to Mahmood and Deeb, I suggest a stronger analytical focus on the national 

and volunteers’ identification as Egyptian citizens. The young volunteers are not only inventing 

themselves as (more) pious Muslims but as pious Muslim citizens; a social formative process that differs 

from that of the women of the Egyptian mosque movement as well as the Shiʿi women activists in 

Lebanon. I argue that the encounters are, on a small scale, part of the formative process of learning 

how to deal with the poor and becoming conscious of poverty and class hierarchies in society, and, on a 

larger scale, part of a process of imagining oneself as a citizen within the larger framework of the 

Egyptian nation. Through the encounters, ideas and ideals are embodied and turned into more 

permanent dispositions for perception, thought and action. In this process two apparently conflicting 

forces are at play. One is primarily inclusive towards the poor, while the other is contingent on a 

distinction between volunteers as givers/middle class and recipients as receivers/poor. 

In the following, I explore these apparently conflicting processes of identification and subjectivity 

formation further by examining the specific procedures of the encounter and how volunteers react in 

these situations. The example gives a glimpse into the kind of neighborhoods in the Greater Cairo area 
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where Resala volunteers provide aid, but more importantly, it depicts a typical encounter between 

volunteers and recipients. Through this encounter we learn how certain practices and procedures 

contribute to a shared experience and image of Egyptian society, including an awareness of the 

relationship between givers/volunteers and receivers/poor. 

 

 

  

Explorative trip to poor Cairo suburb, January 2010 
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Deserving or just poor? Learning to understand poverty and need  

A poor neighborhood in the suburb of Medinat al-Salam about half an hour’s drive from Heliopolis was 

the target of one of Resala’s ‘internal’ [dākhilī] aid distributions. Prior to the actual distribution, a small 

group of volunteers from the aid department would visit the neighborhood in order to map and analyze 

the circumstances and conditions of the people there. In cooperation with a local charity organization 

they would identify potential recipients – or ‘needy’ families – and through observations and interviews 

they determined what sort of aid – if any – each family was qualified to receive according to Resala’s 

criteria.79 This was common procedure; all aid distribution activities included two trips: One had the 

purpose of ‘exploring’ [istikshafa] the area and the particular needs of the families, while the other, 

usually held two weeks later, was the actual distribution of aid, as described in the example above. On 

the first explorative trip, only a small group of volunteers went, usually no more than 20, while between 

100 and 200 volunteers participated in the distribution trip. The example below is from an explorative 

trip where I followed a group of volunteers inspecting 16 houses and families. One of these was the 

apartment of the blind man and his wife introduced in the beginning of the chapter.  

As we take off, Eman starts to recite the travel prayer.80 Samira immediately follows her. 

I listen to the monotonous rhythm of their recitation while I watch the scenery changing 

outside the window. We leave the broad streets of Heliopolis behind. Gradually, the 

streets get more and more narrow, and tuk-tuks and horse and donkey carts appear more 

frequently among the cars. Ahmed is the first to be picked up. He lives a few minutes’ 

walk from where the minibus stops at the main street in Medinat al-Salam. Next comes 

Manal and last Safa. We are now in the middle of Medinat al-Salam, and I notice how 

shacks are squeezed in between the tall apartment blocks. The driver explains to me that 

he only feels confident driving in these areas when Safa is with him, because she is from 

here and knows her way around.  

                                                           
79 According to Deeb (2006: 174), the same procedure was found in Beirut among all the Muslim community 

associations that she visited. 
80 According to several hadīths [sayings], the prophet Muhammad used to encourage people to say this prayer 

when traveling. The invocation goes like this: “Allah is the Most Great. Allah is the Most Great. Allah is the 

Most Great. Glory is to Him Who has provided this for us though we could never have had it by our efforts. 

Surely, unto our Lord we are returning. O Allah, we ask You on this our journey for goodness and piety, and for 

works that are pleasing to You. O Allah, lighten this journey for us and make its distance easy for us. O Allah, 

You are our Companion on the road and the One in whose care we leave our family. O Allah, I seek refuge in 

You from this journey's hardships, and from the wicked sights in store and from finding our family and property 

in misfortune upon returning.” 
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We get out of the bus, and I look around. The apartment blocks in front of us are all 

similar and of a very simple design; the walls are of raw concrete, and they are separated 

by only a few meters. In between the buildings are a few green spots, but most of the 

ground is full of sand and garbage. We split in two and I go with Ahmed, Safa and 

Manal to the first address on our list.  

In the first house, we meet a middle-aged couple. Safa informs them that we are from 

Resala, and they immediately invite us in. The woman points towards an old couch. 

Safa, Ahmed and I take a seat on it while Manal takes a look around in the dark and 

stuffy two-room apartment. The man sits down in an armchair to the left of us while his 

wife stands beside him. We face an old wooden bookshelf with a small television and a 

few ornaments. It is all very dusty. Posters and a couple of family portraits cover parts of 

the raw concrete walls. The door to the bedroom is ajar, and from what I see the small 

room is stuffed with mattresses, clothes and blankets.  

Safa starts asking the usual questions: What is your name? How old are you? Does your 

husband work? Do you work? How many children do you have? How much do you pay 

in rent? Do you receive charity from other organizations? Ahmed fills the form with the 

answers that he gets from the couple. The man is 49 and the woman is 36. They have 

three children, two of whom are still in primary school. The man has a technical 

education and used to work as a welder but had an accident a few years back, when he 

lost his sight in both eyes. The woman has a primary level education. She does not work 

due to pain in her neck, back and feet. They receive 145 pounds every month in welfare 

and he gets an additional 50 pounds from a center for blind people.81 They get no 

regular help from Resala, but sometimes receive a food bag during Ramadan. Safa asks 

if the man is able to start a project, maybe do something with his hands. The man replies 

that he is interested in anything that will generate an income. He could sell groceries 

from this apartment. What about clothes? Safa asks. The man replies that people here 

usually buy clothes on installment, and that they are slow payers. He wants to open a 

grocery shop. Safa suggests that he could sell liquid soap and cleaning products. The 

man nods. Then she asks how much money he needs and suggests 500 pounds. The 

man agrees to that. She adds that if he embarks on this project, he can no longer receive 

the food bags. The man replies: “One has to do what one has to do.”  

                                                           
81 1 Egyptian pound was equal to about 0.18 USD at the time of the trip (January 2010). 
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Before leaving the house, we take a look around in the apartment. The small 

kitchenette/bathroom is in an even worse state than the rest of the apartment, with half 

of the floor tiles missing and grease and dirt everywhere. I hear Ahmed, Safa and Manal 

discussing the condition and value of the stove and refrigerator. The moment we leave 

the building and head towards the next address, they start talking about the family, 

discussing whether or not they should be offered the loan. 

Micro-finance projects, or simply “projects” as the volunteers call them, were part of Resala’s aid 

program for poor families. Through these projects, Resala provided families with the possibility of 

establishing a small business by lending them a small amount of money, usually not more than 2,000 

Egyptian pounds82. But instead of giving the families the money, Resala would buy the goods and 

materials needed to establish the business. Most people chose to establish a small shop or street kiosk, 

selling everything from meat, vegetables and snacks to clothes, cleaning products and plastic items. In 

such cases, Resala would provide the families with the commodities. If people had specific technical 

qualifications, such as sewing, Resala would sometimes provide them with the necessary machines or 

tools to establish a workshop. During the explorative trips, volunteers would often visit as many as 

twenty or thirty potential ‘project families.’ As the description above indicates, the procedures of the 

‘exploration’ [istikshāf] were highly formalized. The volunteers would ask the families several questions 

related to their family status, health condition, financial circumstances and educational background, 

filling out a standard questionnaire for the project application. The volunteers carrying out the 

assessment had received no formal training or instruction in how to select recipients,83 but this did not 

mean that they were uncritical. In fact, as the following description of the evaluation of the Medinat al-

Salam cases shows, they proved to be rather skeptical towards the poor and their needs. Only a small 

percentage of the families who applied for a project would end up receiving the loan.  

In the bus back to Cairo, the volunteers start a heated discussion about who deserves a 

project and who does not. Someone asks: “How can we tell if they are cheating or not?” 

The majority of the volunteers participate, most of the time with stories of people who 

tried to trick them into believing that they were ‘more needy’ than they actually were. 

                                                           
82 2,000 Egyptian pounds is equivalent to about 360 USD (January 2010). 
83 It was my impression from visits and interviews in other charity organizations that the same kind of learning-by-

doing process applied to them. However, in one of the Lebanese Muslim charity organizations that Lara Deeb 

studied, volunteers attended a four-week training seminar including lessons in health and sickness, children’s 

rights, interviewing and assessment methods, report writing and religious values and teaching (Deeb 2006:185). 
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Back at Resala, we meet with Mai, the employee responsible for the project activities. 

Safa hands her all the filled-out forms. Mai goes through the files one by one. She reads 

aloud the name of the household head and asks which of the volunteers went there. The 

volunteers involved explain the case to the others and they discuss in plenum. The main 

question is: Should this family be granted the loan or not? Repeatedly, the volunteers 

mention that there are many inconsistencies in the stories of the families. One of the 

volunteers mentions a case from the previous explorative trip to the area. First time they 

visited the house they found a poorly dressed woman and her daughter in an apartment 

with no furniture. The volunteers thought that this woman was really in need of help. A 

few weeks later when they unannounced returned to the address, they found the same 

woman but also her husband. This time she wore nice clothes and lots of gold bracelets, 

the house was full of furniture. The volunteers seem to enjoy joking about such 

contradictions. They depict the situation for the other volunteers, and the reaction is 

laughter. Only one of the 16 families visited in Medinat al-Salam is granted a loan. Most 

others are rejected, but in three cases Resala will search for employment in nearby 

factories.  

The life circumstances and conditions of the poor in Medinat al-Salam did not seem to move the 

volunteers in my project group in the same way as they moved me. In fact, they seemed able to keep a 

distance by critically evaluating the information and the stories that flowed to them. The volunteers 

often talked about recipients as a matter of who ‘deserved’ [mustaḥaq] the loan, and who would be 

willing and capable of mobilizing the amount of energy and effort necessary for the project to work. 

Sometimes, a meeting with a potential client would even develop into an interrogation-like situation 

with the volunteers continuously and skeptically enquiring about particular aspects of the family’s 

situation, most often related to their income sources. In one case, I observed how a female volunteer 

continuously asked the same questions over and over again even after the wife in the house had burst 

into tears.84 Prior to this situation, one of the more experienced volunteers had instructed the group to 

be meticulous in the questioning of the potential recipients. This practice stood in strong contrast to 

what I experienced in other activities such as the aid distribution caravan described above, where 

feelings of compassion and enthusiasm dominated. Here volunteers would greet the people warmly, 

hug the mothers, and hold and kiss their children.85 I later discovered that the skepticism and critical 

                                                           
84 Later, however, she did ask me if I thought that she was too hard on the woman.  
85 It also contrasts with the relationship between volunteers and recipient families in Deeb’s study (2006), where 

many of the organizations “encourage the cultivation of these direct personal relationships between volunteers 
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evaluation applied primarily to explorative trips. Volunteers’ ability to dissociate and critically evaluate 

was not something that I saw to the same degree among more occasional volunteers participating in the 

distribution trips or volunteers who merely engaged in activities inside the Resala building. In fact, not 

everyone felt comfortable with assessment situations like the one described above, and some did not 

like the whole procedure of distinguishing the  ‘deserving’ and ‘needy’ poor from the ‘just’ poor. 

The exploratory trip to Medinat al-Salam was my second of the kind, and on the third trip, which took 

place the following month, I was counted in as a full volunteer and was asked to write the answers 

down on the application form, despite the fact that I was not fluent in Arabic. As explained in Chapter 

Four, it was important for Resala’s leadership that the actual activities were carried out by volunteers. 

In some of the more straightforward activities such as second-hand clothes sorting or the aid 

distribution trips, volunteers quickly obtained the relevant knowledge and skills, but activities like the 

investigation of possible recipients of micro-finance projects presented a more complex learning 

process, requiring specific knowledge and interpersonal skills. First, in order to assess the situation of a 

family, volunteers had to have some idea of the standard of living and level of expenses in the particular 

area. It was also a premise that they somehow shared a vocabulary and criteria for measuring poverty 

and need. The various forms and questionnaires, as well as the practice of observing how more 

experienced volunteers evaluated the specific cases, provided new volunteers with knowledge and a 

vocabulary for how to talk about poverty and need as well as an understanding of explicit and implicit 

criteria for measuring poverty.  

The knowledge and vocabulary transmitted and used reflected a bureaucratic, critical and rational 

approach to aid in which poverty was measured primarily as a matter of material need. This approach 

to poverty and need was intertwined, however, with a more morally informed discourse referring to the 

Islamic tradition of charity and the relation between the giver and the recipient.86 The following quote – 

an excerpt from a conversation with the young female donor presented in the introduction of the 

chapter – illustrates this merging of the two discourses. It turned out that she used to be a regular Resala 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
and recipient families” and where “volunteers frequently built intense personal relationships with ‘their’ families”; 

ties which often interfered in the personal lives of the volunteers (Ibid.:174-175, 176). 
86 See Bornstein and Redfield (2008) for a discussion of variations in discourse, vocabulary and understanding of 

recipients between different sorts of aid organizations.  
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volunteer. This is what she said when I asked her to reproduce for me her meeting with the blind man 

and his wife: 

First, I introduced myself: “I am Amira, I heard about you from Mai, and I am so 

happy to help you in your project, the one you dreamt about…” I think they wanted a 

project for selling detergents “… and I wanted to get to know you better. What are your 

names?” So they introduced themselves. Then, I was trying to make sure that they 

deserve this amount of money. “So are you really blind? Can you see this?” [she places 

her right hand in front of my eyes] So no, he was actually blind and couldn’t see at all. 

“So are you going to have surgery soon to recover your sight?” He said: “No, I don’t 

think that would help. I asked more than one doctor, and they all said it would not 

help.” I also tried to speak with his wife. I asked: “What are you going to do with this 

project?” She started to tell me that they have two daughters and one son, and this 

project would be the main income for them to pay for their children’s school and needs. 

So I told her to work on that project really hard and if she had any inquiries or felt 

anytime that the project would fail, she should come to us to get some help from here, 

whether professional advice or skills that she might find here or anything. “So please 

come back to us if you need any help with your project, and I hope it will help you and 

your children, and it is so good to work with your own hands and to get the money by 

your own effort.” This is much better than asking people for money. So this is like a 

mortgage, not begging. They are not beggars, they just take a small amount of money 

from Resala, and in time they pay it back. 

In the quotation, Amira touched upon some of the same issues as the volunteers from the explorative 

trip to Medinat al-Salam. Like in the example from explorative trip, she framed it as a matter of who 

“deserved” [yastaḥiq] the project, and who was willing and capable of mobilizing the amount of energy 

and effort necessary for the project to work. This is a common discourse within the field of 

development policy and research. Increasingly, development agencies and NGOs expect that recipients 

show willingness to exert an effort in order to improve their own livelihood situation, and thus 

transform from “destitute to self-sufficient” (Bornstein and Redfield 2008). Among Muslim apologists 

poverty relief is often framed in a similar way. There is a consensus that Islam calls on all people to 

work, and that potential recipients’ “character” and “reputation” may be considered in the decision to 

help them or not (Al-Khayyat cf. Benthall 1999:32). However, according to the Quran there is no 
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question that people who are unable to work deserve help (Benthall 1999:32). The ways in which 

Amira talked about the loan is an example of how the discourses of development and Islam merge. 

According to Amira, that the poor man takes money from her or Resala in order to start a project is not 

the same as begging. Rather, it is a loan because in time the man will, if the project succeeds, pay the 

money back to Resala. This emphasis on sustainability and self-sufficiency is in line with the discourse 

of international development, favoring long-term aid that provides recipients with a durable income 

over short-term handouts and relief. At the same time the statement corresponds with another 

widespread understanding among Muslims that zakāt and ṣadaqa are duties imposed by God upon the 

wealthy and therefore a right endowed to the poor. The poor should not be seen as beggars; aid and 

assistance from the wealthy is their right (Juul Petersen 2012: 149). Therefore, the poor can accept their 

due with no loss of dignity (Benthall 1999:36). 

The three examples presented so far – the aid distribution caravan, the meeting between volunteers and 

the blind couple in Medinat al-Salam, and the above quote by Amira – all illustrate the dilemmas and 

ambiguities related to Resala’s double role as an Muslim charity and an NGO when it comes to the 

relationship to recipients as well as the sociopolitical role of the organization more generally. In 

principle, zakāt and ṣadaqa represent the “pure gift” (Stirrat and Henkel 1997) given to the needy and 

suffering without demands or expectations of anything in return. According to this logic, recipients 

should not be seen as responsible for their suffering (cf. Bornstein and Redfield 2008). But as reflected 

in the kinds of activities, organizational structures and technical procedures, Resala is also a well-

established and bureaucratic NGO very much influenced by the discourse of international development 

aid. Resala’s micro-finance program is perhaps the best example, but other activities such as vocational 

training, literacy classes and employment assistance likewise echo this secular, neoliberal vision of 

recipients as “responsible selves, capable of their own development” (Ibid.).  

This double role resulted in a tension in how Resala’s mission was presented to and understood by the 

volunteers. On the one hand, the primary aim of establishing Resala was for the founders to raise young 

Egyptians’ consciousness of their society, including the extent of poverty and suffering. But poverty and 

need were never discussed in relation to overall national policies and priorities, and volunteers were 

never presented with visions and interventions of how to combat poverty on a structural and more long-

term basis. Against this background, critics of Resala would say that the organization in no way 



111 
 

attempted to change the structural conditions producing poverty. On the other hand, the poor were 

talked about as fellow human beings and Egyptian citizens with the same rights and obligations, and 

their ‘development’ was increasingly of concern, especially among some volunteers who wanted Resala 

to intervene more pro-actively in raising the standards of living in whole neighborhoods and villages 

through large-scale programs aimed at long-term development. The case of Safa presented in the last 

section of this chapter, as well as in Chapter Six, illustrates this position.  

The tension in Resala’s position and discourse, including its approach to poverty and need, could be 

conceptualized as a potential sliding between doxa and ideology – and as a more or less deliberate 

strategy of Resala’s leadership. Much of what Resala represents – its activities and the discourse on 

charity, voluntarism and giving through which these activities are interpreted – is laid out as doxa. It is 

charity grounded in a religious obligation to help the needy, which is something all Muslims would 

agree upon. Due to the political circumstances in the country and the wish to mobilize as many young 

Egyptians as possible, the leadership of Resala has an interest in presenting Resala’s activities as doxa, 

as something harmless and taken for granted that everyone would be able to take part in. However, the 

primary mission of Resala is not to provide for the needy but to convey a mission of social 

responsibility among Egyptians, especially young ones. Presented as charity, this ideal of social 

responsibility has an inherent potentiality for the development of a new sense of political citizenship 

among the young volunteers. As I show in Chapter Seven, strong tensions and ruptures in society can 

trigger a slide towards the political domain and a much more critical stance towards the overall 

structural arrangements in society. Engagement in Resala’s activities, including the experience of 

meeting and interacting with poor recipients, provided the possibility for more fundamental and 

durable processes of subjectivity formation, including change in the young volunteers’ perspectives and 

consciousness. The following section explores how forms of identification are reinforced and redefined 

through encounters with the poor.  

Dynamics of identification 

Encounters with the poor, including the procedures and practices these encounters depended on, added 

to a process in which volunteers came to reflect upon themselves and their own role and position in 

society. All the volunteers I talked to described their first visit to a poor village or neighborhood as an 
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eye-opening experience; seeing the conditions under which people lived in these villages and 

neighborhoods made them realize the extent of poverty and suffering found in Egypt. They described to 

me the happiness they felt when helping a person in need, learning that they could in fact make a 

difference for some of the poor, and that they had a moral and social responsibility to do so. This moral 

and social responsibility was further encouraged by the leadership. In one of his speeches to the 

volunteers, AbdelAzeem lectured: 

Volunteering is the right thing to do according to all standards. It is the right thing 

religiously, it is the right thing patriotically, and it is the right thing humanitarianly. […] 

But what is patriotism? It’s loving your homeland. What is your homeland?  Isn’t your 

homeland more or less the same as the people of your homeland? Isn’t defending your 

homeland the same as defending the people living in it? Isn’t sacrificing for your 

homeland the same as sacrificing for its people? Raising the standard of this homeland, 

isn’t it the same as raising those people’s standards? Raising their financial, educational, 

health, cultural and social standards … everything. If patriotism is not exerting every 

piece of effort you can to raise the standard of this homeland’s people, then what is it? It 

becomes nothing. It becomes an empty, meaningless slogan, like people singing for 

something they don’t even know. 

AbdelAzeem emphasized patriotism and social and moral responsibility towards fellow Egyptian 

citizens, and he called on volunteers to show their patriotism through engaging in activities aimed at 

improving the living conditions of Egypt’s poor. This vision is grounded on a model of inclusion 

defined within the framework of the national, strictly speaking, and activities and assistance are talked 

about and implemented with reference to the idea of the national. Hence, “the poor” are Egyptian 

citizens in the broadest sense of the word, and Egypt is talked about as a whole, an ”imagined 

community” (Anderson 1996). As such, for Resala the category of recipients neither transgresses nor 

divides the idea of the national. This vision and model of inclusion differs from the movements studied 

by Mahmood (2003, 2005) and Deeb (2006), both of which rely on a more particularistic approach. 

This is why I suggest a stronger analytical focus on the national and volunteers’ identification as 

citizens compared to the analyses of Mahmood and Deeb.  

In the Shiʿi organizations studied by Deeb (2006), social assistance is aimed at developing a particular 

segment of the population, the Shiʿi population in the southern suburb of Beirut, Al-Dahiyya, in order 
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for them to “catch up” with the rest of Lebanon’s sects (Ibid.: 19). As Deeb (2006: 88) notes, “Like 

politics, most social welfare organizations, or jamaʿiyyas, in Lebanon are sectarian in orientation,” and 

consequently the Shiʿi women’s movement conflicts with the idea of the national. Albeit in a different 

manner, the Egyptian mosque movement also supersedes the idea of the national. According to 

Mahmood (2003), the women’s practices are manifestations of subject formation that transcend ideas of 

national citizenship and instead envisage the women as “the faithful” or “slaves of God” (Ibid.: 854), in 

other words as part of a broader religious community.87 In comparison, Resala is a civic, national 

enterprise. Although Resala’s volunteers – like the women activists in Mahmood’s and Deeb’s studies – 

are engaged in a personal project to become more pious Muslims, they are also inventing themselves as 

citizens. While the exchange with God, the sacrificial giving, is primarily between the volunteer as an 

individual and his/her God, the bodies and ideas of the young volunteers are constantly shaped in 

relation to others – other volunteers, poor fellow citizens and eventually other Egyptian protesters in 

Tahrir Square. Being an Egyptian citizen does not conflict with serving God; in fact, it is considered the 

means to it. Thus, engagement in Resala is a way of inventing oneself both as a Muslim and as an 

Egyptian citizen.  

Yet, in spite of how closely volunteerism was associated with solidarity and social responsibility 

towards fellow Egyptian citizens, the volunteers’ encounters with the poor also fostered and 

strengthened awareness of divides and distinctions within Egyptian society. Salma lived in one of 

Cairo’s upper middle-class suburbs, and she described her family as “comfortable financially.” She told 

me that until she entered Resala she was not aware of the extent of poverty in Egypt: “In our society, I 

don’t see them [the poor] because I’m always far away from them. But when I came to Resala, I saw 

how they lived.” Thus, for Salma and other volunteers, the experience of the actual encounter with 

Resala’s recipients was also a lesson about social hierarchies in Egyptian society. Put differently, they 

came to see and experience how society can be divided into the categories of givers and receivers. 

Consequently, they became more aware of their own role as givers and the poor as receivers, who “are 

pleased by really simple things.” This kind of distinction is part of the dynamics of identification, 

                                                           
87 It is important to note, however, that when it comes to the relation between volunteers and recipients, the 

Egyptian mosque movement is not as easily comparable with Resala or the Shiʿi organization studied by Deeb. 

There are two reasons for this: First, the activities in question, the religious lessons, mainly target other women 

Muslim activists. Second, Mahmood’s analysis does not explicitly and analytically address the encounter between 

female activists and recipients of their lessons and sermons. 
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because, overall, “altruism and the pure gift […] may be founded on universalistic ideals about the 

unity of humanity,” but “it is motivated and maintained by a recognition of difference” (Stirrat and 

Henkel 1997: 80). Again, the standard surveys and assessment exercises facilitated this process, making 

it possible for the volunteers to analyze the differences pragmatically and intellectually, for instance 

reflected in the straightforward and technical way Safa and the other volunteers confronted the couple 

in Medinat al-Salam. This notion of difference between the volunteers themselves and Resala’s 

recipients was further strengthened if potential recipients tried to bend the truth in order to gain access 

to Resala’s services. Such maneuvers stressed the difference between the two parties, signaling that 

Resala and its volunteers had something valuable to offer the less privileged part of society.  

The divide between givers and receivers further corresponded to a divide along class lines. Being a giver 

was associated with being better-off in society. For some volunteers it was a strong and welcome 

reinforcement of their own status as middle-class and givers versus the recipients as poor and receivers. 

This argument bears some similarities with that of Janine Clark (2004) in her study of networks and 

mobilization in what she terms Islamic social institutions (ISIs) in Egypt, Jordan and Yemen (see 

Chapter Three for a discussion of this and related terms). Clark focuses on the importance of middle 

class identification among volunteers and employees, arguing that ISIs develop and strengthen 

horizontal ties between people of similar background (Ibid.: 3). In contrast, when it comes to the 

vertical relation between employees and volunteers on the one hand, and the poor on the other, the ISIs 

provide much needed services but “the Islamization or recruitment of the poor appears to be neither the 

intent nor the result of ISIs” (Ibid.: 40). In this respect, Resala bears similarities with the organizations 

studied by Clark, insofar as the primary mission of Resala is to instill a culture of giving and social 

responsibility among young, middle-class Egyptians. However, I still want to emphasize the formative 

potential of the actual encounter between volunteers and recipients, an aspect not explicitly addressed 

in Clark’s study. 

Rather than a contradiction, the simultaneous processes of inclusion and connections on the one hand, 

and exclusion and contrasts on the other, represent an inherent ambivalence in terms of the relation 

between volunteers and recipients. Because of this ambivalence, the background and previous 

experiences of the volunteers influenced how they met and interacted with the poor. As explored 

further below, I observed interesting differences among the volunteers as to how they approached and 
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evaluated the relation to Resala’s recipients, and poor Egyptians more generally. Whereas they all 

talked about their motivation to assist the poor as a religious obligation and a hope for God’s rewards, 

some talked about the poor as helpless and innocent people who would gratefully accept everything 

given to them. Other volunteers, like Safa, emphasized a more critical and contractual approach, 

implying that the poor had to live up to certain demands and fulfill certain criteria. In the following, I 

compare Safa’s story with that of Marwa’s, another young female volunteer, illustrating how the 

subjectivities of the young volunteers are reinforced and redefined in different ways through the 

encounter with the poor recipients.  

Volunteers, Egypt and the poor – the cases of Safa and Marwa 

Resala grew out of a student initiative at the prestigious Faculty of Engineering at Cairo University. 

Here, most students are from the upper strata of the middle class and they are raised in families with 

long traditions of higher education. During Resala’s first years in operation, most volunteers were of 

similar backgrounds, with the majority being students and graduates from high-status studies such as 

medicine, engineering and pharmacy. But recently, the organization has managed to reach out to 

young people from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, and it has proved its ability to accommodate a 

more heterogeneous group of young people. Consequently, there are variations in how to approach the 

poor and in conceptions of their need, but naturally their different backgrounds influence their 

experience of Resala and how they come to see their role and position in society. The cases of Safa and 

Marwa illustrate this.  

The first time I met Safa was on the explorative trip to Medinat al-Salam described above. Throughout 

the rest of the fieldwork, I followed her and a group of volunteers who all played a central role in the 

aid and external caravan activities of Resala’s Heliopolis branch. I noticed that Safa was quieter than 

the other volunteers, and unlike many others, she never talked to me unless I approached her first. It 

was not just because she was shy. Instead, I noted that she was very serious about her work and always 

busy helping the driver to find his way around or sitting with some of the older volunteers looking 

through the files of the recipients. Safa is short in height and usually wore a black ʿabāya and a light 

colored hijāb. She was 23 years old when I met her and had been volunteering at Resala since she 

graduated from the Faculty of Law at Cairo University two years earlier. She came to Resala about 

three times a week, depending on how much work there was. Being what Resala categorized as a 
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‘responsible volunteer’ [mutaṭawiʿa masʾūla], Safa attended meetings with employees and leaders and 

was in charge of distributing tasks among the other volunteers. Safa was responsible for the aid and 

project activities in one of the neighborhoods in Medinat al-Salam. Sometimes, she even helped the 

employees with the related administrative tasks, although she also had a full-time job as a community 

coordinator at the local Red Crescent Organization in the area where she lived.  

Although Safa’s father was an accountant and she and her siblings had all graduated from college, the 

family could be characterized as lower middle-class. They lived in a lower-class neighborhood, Medinat 

al-Salam, and Safa’s mother, who was from an illiterate family, left school when she married and had 

her first child at 16 years of age. Therefore, for Safa and other volunteers with similar backgrounds, 

illiteracy and poverty were not alien, theoretical concepts, but lived and experienced realities. This 

might be one of the reasons that Safa was much more critical towards the poor and their needs than I 

had initially expected from a young university graduate. Safa meticulously studied the situation of the 

poor families in order to determine whether or not they lived up to the criteria and regulations set by 

Resala: “We discuss the aspects of their situation and whether they deserve [aid] according to 

regulations here.” Her main concern was providing material aid to those it would help the most. 

Thus, for Safa to be ‘deserving’ was primarily a question of material need, and she emphasized giving 

as a way to support and develop the neediest families in a particular community and thus contribute to 

raising the overall standard of living of the place. In order to decide if a family deserved a loan, she 

assessed its financial and social situation, inquiring whether its members were willing and able to 

mobilize the effort necessary for the loan to be used in an appropriate way. Her critical and 

development-informed approach to giving was based on formal criteria and procedures of assessment 

and evaluation, and she rarely displayed emotions of either concern or happiness in the encounter with 

the poor.  

Among volunteers as well as employees, Safa was respected and recognized for her skills, knowledge 

and effort, and shortly after her entry into Resala, employees quickly entrusted her with tasks and 

responsibilities. Furthermore, as she described, she immediately felt the communal spirit and warmth 

among volunteers because of their common mission ‘to give and only give.’ As she saw it, volunteering 

for the benefit of the needy was something obligatory for her as a Muslim: 
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To me as a Muslim, I think volunteering is a duty and not something optional. Not 

doing any of this makes me feel useless, like I am not really letting out all my energy; it 

makes me feel like there are many things missing in me. So I feel that this is my place, 

and I have to do this. Even if I see disadvantages or flaws in the place, I still feel like I 

have to come, and I have to go and participate. Even if I stay away a little while without 

coming in order not to get bored from all the work I start feeling guilty. That’s it.  

As laid out in Chapter Four, the idea that volunteering in Resala is a duty or obligation towards God 

was common among volunteers in Resala. All volunteers that I talked to listed God’s blessing (baraka), 

and rewards (thawāb) as their primary motivation for coming to Resala. Like other volunteers, Safa was 

a devoted Muslim. In her upbringing religion was important, and her parents had taught her the 

importance of praying, veiling and doing charity at an early age. Despite this, she and most other 

volunteers to whom I talked described involvement in Resala in terms of a religious awakening. “I am 

now more of a giver,” she stated, explaining to me how she had stopped caring so much about looks 

and instead began spending all her free time doing charity. Thus, like most other volunteers, Safa’s 

story of her engagement in Resala was a story of personal development.  

This conception of involvement in Resala as an important personal turning point was even more 

pronounced in the case of Marwa. She was from a wealthier family than Safa. She and her three 

siblings were brought up in Nasr City. They attended private schools, had annual memberships in one 

of Cairo’s leisure clubs, and sometimes traveled abroad during vacations. But, like Safa, she had a 

religious upbringing. Marwa’s father started to teach her about Islam when she was three years old, and 

when she reached puberty she started to veil, pray and fast. She always wore an ʿabāya and a hijāb 

concealing her hair and neck, and she rarely used any make-up. Her parents also taught her the 

importance of doing charity and helping people in need, and she started volunteering in Resala when 

she was 22. When I met her, she was 24 years old and in her last year at Ain Shams University studying 

English.  

Marwa’s first experience with Resala lasted for three months. At the suggestion of a friend she started 

giving extra-curricular lessons in English and Arabic to school children from poor families, but when 

their parents interfered in her teaching and tried to make her teach more hours, she left: “The families 

of the kids were not cooperative and understanding [of my situation]. I only had three days.” Almost a 

year later, her sister suggested to her that she go back to Resala. Marwa’s sister had been volunteering 
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in Resala’s Big Brother/Big Sister project for several years, where she dealt especially with one of 

Resala’s in-house orphans. At first, Marwa was not interested: “I wanted to go out with my friends, go 

to the cinema, go to the club.” After a while, Marwa changed her mind and decided to go back to 

Resala: “I was depressed anyway and I wanted to get out of the mood, so I went to Nawal [an orphan 

girl] and studied with her.” According to Marwa, this was an important turning point in her life. This 

was when she realized that “God created [me] for a reason,” and that she could “make a difference” for 

others. She wanted to focus on her relationship with God. “I’m fortunate to have everything, cars, 

family and can go to clubs, but some people don’t have anything. […] Our prophet, peace be upon him, 

told us to take special care of orphans, always help them and smile at them and never give them an 

angry face.” She started coming to the orphans’ apartments in Resala on a regular basis. At first, she 

was shy and did not talk much to the other volunteers and employees, but as time passed their 

relationships grew increasingly intimate, and she became close friends with most of the volunteers and 

employees involved in the activities for the orphans. “It’s amazing – I feel like it’s my home,” noted 

Marwa.  

As mentioned in Chapter Two, Resala runs several orphanages. In Heliopolis, the fourth and fifth 

floors of the organization’s building were divided into two apartments for girls and two for boys. The 

activities related to the orphans differed considerably from Resala’s other activities, in particular the aid 

provision for poor families described above. The relation between volunteer and child was long-term 

and thus more intimate. As the name Big Brother/Big Sister suggests, Resala aimed for the volunteers 

to establish a kinship-like relation to the children; in the words of AbdelAzeem, they sought to “help 

small children establish normal family relations where the volunteers are like the children’s own 

brothers and sisters.” The primary inspiration for this project came from the Big Brothers/Big Sisters of 

America, a US non-profit organization whose mission it is to help children “reach their potential 

through professionally supported, one-to-one relationships with mentors.”88 Whereas the paid ‘mothers’ 

were responsible for the nursing and feeding of the children, the volunteers saw it as their responsibility 

to develop the children socially, intellectually and spiritually.  

                                                           
88 http://www.bbbs.org/site/c.dpIMK4OAJmG/b.3933231/, retrieved 3 May 2012. However, according to 

Resala’s leadership they had to make a few adjustments in order to make the system correspond with Islamic 

sharīʿa. For example, if a female volunteer wants to become a ‘big sister’ of a boy, he is officially a ‘cousin’ and 

not a brother because certain rules of segregation have to persist between persons of opposite sex who are not 

related by blood. 

http://www.bbbs.org/site/c.dpIMK4OAJmG/b.3933231/
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Marwa came to Resala at least three times a week to visit and study with Nawal, and nearly every 

weekend and during holidays Nawal would come home with Marwa or they would go with Marwa’s 

family to the club or to visit relatives. In accordance with Resala’s policy, Marwa always referred to 

Nawal as “my sister, Nawal,” and she often pointed out that Nawal “was a life-time commitment.” 

Together with a few other volunteers, Marwa was in charge of the religious education of the orphans in 

the Heliopolis branch. Through speeches, games and exercises, they introduced the children to the 

Quran, religious rituals and the life of the prophet. According to Marwa, it was important for her that 

the children learned how to distinguish right from wrong the same way as she did during her own 

upbringing: “When I was 4 or 5, my father used to tell me: ‘Allah likes this and Allah hates that,’ and 

he used to talk about heaven all the time, not hell, but always heaven.” Marwa enjoyed the educational 

activities very much, and she dreamt about working as a kindergarten teacher after her graduation.  

Marwa considered herself a role model for the children, and she saw it as her primary task to educate 

and raise Nawal and the other children to be knowledgeable, responsible and moral individuals capable 

of supporting themselves. Drawing primarily on a morally and religiously informed discourse, Marwa 

strived to achieve an intimate and compassionate relationship with the children, a relation that differed 

from Safa’s more bureaucratic and technical approach to the poor families. However, both talked about 

providing their clients with the means – whether intellectually, emotionally or economically – to 

support themselves in the future.  

Interestingly, when talking about poor people in the street, Marwa would display what seemed to be a 

very different approach to poverty, centering on the provision of more immediate assistance:  

Once, I ate a sandwich but did not finish it, so I wrapped the remaining part and put it 

in my bag. Then, on my way home, I saw a poor man, and I asked him: “Are you 

hungry?” He said: “Yes.” So I told him “Please take my sandwich.” I love doing charity 

work!  

At first sight, there are few similarities between the practice of handing out the leftovers of a sandwich 

to a poor unknown beggar in the street and that of working towards improving the skills and morals of 

orphans. However, both reflect an understanding of the poor as someone who is not responsible for the 

condition of his or her suffering. For Marwa, the financial details of the poor were of less importance; 

she assumed the orphans and the man in the street to be deserving. Compared to Safa, Marwa made 
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use of a much more emotional language, and her approach leaned more towards an understanding of 

giving as alms in return for gratitude: “What makes me happy is to see them smile and laugh because of 

something I did.”  

Both Safa and Marwa wanted to help out of solidarity with the poor, whom they talked about as fellow 

citizens. They considered volunteering a duty or obligation towards God and the nation, and to them 

Resala offered the possibility of concrete intervention. However, the concrete ways in which they 

perceived and practiced this intervention differed. Marwa preferred the warm, personalized relationship 

with the orphans rather than the more transient encounters with poor families. She did not talk about 

poverty as a structural problem, requiring initiatives aimed at long-term development of poor 

communities, but emphasized Muslim values and morality and saw herself as a role model to and 

educator of younger generations who did not have parents to teach them such values and morals. Safa, 

on the other hand, talked less about values and morals. Based on an understanding of development as 

economic growth, she measured poverty in terms of material need and (lack of) individual resources, 

finding the solution to poverty in long-term development activities such as the micro-finance projects 

she engaged in. She was critical towards the idea of giving as short-term relief, and in her opinion the 

management made the volunteers think too much of themselves and their efforts. Unlike Marwa, she 

did not agree that giving a man a sandwich would count as charity. As such, it could be argued that 

Marwa leaned towards the idea of charity as a ‘pure gift,’ while Safa was much more influenced by the 

discourse of international development aid. 

In addition, the two cases demonstrate that involvement in Resala and the possibility of meeting and 

interacting with recipients provided volunteers with the opportunity to reflect upon their own position 

in society.  Their particular understandings of need and the poor are formed in the interplay between 

personal backgrounds and previous encounters with poverty, on the one hand, and methods and 

procedures acquired in Resala, on the other. In other words, diverse life experiences and family 

backgrounds, together with differences in the learning processes between, for example, the evaluations 

of aid applications and the Big Brother/Big Sister activity, allowed for variations in their approaches 

and practices. For Marwa and other volunteers of upper middle-class origin it seemed of less 

importance to distance themselves from the poor, because they themselves were certain about their 

place in the middle class. Instead, for them Resala was considered an opportunity to connect with 
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segments of society that they would normally never meet. Activities such as the Big Brother/Big Sister 

project and extra-curricular classes for children of poor families presented possibilities for personal 

relations between volunteers and recipients. In contrast, for Safa and volunteers of similar lower 

middle-class backgrounds, Resala was one of the few places where they could actively reinforce their 

rather ambivalent middle-class status. As discussed above, being a Resala volunteer is the same as being 

a giver, and it is strongly associated with wealth and the middle class. In addition, hard work and 

relevant knowledge and skills could lend Safa and other volunteers from the lower middle class a 

position of authority and acknowledgement among volunteers and leaders, perhaps missing from other 

aspects of their lives. Thus, young Egyptians’ engagement in Resala, including the encounter with poor 

recipients, contributes to a process of subjectivity formation, in which volunteers become more 

conscious of their specific roles as actors within the larger framework of the Egyptian nation. 

Conclusion 

Through various aid activities, Resala provided the opportunity and physical structures for young 

Egyptians to engage with people of other socioeconomic segments. In this chapter, I have shown how 

the subjectivities of young volunteers were reinforced and redefined through encounters with Resala’s 

poor recipients. I presented two different examples of such encounters. In the first example, an aid 

distribution trip to a village in Upper Egypt, a small group of volunteers would hand over basic 

necessities such as food and simple furniture to poor families who would gratefully accept their gifts. As 

such, the encounter and the practices it depended on were both simple and personally rewarding. The 

other example, an investigation into possible recipients of micro-finance projects in a poor Cairo 

suburb, required of the volunteers a much more reflective and distanced approach to the poor, insofar 

as they had to critically evaluate the conditions of specific families and decide who deserved aid. In 

contrast to the aid distribution trip, the knowledge and vocabulary transmitted and used here reflected a 

bureaucratic, critical and rational approach to aid in which poverty was measured primarily as a matter 

of material need. This approach was intertwined, however, with a more morally informed discourse 

referring to the Islamic tradition of charity and the relation between the giver and the recipient also 

found in the aid distribution trip. 
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Similar to the two cases of Muslim women activists studied by Mahmood (2003, 2005) and Deeb 

(2006), bodily practices of carrying out Resala’s activities were considered a religious obligation and a 

means by which the pious self could be created (Mahmood 2003: 855). The discourse on charity, 

voluntarism and giving laid out by the leadership supported this formative spiritual relationship 

between the individual and his/her God. However, unlike Mahmood, I have argued that in the case of 

the young Resala volunteers, there was more to volunteering than ethical self-formation. In Chapter 

Four, I argued that the practical and bodily experience of carrying out the actual activities alongside 

other volunteers engendered a feeling of community and togetherness among the participants. In this 

chapter, I add a further dimension to the social implications of the act of volunteering: Direct 

encounters with Resala’s poor recipients impacted on the subjectivities of the volunteers in a way that 

reoriented their hopes and aspirations towards a broader social horizon. As such, my analysis moves 

beyond the idea of ethical self-formation, and I show how volunteers’ bodies and ideas were shaped in 

relation to others – non-volunteers, other volunteers, poor fellow citizens, and, eventually, other 

Egyptian protesters in Tahrir Square.   

More specifically, the examples presented in this chapter illustrate how volunteers acquired new 

knowledge and skills through the experience of meeting and interacting with Resala’s poor recipients. 

In particular, volunteers saw for themselves the extent of poverty and suffering found in Egypt, and 

they learned how to analyze the circumstances of poor families pragmatically and intellectually as well 

as how to suggest solutions to poverty-related problems. But more importantly, volunteers acquired a 

new consciousness of themselves and their social responsibility towards fellow citizens. Consequently, 

they came to identify themselves more strongly as Egyptian citizens. This is so, because Resala 

operated with reference to an unambiguous notion of Egypt as an inclusive and united nation, a nation 

not divided by loyalties to the family or religious or ethnic communities. This role as an Egyptian 

citizen did not conflict with serving God.  In fact, it was considered as the means to it. Thus, 

engagement in Resala was a way of inventing oneself simultaneously as Muslim and as citizen. 

While volunteerism was closely associated with solidarity and social responsibility towards fellow 

Egyptian citizens, the encounter with the poor also strengthened awareness among volunteers of social 

hierarchies in society. Through the encounters volunteers were exposed to a certain image of Egyptian 

society, an image based on a divide between themselves as middle-class/givers and the recipients as 
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poor/receivers. This distinction, however, seemed to be more important for volunteers from the lower 

middle class than for those from the upper middle class. In the case of Safa, a young woman living in 

the same neighborhood as some of the recipients, Resala seems to be one of the few places where she 

could actively reinforce her rather ambivalent middle-class status. Being a Resala volunteer was the 

same as being a giver, and it was strongly associated with the wealthy and the middle-class. In contrast, 

Marwa and other volunteers from the upper middle class considered Resala’s activities as an 

opportunity to connect with segments of society that in their everyday life they had no direct access to, 

and because of their secure financial situation, they did not have the same need to claim their status as 

givers/middle-class. Thus, the experiences in Resala do not affect the individual subjectivities 

unmediated. Instead, understandings of the poor and their needs were formed in the interplay between 

personal backgrounds and previous encounters with poverty, on the one hand, and methods and 

procedures acquired in Resala, on the other. The cases of Safa and Marwa illustrate this. 

Class background is one manifestation of social location that colors how volunteers experience the 

activities they engage in, and how these experiences impact on their subjectivities on a more long-term 

basis. Another kind of social location is age and generation. In Chapter Six, I dig further into the 

backgrounds and life worlds of the young volunteers, focusing particularly on practices and 

identifications related to their location as young Egyptians, including their particular historical location 

and intergenerational relations.  

 

 





125 
 

Part III:  

Young Subjectivities and Generational Consciousness
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Chapter Six 

Regeneration:  

Youth and the Quest for Meaning 

I have become so much more at ease with myself. Before, I was always stressed out 

about not being able to find a job, not knowing how I would start my life. Which way to 

go? Resala put some peace within me. I am now at ease and at peace with myself. You 

know for certain that you are doing something useful. The prophet told us: “When you 

work on relieving your brother’s hardship, Allah works on relieving yours.” So now I 

know for sure, God will take care of all those things that worry me. So I am now at 

peace.  

The volunteers presented so far are all young people between 19 and 25, they are college students or 

recent graduates, they all live with their parents, and they are all from the middle class. Throughout the 

last twenty years, life conditions have become increasingly insecure for this segment of the population 

in particular. Economic insecurity and obstacles to marriage are their main concerns. For the young 

men, the major challenge is to find a job and earn enough money to get married and start a family of 

their own. For the young women unemployment is also a major challenge, but because the man is seen 

as the primary breadwinner of the family, their main concern is to meet someone who has the financial 

means to be accepted by the family as a suitable marriage partner. Thus, an increasing number of young 

Egyptians are financially dependent on their parents until they are in their late twenties or even over 30, 

a situation that causes frustration for many (cf. Ibrahim and Wassef 2000, Singerman 2007). The feeling 

of uncertainty springs from this sense of “being stuck in a position of youth without possibilities of 

gaining the authority and status of adulthood” (Vigh 2006: 32), and from knowing that moving on is 

contingent upon a set of interrelated circumstances and openings that are tangled up in the general state 

of corruption, lack of rule of law and violation of basic human rights in Egypt (Schielke 2012a).89 It is 

this feeling of uncertainty that Salma talks about in the above quotation. However, from the day she 

started coming to Resala, she became “more at ease and at peace with herself.”  

                                                           
89 Diane Singerman describes these circumstances as a position of “waithood” as opposed to adulthood 

(Singerman 2007). “Years of adolescence and an ambivalent, liminal social status produces anxieties for both 

parents and their children” (Ibid.: 8). 
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In this chapter, I take a step back from the institutional framework of Resala and the volunteers’ 

practical experiences there. In order to understand what it is about Resala that makes it so appealing to 

the present generation of young middle-class Egyptians, I zoom in on the backgrounds and life worlds 

of the young volunteers. Combining theories on youth, age and generation with analytical perspectives 

on the relation between experiences of uncertainty and processes of subjectivity formation, the chapter 

addresses the young volunteers both as youth in transition to adulthood and as subjects growing up at a 

particular time and within a particular set of relations. Overall, I argue that as a result of their attempts 

to reconcile their sociocultural heritage with the demands of contemporary life, these young volunteers 

have a consciousness and worldview different from that of their parents. Hence, the reasons for the 

strong appeal of Resala among these young Egyptians are found partly in how the mission of Resala 

resonates with their worldview and partly in the promises and positive narrative offered to them 

through their voluntary work.  

In the first sections of the chapter, I introduce two young volunteers, Ahmed and Eman, whose stories 

illustrate the aspirations and anxieties of many young, middle-class Egyptians. Although life conditions 

have become more challenging for young Egyptians in the past decades, the circumstances are not 

unique for this particular cohort. Therefore it is relevant to explore why Resala’s young volunteers seem 

to act upon their experiences of insecurity differently to people older than them. I argue that by taking a 

closer look at the relation between their sociocultural heritage and their contemporary experiences and 

practices, we will find an important explanation as to why organizations like Resala appeared at this 

time in history and how they succeeded in mobilizing tens of thousands of young, middle-class 

Egyptians. Drawing on the concept of “regeneration” (Cole and Durham 2007b), I argue that the social 

engagement of the young Resala volunteers reflects a reorientation of the values, aims and ideals of 

their parents. While the previous generation favoured political stability as a prerequisite for realizing 

individual aims and aspirations of career and family life, practices of and statements by the young 

volunteers bear witness to a reorientation towards a broader social horizon and social engagement. 

Coming of age during the violent 80s and 90s, their parents feared all kinds of civic engagement and 

instead pinned their hopes to the promises of education. But seen through the lens of the young 

volunteers, this perspective did not have the same resonance. Their primary source of uncertainty was 

not terrorist attacks or police brutality but the risk of being stuck in a position of youth. Thus, as a result 
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of their reinterpretation of the source of uncertainty, one set of values, aims and ideals partly 

disintegrated while another one emerged.  

This however, only provides us with part of the answer; namely why the aims and values of their 

parents no longer appealed to the young volunteers. But what is it that made Resala so appealing to 

thousands of young, middle-class Egyptians? The third section of the chapter examines promises 

offered to the volunteers through their voluntary work. Building on my previous arguments about the 

prospects of God’s rewards in return for voluntary efforts, I argue that Resala promised meaning and a 

feeling of certainty in a situation where many young people felt insecure about their future. In the above 

quotation, Salma claims that she knows she is doing something good and because of her good deeds, 

God will relieve her from her worries and hardship. Altruism and self-interest merge in the concept of 

thawāb; by engaging in altruistic activities aimed at helping people in need, volunteers believe that they 

will be rewarded and blessed by God, securing them a better life on earth and a place in paradise. 

Because the concept of thawāb is closely connected to the idea of the afterlife and eternity, it might 

contribute to the sealing of the young people’s problems, putting their struggles and concerns about the 

future into another temporal perspective.  

However, eternity is an intangible entity, and for many, recognition by others as well as possibilities of 

advancing professionally and meeting their future spouse form part of why Resala is experienced as a 

meaningful place to be. Furthermore, attempts to make life more secure may actually exacerbate 

uncertainty or even direct attention towards new and more general uncertainties (cf. Jenkins et al. 2005, 

Whyte 2009) and questions, or foster curiosity and exploration (Dewey 1929) into other fields of 

personal improvement or civic engagement. In the final section, I direct attention to the ambiguous 

consequences of voluntary work and the fact that for most volunteers, engaging in Resala is something 

limited to a particular period of their lives.  

Young, middle-class lives 

Ahmed’s story  

When I first met Ahmed, he was 22 years old and had been volunteering in Resala for a couple of 

months. It was over the piles of second-hand clothes and shoes that he first told me his Resala story. 
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Ahmed learned about Resala through the television commercials. He was searching for something to 

do in his spare time while repeating the second year of his studies at the Faculty of Commerce at al-

Azhar University. Because he had not told his father about his exam failures, he had to leave the house 

every day in order for his father not to become suspicious. “I made a mistake that I wish I could take 

back. I did not tell them that I am repeating a year. But at the time there were many problems, so it 

would have been too much if I went and told them at home that I had failed the year.”  

In my conversations with Ahmed, he often talked about his problems at home and at college. Ahmed 

lived with his father, his 19-year-old sister and his 10-year-old brother in a small apartment in a lower-

class neighborhood in one of Cairo’s suburbs. His mother had died of cancer when he was in the first 

year of college. Problems at home started when his father took another wife while he was still married 

to Ahmed’s mother. This created a lot of tension between the parents, and although Ahmed was still a 

child, he felt that he had to stand by his mother. “My relationship with my father was not that good, 

and still we are not very close.” He describes himself as a good student who did well and worked hard 

in primary and secondary school. However, this changed when he started college. According to 

Ahmed, his problems stemmed partly from his mother’s death and the pain and sorrow this caused him 

and partly from his specialization in college. “All my ambitions and things that I like or want to do are 

really far away from commerce. I joined commerce just because my grades forced me into it. […] I was 

hoping to study language and translation.” Neither of Ahmed’s parents held college degrees. His father 

completed high school, while his mother had only a primary school education. Ahmed’s father wanted 

him to attend the al-Azhar education system90 because at that time a qualification from an al-Azhar 

school allowed students to enter any college they wanted. However, unfortunately the system changed, 

and Ahmed ended up in a field where he saw no future prospects for himself. This was a widespread 

complaint among Resala volunteers as well as other young Egyptians. Very few that I talked to had 

specialized in a field they found interesting. Young people like Ahmed, who came from less privileged 

backgrounds, rarely succeeded in entering prestigious fields such as engineering, medicine or 

                                                           
90 The Islamic al-Azhar system runs parallel with the public education system, and is supervised by the state. It 

consists of primary, preparatory and secondary stages, and graduates of secondary schools are automatically 

accepted into al-Azhar University. At all stages, students are taught both religious and non-religious subjects 

(Zeghal 1999). 
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pharmacy.91 Consequently, their chances of finding suitable and well-paid jobs after graduation were 

few, and many ended up in poorly paid and insecure jobs in the private or informal sector.  

It was obvious that Ahmed was concerned about his future, but he talked about it in a rather pragmatic 

way. While I was there, he found a job doing data entry for a private company. It was a monotonous, 

badly paid job and definitely not the kind of job he had dreamed of. “But I felt it’s easy and I would 

work there for a while. I cannot stop my life till I find the job I want.” Although he was still in college, 

Ahmed took the job because he needed the money, but more importantly, because he wanted to gain 

independence from his father. “I have been in school for a long time and need to prepare myself for 

work and life.” He worked hard, but at the same time he seemed to try to convince himself not to 

expect too much of life and instead “leave it to chance,” as he sometimes put it. However, the worries 

about the future were there just underneath, as was his secret dream of becoming a theater director, and 

he admitted to me that he tried not to think too much about it. “I do not like to have a moment for 

thinking.” Ahmed did not trust the system and did not even dare hope to achieve some of his dreams 

and goals. He knew that in order to get a good job, one had to have money and connections. Thus, 

despite being overqualified for the job at the private company, he decided to take it because he was 

desperate to start saving money, so he could begin his trajectory towards a life economically 

independent of his father. 

Eman’s story 

Eman shared with Ahmed the sense of failure when it came to education. Eman’s parents prioritized 

education, and they seemed to have planned their life according to the educational needs of their 

children. Since her early childhood, Eman had been moving back and forth between Egypt and Saudi 

Arabia, where her father worked as a pediatrician. She was born in Saudi Arabia, but when she reached 

school age, she moved back to Cairo with her mother and her two younger brothers, visiting their father 

once or twice each year. Her mother had a college degree but had never worked. In high school, Eman 

went to stay with her father in Saudi Arabia because her parents believed this would make it easier for 

her to get a high score in the exams, facilitating her entry into one of the more prestigious fields of 

                                                           
91 In order to enter such fields of studies, students must score extremely high in their final high school exams. Due 

to the shadow education system of private tutoring and foreign language schools, this is only possible if parents 

can afford hiring one of the expensive high-ranking tutors or if the student attends on of the prestigious private 

schools (Herrera 2010:132-133). 
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study. However, Eman did not seem to share her parents’ enthusiasm when it came to the importance 

of education: “I don’t really like education, but I was also not so bad. I was in the middle.” After 

having completed high school, Eman moved back with her mother and brothers in Cairo where she 

entered nursing school. She told me that she would have preferred psychology, but her marks did not 

allow for that.  

When I met Eman in January 2010, she was 24 years old and had been volunteering in Resala for 

approximately six years. She was introduced to the organization by one of her teachers during her first 

year at the nursing school, and soon she prioritized her engagement in Resala over most other activities 

in her life, even school: “When I was in the third year of college, I used to come every day, and 

eventually I failed a year. I used to ignore a full day of lectures in college and go to Resala.” Eman’s 

mother did not share Eman’s passion for Resala, and Eman often had to lie and pretend to be at 

college. However, when she failed a year, she realized that she had to limit her time in Resala to stay 

abreast at school. Thanks to family connections, she found a job in her own childhood kindergarten just 

after graduation, but she soon realized that she did not feel comfortable working as a teacher, and quit 

her job after only one year. At the time of our first conversation, this was one year ago and Eman had 

been volunteering in Resala since then, while also taking courses in English and human development at 

Resala in order to upgrade her qualifications for the job market. 

I met Eman during one of the aid campaigns. At first, I thought that she was new to the organization. 

She was quiet and would often follow the other volunteers without showing much initiative or engaging 

in face-to-face communication with recipients. Later, I realized that she had been in the organization 

for quite a while, although she only came to the Heliopolis branch a couple of months earlier. She 

started out with the advertising activities, but quickly realized that this was not where her competences 

were: “People just get the wrong idea about you, no matter how cultured you are.” Then she moved on 

to try the clothes sorting and exhibitions and the activities for the deaf and mute, and eventually she 

ended up volunteering in the aid department. During one of our first conversations, Eman told me that 

she had applied for a job in the aid and illiteracy department in Resala. Later, when I followed up on 

this, she said that she did not get it, but that she in fact preferred to remain a volunteer: “I wouldn’t like 

to be employed by Resala because there would be many restrictions, but I like being a volunteer.” 

Judging from her eyes and tone of voice, however, it seemed obvious that she would have liked to work 



133 
 

for Resala. But unlike Ahmed and most other male volunteers, for Eman income generating activities 

were not a condition for marriage and independence from her family. Although she did engage in 

activities aimed at upgrading her employment qualifications, she was uncertain whether she would 

succeed in finding a job before a suitor came along. On the other hand, she was afraid that this could 

take a while, because so far the marriage offers that had come in had not met with her parents’ 

approval.  

From ‘waiting’ to engaging 

Ahmed and Eman’s circumstances and future prospects mirror those of millions of young, educated 

Egyptians from the lower and middle strata of the middle class, often described as a “generation in 

waiting” (Dhillon and Yousef 2009, see also Singerman 2007). Ahmed and young men like him try, 

against all odds, to earn enough money to get married and establish a life independent of their families. 

But the general unemployment rate in Egypt is about 25 percent, and 80 percent of the unemployed is 

youth. Among those who do have a job, 69 percent have no formal contract, and thus no job security, 

and 49 percent are underemployed in temporary jobs (Herrera 2010: 128). Thus, Ahmed – like the vast 

majority of middle-class young men like him – has good reason to be worried about whether he will be 

able to earn enough money to pay for a wedding92 and, more importantly, secure his family 

economically on a long-term basis. This economic insecurity is the main reason for Ahmed’s feeling of 

uncertainty. 

Eman, too, is concerned about her future livelihood, but the source of her uncertainty is somewhat 

different. What she worries about is whether to invest in further education and training to enhance her 

chances of getting a job or to rest assured that she will soon meet the right suitor and get married. This 

dilemma very well mirrors the situation of many young educated women from the middle class in 

Egypt as well as elsewhere in the region (cf. Sparre 2008), and it was a common topic in my interviews 

and conversations with the young women. The problem was not that women did not have a say in 

when and whom to marry. Many actually wished to marry soon, but they knew too well that the 

competition for suitable marriage partners with enough capital to prepare the wedding and secure a 

                                                           
92 In fact, a recent study estimates that more than nine million people over 35 have never been married, primarily 

due to the cost of marriage (Singerman 2007: 7), and most men do not marry until their late twenties or thirties 

(Ibid.: 5).  
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family economically was fierce.93 Statistically, they could end up waiting several years before meeting 

someone who satisfied both their own and their family’s expectations (Singerman 2007), making it 

necessary for some of them to consider their own personal and career development.  

Before coming to Resala, Ahmed spent the time during which his father thought he was at college at 

one of the public libraries but, as he put it, he “wanted to do something useful and good that would 

benefit [him] whether in religious or social terms.” So one day, he decided to go to Resala to become a 

volunteer. He started doing basic clothes sorting but quickly became one of the responsible volunteers 

for the exhibitions. Later, he moved on to try out other activities as well, and when I met him, he was 

engaged in the external visits to orphanages, hospitals and senior homes as well as the provision of aid 

and micro-finance projects for the benefit of poor families in the suburbs of Cairo. Throughout the 

fieldwork months, I observed how Ahmed would constantly acquire new skills and how he was 

gradually entrusted with more and more responsibility by employees and more experienced volunteers. 

Resala had become an important part of his life, and Ahmed spent as much time as possible in the 

organization. This is how he described his personal development to me:  

I want to tell you that the best time in my life is now. Since I started coming to Resala, 

my life has changed. I did not used to be like this. I started to become a better person. I 

feel that I am better and that I have no problems. Even the problems at home; I feel that 

God is helping me out, because I am doing something good. I feel very happy. I can tell 

you that I used to be very scared of death, but I am not very afraid of death anymore. I 

feel that if I die now I will be happy and satisfied because I will meet God.  

Ahmed felt that his life had changed drastically since he first started volunteering in Resala less than 

two months earlier, and he saw himself as a better person because he was engaging in something 

meaningful, “doing something good.” Even though his problems at home and in college did not 

disappear, he felt much more at ease with himself because he felt that God would stand by him in this 

life and the afterlife. In this, he echoes not only the statement of Salma quoted in the introduction of the 

chapter, but also those of many other interlocutors.  

                                                           
93 In Egypt, marriage costs average eleven times annual household expenditure per capita (Singerman 2007:5), 

and in average a young middle-class man must work more than two years and save all his earnings in order to pay 

his share in the costs of marriage (Ibid.: 17-23). Usually, the groom pays 40 percent of the costs. The last 60 

percent is divided between the families of the groom and the bride, while the bride herself often do not have 

significant expenses related to the marriage (Ibid.: 14-15).  
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As discussed in Chapter Four and Chapter Five, a significant aspect of young people’s engagement in 

Resala was ethical self-formation and the understanding that  ‘doing good,’ i.e. volunteering with one’s 

time and effort for the benefit of people in need, was considered an important means towards becoming 

a (more) pious Muslim. Implying an idea of volunteering as a form of sacrificial exchange with God, 

Resala’s discourse on charity, volunteerism and giving supports this formative spiritual relationship 

between the individual and his/her God. However, the act of volunteering also influenced individual 

subjectivities towards more social or ‘collectivist’ dispositions insofar as their bodies and ideas were 

constantly shaped in relation to others. The practical and bodily experience of carrying out activities 

together engendered a feeling of community and belonging, and through their encounter with poor 

recipients volunteers acquired a new consciousness of their social responsibility towards fellow citizens. 

Underlying this was an organizational discourse about Egypt as an inclusive and united nation, a 

nation not divided by loyalties to the family or religious or ethnic communities. As such, engagement in 

Resala was a way of inventing oneself both as Muslim and as citizen. 

But why did such ideals appeal so strongly to these young people in the first place? What was it that 

made volunteering in a Muslim civil society organization like Resala so meaningful and relevant to 

young middle-class Egyptians like Ahmed and Eman? In answering such questions, it is necessary to 

take a closer look at the social and historical context in which contemporary young middle-class 

Egyptians live. More specifically, we need to trace changes in life conditions of Egypt’s urban middle 

class throughout the past decades, exploring the sociocultural heritage of the young volunteers and how 

their attempts to reconcile this heritage with the demands of contemporary life led to a hierarchy of 

values, aims and ideals that are different to their parents’ ones. 

Since the late 1970s life conditions for Egypt’s urban middle class have changed drastically, and with 

these changes came a shift in aims and ideals, including the value placed in education. In the following, 

I address specific contrasts and continuities between the young volunteers and their parents, discussing 

how an ideal of social responsibility and individual improvement has emerged at the expense of 

favoring political stability as a prerequisite for realizing individual hopes and aspirations of career and 

family life. I further suggest that these changes in orientation towards the future and quests for meaning 

offer part of the explanation as to why Resala has such an appeal among young, educated, middle-class 

Egyptians.  
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Regeneration of values, aims, and ideals 

Many of the volunteers’ parents hesitated when their son or daughter first asked permission to go to 

Resala. They explained to me that they did not want their children to spend time doing charity when 

they should be studying. Especially, they did not understand the voluntary part of it: why it was so 

important for the young people to spend hours of their spare time sorting clothes, visiting orphanages or 

distributing food, when they could just donate food or money to the local orphanage or the beggars in 

the street. This was how the parents themselves had lived up to the religious obligations of zakāt and 

ṣadaqa, and this was the practice they had passed on to their children. Some of them admitted to me 

that they were in fact very worried when their son or daughter first started going to Resala. Safa’s 

mother was one of them: “I don’t know why I was worried. Maybe it was because I didn’t know much 

about the whole thing. I know that it’s charity, but … ehm … (silence) … I don’t know… ehm … 

(silence) … It was something that I had never seen myself so I was kind of worried.”  This was as close 

as I came to a pronunciation of the parents’ fear on behalf of their children. Safa’s mother did not 

mention what she was afraid of or worried about, but her and other parents’ sudden silences told me 

that something important was at stake here; something of importance to how the young volunteers had 

been brought up and socialized. As mentioned in Chapter Two, throughout the fieldwork I had great 

difficulty getting access to the volunteers’ parents, and it seemed to me that many of them were 

suspicious of my motives and background. Some volunteers told me that their parents were too busy 

with work or household matters. Others told me that they could not ask their parents for an interview, 

because the parents were not aware of them going to Resala. One day, towards the end of my 

fieldwork, Ahmed said he had finally told his father about Resala. I asked him if I could meet his father 

for an interview, and hesitantly, he promised to ask him. At first, the father agreed and we arranged the 

date and time. But half an hour before the interview, Ahmed called me and cancelled the appointment, 

telling me that his father had to go to work. I tried to arrange for another meeting, but Ahmed acted 

very evasively. 

As time passed, I became more and more puzzled as to why most parents were so dismissive and 

suspicious, while their children, the young volunteers in Resala, almost without exception, acted 

warmly and openheartedly towards me. An Egyptian friend of mine, herself in her mid-twenties, 

directed my attention towards a possible explanation. “The 90s were part of how we were brought up,” 
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she said, explaining how she recalled the fear and concern in her mother’s face when they heard about 

new explosions and attacks by Islamist groups, and how her mother later tried to prevent her older 

brother from attending religious meetings and lectures. “Our parents’ generation is very suspicious,” 

she concluded. This hint proved useful when I later started to explore the impact of the parents’ 

youthful experiences on their aims, ideals and values.  

Notwithstanding their initial caution, most parents became much more positive towards their children’s 

voluntary work once they learned more about Resala and its activities. Eman’s mother’s opinion 

changed when she realized how much Resala meant to her daughter: “I used to feel that there are 

definitely more important things than Resala. But as the days passed, my opinion started to change. I 

saw how energetic she was about it, and how happy she was with what she was doing there. So I 

became convinced.” Safa’s mother even started encouraging Safa to spend more time in Resala, and 

she participated a few times herself. Now, she was full of admiration for the young people involved in 

such activities:  

As for these youth, they are driven by things that are so much deeper than what used to 

drive us, to be completely honest. When we were young, you could say that we were 

somehow superficial. We were more attracted to the looks of things. People would call 

this [young] generation trivial and up to no good, but honestly they are not at all. You 

feel that they have a deep vision, even if they themselves are not aware of it. You will 

find them looking for feelings and sentiments that are no longer common nowadays.  

Safa’s mother points towards a change in young people’s sentiments and ambitions from her 

generation to the next. She says that young people nowadays have “a deep vision” and “feelings 

and sentiments” not commonly found among the members of her generation, indicating that it is 

something valuable from the past that she thought had been lost. This “vision” or ideal of the 

young, as I prefer to call it, are what Resala taps into and nurtures through its discourse and 

activities. In order to explain where it originates, it is necessary to understand continuities as well 

as contrasts between the values, aims and ideals of the contemporary youth and their parents. In 

other words, we need to study the practices and statements of the young volunteers not only in 

their present-day context but as manifestations of a particular historical and social location. As 
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such, we must inquire into how they experience and navigate their sociocultural heritage and 

intergenerational relations with their parents.  

‘Fresh contact’ is every new generation’s encounter with and reformulation of the cultural 

material passed down from previous generations. The concept was introduced by Mannheim 

(1964) and builds on an understanding of a generation as a cohort or age group. According to 

Mannheim, individuals who belong to the same generation share a “common location in the 

social and historical processes,” which means that they are somehow “predisposed” for “a certain 

mode of thought and experience, and a characteristic type of historical relevant action” (Ibid: 

291), provided that they are born within the same historical and cultural region (Ibid.: 303). This 

mode of thought and experience takes form primarily in the formative years of the youth.94 

Around this age, they “come into contact anew” (Ibid.: 293) and start reformulating, directly and 

indirectly, what their parents have taught them through the lens of their contemporary 

experiences. The concept ‘regeneration’ suggested by Cole and Durham (2007b) builds on this 

understanding, but at the same time extends the meaning by emphasizing the “relational nature 

of youth,” i.e. how experiences always “take shape by changing relationships” with seniors and 

juniors (Ibid:18). It is only through dialogue with members of the other generations that 

continuities and contrasts stand out, and the sources of these continuities and contrasts tend to 

reflect larger political and historical dynamics in society (cf. Whyte et al. 2009: 4). By focusing on 

the intergenerational dialogue between the young volunteers and their parents, I learned how the 

subjectivities of the young were shaped, not only through their recent or contemporary 

experiences, but also through their attempts to reconcile their sociocultural heritage with the 

demands of contemporary life. 

In my conversations with Eman’s and Safa’s mothers, two topics in particular seemed to be the 

source of their concerns and worries: educational failure and the risks of political activism. In 

order to understand exactly what was at stake and how these sentiments influenced how the 

volunteers’ parents brought up their children and introduced them to the world, we must inquire 

                                                           
94 According to Mannheim, the formative years begin around the age of 17, which is the age when people start 

“really questioning and reflecting on things” (Mannheim 1964: 300). 
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into the political circumstances and livelihood conditions during the formative years of these 

parents.  

Ahmed’s father and Eman’s and Safa’s mothers, like most other parents of the volunteers, had their 

formative years in the period from the late 1970s and to the late 1980s. As touched upon in Chapter 

Three, this was a period characterized by unusually high economic growth and inflation, work 

migration to the oil-rich Gulf countries and the introduction of foreign consumer goods to the Egyptian 

middle class. The effects of President Sadat’s open door policy and the migration of Egyptian workers 

to the Gulf countries were strongly felt in Egyptian society. These circumstances increased 

opportunities for wealth enhancement for some, while for others it raised prices faster than wages, thus 

contributing to deterioration of their living standards. Throughout the 80s, the unemployment rate 

increased drastically, and especially for the lower strata of the middle classes making ends meet 

gradually became harder (Osman 2011: 133-134). However, ambition did not cease to increase (Amin 

2011:72), and many took additional jobs in the hope of climbing the social ladder. In the following 

interview excerpt, Eman’s mother compares family life during her childhood and youth with the 

circumstances under which she herself raised her children:  

Back then, the father used to be an employee who finished work and came back home at 

2pm. He used to spend time with his children from 2pm until the next day. So 

throughout all this time he was present in his children’s lives. It did not matter if he was 

an employee or a merchant. The father was always present in his children’s lives. 

Nowadays, if he is abroad then he is never there so he is not in their lives, except during 

vacations. Fathers not working abroad are always at work, doing overtime and maybe 

other jobs, and by the time they come home they have to sleep to be able to wake up the 

next day and on goes the whirlpool. So throughout all this, the children’s upbringing has 

become the responsibility of the mother. And it is impossible for the mother to be able to 

do it all alone. 

Eman’s mother describes what she sees as an increased struggle and hardship for the middle-class 

family. In order to keep up with daily expenses and pay for their children’s private tutoring (especially 

before the critical high school exams), her husband had emigrated to Saudi Arabia, where the salary of 

a pediatrician was a lot higher. For several years, Eman’s mother had to raise the children on her own 

in Egypt. But in fact, Eman’s mother considered their situation to be more privileged than the average 
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middle-class family. “In our case, maybe it is because we went abroad for a while so we could still 

sustain our standard like it was long ago. But for the general people, maybe three quarters of all people 

have been greatly affected.” Largely, unemployment, inflation and rising prices of basic necessities 

contributed to a sharp deterioration in the living standards of middle-class families despite their higher 

ambitions (Rutherford 2013, Amin 2011). 

The 1970s and 1980s was a period with no grand political narratives or ambitions, in strong contrast to 

the preceding decades under President Nasser which, until Egypt’s military defeat by Israel in 1967, 

was dominated by sentiments of equality, belonging and hope in the nation (Amin 2011: 31-33). Egypt 

had recently gained complete independence from the British colonial and post-colonial powers, and 

was becoming a strong advocate for a pan-Arab union and a strengthened Arab region. In public 

discourse, youth were talked about as the hope of the country (El Shakry and Moors 2004). Seeing 

young people as the main drivers – and targets – of his nationalization project, Nasser secured access to 

free education for all Egyptians and guaranteed university and college graduates jobs in the expanding 

state bureaucracy (Wickham 2002: 24-27). But later, during the era of Sadat in the 1970s and beginning 

of the 1980s – the formative years of the volunteers’ parents – patriotic fervor started to crumble. “By 

bidding Nasser farewell, the Egyptian people were really also bidding farewell to a period full of great 

hopes that had gone unfulfilled, and were shedding tears for what had befallen a nation in which they 

now felt themselves to be strangers,” as historian economist Galal Amin (2011: 138) poetically 

formulates it. It was also during the era of Sadat that perceptions of the youth changed from a focus on 

young people as the nation’s hope to them being the country’s problem and burden (Singerman 2007, 

Swedenburg 2007). Thus, the experience of economic hardship in combination with a deteriorating and 

increasingly corrupt and ineffective state apparatus fostered a general fear of the future (Amin 2011: 42) 

as well as feelings of alienation from the nation (Ibid.: 96-97).  

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s many of the police state mechanisms from the time of Nasser 

persisted, and political dissidents from both the secular and Islamic camps were regularly detained 

(Rutherford 2013). In 1981, Sadat was assassinated by a militant Islamist, and Mubarak initiated a 

widespread crackdown on, and suspicion campaign against, all possible oppositional activists, 

including those in civil society. This continued throughout the 1990s, until the militant wing of the 

Islamist movement had been more or less paralyzed (Zubaida 2001). Naturally, these dramatic events 
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influenced the subjectivities and consciousness of contemporary Egyptians, in particular those who 

were in the process of making sense of the world around them – the young people, or the parents of the 

contemporary youth. Below, Egyptian anthropologist Sherine Hafez describes the change in the general 

mood of the population during the years after the assassination of Sadat: 

The assassination of several dignitaries seen on television appalled Egyptian viewers to 

varying degrees. Many who had noted the surge in extremist Islamist groups began 

seeing anything to do with Islamism as a threat. Both militant and nonmilitant Islamists, 

such as members of the Brotherhood, were hunted down and imprisoned. This dramatic 

turn of events and the historical trauma it caused Egyptian society turned away many 

from any sort of Islamic gathering or organization, regarding them with suspicion or 

even fear (Hafez 2011: 71-72). 

According to Hafez, the assassination of Sadat can be conceptualized as a “historical trauma” affecting 

the consciousness and subjectivities of the general population in a way that made many regard all kinds 

of Muslim organizations with suspicion or fear. We can assume that most of the volunteers’ parents 

grew up with an increasing distrust of the state and political authority, yet with a fear of engaging in 

anything related to the political field, resulting from the terrorist attacks of the militant Islamist groups 

as well the regime’s harsh treatment of all political dissidents. For this reason, many parents feared that 

their children would be recruited by one of the Islamist groups. As explained by Hussam Tammam, the 

now late Egyptian writer and analyst of Islamist movements and political Islam: “The parents who are 

now in their 40s or 50s were in their youth during this period [the 1980s and 1990s], so they still think 

through this experience. They are afraid for their children and concerned about their safety.”95 

Similarly, an Egyptian friend of mine, himself an adolescent in the late 1980s and early 1990s, 

explained to me how his parents used to warn him and his brothers against “growing beards” and 

“talking in public with Islamists and jihadists” from the local mosque.96  

Thus, as a result of their early experiences, this generation of parents came to favor political stability 

over political influence and change, equating stability with security and making it a prerequisite for 

realizing individual hopes and aspirations. Their way of trying to take control and deal with the 

uncertainty of the political situation and the insecurity of their future livelihoods was to keep silent and 

                                                           
95 Personal conversation, May 2010. 
96 Personal conversation, June 2012. 
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concentrate on their education, work and close family. Despite the gradual dismantling and 

undermining of the Egyptian welfare system as they knew it, in particular the educational system, they 

still hung on to their middle-class dream, namely the promise that education would lift the social and 

economic standard of the family and prepare the children for middle-class professions.97 A university 

degree would lead to employment, in turn facilitating marriage and the establishment of a family. This 

doctrine was whispered into their ears by their own parents or relatives old enough to have experienced 

Egypt under Nasser. It gained power during Nasser’s era and the early days of Sadat, when upward 

mobility was possible because of the high economic growth. From the 1980s onwards, the quality of 

public education started to deteriorate due to lack of funding, corruption and the emergence of private 

tutoring and foreign language schools and universities (Herrera 2010: 132-133, Amin 2011: 36). Yet the 

generation of the volunteers’ parents continued to hang on to the belief in education although many of 

them must have experienced increasing obstacles and hardship as unemployment increased and 

corruption in the job market widened.  

Hence the young volunteers had been brought up with their parents’ fear and distrust of both state and 

civil society, expressed in their understanding of political stability as a necessary precondition for a 

secure future. These parents urged their children to stay at home and concentrate on their studies and 

family in order to build up a comfortable and secure future. They feared that by “wasting their time 

doing useless things,” their children would fall behind in the educational race and lose their middle-

class status. Although many parents were gradually won over, both by how much Resala meant to their 

children and by its provision of much needed services, their fears of political activism and downward 

mobility weighed heavily. One can read between the lines that this is the kind of perspective that Omar 

encountered when discussing his involvement in Resala with his parents:  

My father and mother want me to be a good person really, but they are a bit afraid of 

the whole Resala thing because it might distract me. But in fact it encourages me to 

work more and more, because when I do something and I see happiness in the eyes of 

somebody, I think that what I am doing is actually good. So, may God help me, I just 

feel worried when they are not happy, but now they are more OK [with it] because I am 

studying well. 

                                                           
97 For generations, formal education in Egypt has been associated with social status and thought of as the most 

powerful change agent (Ibrahim and Wassef 2000: 167). 
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Omar’s parents were afraid that Resala would distract him from what they saw as his primary task, 

namely to complete his college degree and find a decent job. But for Omar and many of the other 

volunteers, their formal education was not what they built their hopes and dreams upon. They knew 

that their achievement in college or university would not determine whether they succeeded in finding a 

well-paid job and saving up for marriage. Corruption had for decades been “institutionalized” in 

Egyptian society (Amin 2011: 38) to the extent that nothing was possible without a minimum of 

connections, or wasta (Schielke 2012a).  Eman, for example, owed her first employment to family 

connections in the local kindergarten.  

Hence, in the case of these young Egyptians, the development doctrine about formal educational 

achievements as a means of upward social mobility had lost much credibility, because they were well 

aware of the reality that awaited them after college. None of the promises of education could be 

fulfilled, and the system seemed meaningless. This sentiment influenced the experiences of Ahmed, 

Eman and many of the young volunteers, especially those of the lower and middle strata of the middle 

class, who had no access to private educational institutions and whose families had none of the 

necessary connections. Many volunteers “just wanted to get college over with,” as 27-year-old Rania 

said when I asked her about her college experience. Thus, the ideal of the educational development 

doctrine was gradually undermined, and the space carved out for another one to emerge.  

In addition, the young generation had never experienced anything but Mubarak’s ‘stability’ politics. 

“When we opened our eyes, Mubarak was there,” Marwa explained, referring to the lack of change in 

Egyptian government. Most of them are too young to remember anything but their parents’ stories 

about the terrorist attacks of the early 1990s and the state crackdown on the militant Islamists. 

Everywhere they looked they saw inequality, corruption and social suffering. Yet, with the exception of 

a small minority among the young people in Egypt, oppositional political activism through membership 

of either the Muslim Brotherhood or any secular political group or party was not an option. It was 

simply considered too risky. In that respect, there is continuity between the dispositions and 

consciousness of the young and their parents. Politics was considered dangerous and not worth the risk 

– at least until 25 January 2011.  

Thus, while many among the parents’ generation saw political stability as a condition for realizing 

individual aspirations, the young people’s understanding of the political and socioeconomic 
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circumstances of their time bears witness to a regeneration of the values, aims, ideals passed down by 

their parents. Inquiring into this intergenerational dialogue we sense a reorientation of hopes and 

aspirations – the emergence of a new hierarchy of values, aims and values. This reorientation from one 

generation to the next has its seeds in the young volunteers’ specific historical location and their 

attempts to reconcile their sociocultural heritage with the demands of contemporary life. But it was 

further nurtured in Resala. Here, young people were introduced to ambitious ideals and visions for the 

individual and the society, and they encountered and learned about poverty and suffering in Egypt. “It 

taught me a lot about how to deal with life. It is like a whole new and different kind of school,” Rania 

explained when I asked her what Resala had given to her. To be sure, these young people wished to 

marry and have children, but due to decades of rising youth unemployment as well as food and housing 

prices, they were aware of the obstacles they would meet. For the young, political stability was a 

continuation of the hopelessness, inequality, injustice and insecurity that they had witnessed and 

experienced all their lives. Stability, as they knew it, was therefore one of their primary fears. Thus, a 

regeneration of the values, aims and ideals of their parents, together with their experiences in Resala, 

shaped their subjectivities in ways that set the scene for a dominant ideal of social responsibility and 

individual improvement and led to a stronger consciousness of their role as Muslim Egyptian citizens.  

Furthermore, Resala and the narrative of good deeds and God’s rewards offered a different equation 

and another temporal horizon. In other words, it provided the young people with answers to questions 

that, in the context of their struggle to reconcile their sociocultural heritage with the demands of 

contemporary life, they had been asking for a while. They wanted to know how they as the ‘problem’ 

youth could influence their society to move beyond the seemingly endless stage of stagnation. The 

popularity of organizations like Resala showed that the ideal of social responsibility and individual 

improvement, formulated within another temporal framework, had become meaningful and desirable 

and was gaining ground among large segments of the young generation. Below I take a deeper look into 

the logic of this ideal, what kind of alternative it represents and what it means to the young people.   
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Resala – meaning and trust in an insecure world 

This amazing youth! May God accept deeds from every one [of you]. You will go to 

paradise as a result of these roofs. […] This small honoring [ceremony] is just a preparation 

for a greater and deeper honoring, and God will build us houses in paradise as a result of 

the houses we built for people in this life. He will grant us a roof in paradise as a result of 

the roofs we built in this life. We will drink from the water in paradise as a result of the 

water we have conducted in this life.98 Enjoy this good news: You are at the beginning of a 

road that ends in paradise, inshaʿAllah.99  

As outlined in Chapter Four, one of the important elements in shaping volunteers’ subjectivities is a 

discourse on charity, volunteerism and giving, presented to the volunteers by the leadership and in the 

organizational material. According to this discourse, charity and volunteerism are closely linked with 

the importance of belief, adherence and the Islamic tradition, and Resala is seen as a place and moral 

community of givers who are ready to sacrifice their time, first of all for the sake of God and secondly 

for the benefit of poor fellow citizens. The message to the volunteers is that their voluntary work may 

contribute to changing the lives of many unfortunate people in Egyptian society, but those benefiting 

the most from their efforts are in fact the volunteers themselves. By volunteering, the young people 

make a sacrifice to God, in turn receiving his rewards, or thawāb.  

For most Muslims, the notion of thawāb is associated primarily with the afterlife, determining whether 

a person will enter heaven or hell, but rewards during life on earth are included in the meaning of the 

term. If someone has more points of reward (hasanāt) than points of punishment (sayyiʿāt), he or she 

will enter heaven. When talking about Resala and the volunteers, AbdelAzeem often referred to this 

“account.”100 The quotation above is a passage from one of his speeches. The occasion of this speech 

was a celebration and honoring of all the volunteers who participated in the Aswan caravan previously 

described. AbdelAzeem also mentioned various kinds of rewards and blessings that a person could 

receive during life on earth or in the afterlife. One of the stories that he often told the volunteers was 

                                                           
98 He is referring to the construction and repairing of tin roofs and water canal digging that volunteers did for poor 

people, as described in Chapter Two.  
99 Public speech by AbdelAzeem, founder and chairman of Resala (15 March 2010) 
100 For a discussion of the recent decade’s increased concern among Muslim Egyptians about “maximizing 

reward” and the similarities between this revivalist logic of reward and the capitalist logic of reward, see Schielke 

(2012a).  
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that of the young college student. This young woman hated her life and was sure that she would never 

find happiness. But when she came to Resala, everything changed; she became happy because she was 

needed and valued by others, and by seeing the extent of suffering she also came to appreciate all the 

good things in her life. Eman emphasized exactly this aspect. Comparing her life with the lives of the 

poor people she saw, she said that she learned how to appreciate and be grateful for what she had: “I 

learned from Resala to thank God for everything – my food and drink, my house and my family.” She 

learned to “love charity,” and she came to see herself as engaging in something truly meaningful 

because what she did, she did for the sake of God. The same applied to Ahmed, who also described his 

transformation as a direct result of his experiences in Resala. He felt that God was helping him out by 

making him happy and confident because he was “doing something good.”  

What Salma, Eman, Ahmed and most other volunteers in Resala longed for was meaning – a narrative 

that would make sense seen through the lens of their contemporary experiences. Resala and the 

arguments about good deeds and God’s rewards offered such a narrative. Ahmed did not grow up in a 

particularly religious home. Most of his knowledge about religion came from school and university. But 

AbdelAzeem’s words and the motivational speeches of the team leaders had some kind of resonance 

with him. This was also the case with Eman. She, too, described her involvement in Resala in terms of 

a religious awakening, although she was raised in a more religious home than Ahmed. Thus, Resala 

provided the young people with a much needed positive narrative of how they could “plot paths 

through the chaos and flow of life’s uncertainties” (Jenkins et al. 2005:14), and in accordance with the 

promises of this narrative, they all experienced greater clarity and happiness. As such, for these young 

people Resala was also a way to manage the many sources of uncertainty and contingencies upon 

which their life trajectories and possible success depended.  

By engaging in social service activities for the benefit of the poor, volunteers wished to contribute to a 

more secure and comfortable life for some of Egypt’s underprivileged people, but  by doing good deeds 

they also pinned their hopes on God’s rewards and thus their own fortune in this life or the next. In this 

way altruism and self-interest merged, something that is particularly clear in the interview with 22-year-

old Hassan below. 
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Sara: what kinds of rewards [thawāb] are you hoping for? 

Hassan: Instead of wasting time, for example going to the club, I come here and do 

something good, for which I will get thawāb. The experience I get here actually benefits 

me as I grow older and have to work and get a career, because I have gained a lot of 

experience that will benefit me in my professional life, for example teamwork, dealing 

with all kinds of people, all this will benefit me in my job. At the same time, I know that 

since I am sacrificing some of my time to do good things, God is going to reward me by 

putting me in the right place, suitable for me, and I will find things easing up towards a 

good outcome.   

Sara: So do you believe that the experience you get here is also a kind of reward? 

Hassan: Certainly. I get a lot of real-life experience that other people don’t get, through 

my experience here. For example, now in the marketing and advertising committee we 

go and market the concept of charity to companies. For example, I was going to a 

meeting with a company, a construction and architecture firm, and when I talked to the 

people there, I discovered that I know a lot, in spite of them being really professional 

and advanced in their careers. I know a lot about teamwork –synergy and working 

together as a team – more than maybe some of them did. This is from the practical 

experience I got in Resala. It benefits me in my real life, and it is sort of a reward from 

God; he is making me learn things and making me really ahead when it comes to what 

it takes to get a real job. 

Sara: So what kinds of rewards are you hoping for?  

Hassan: I hope that when I graduate I will find a job and a very good place, even if it is 

not my dad’s company. Yes, I am privileged to have my dad’s company, but if I find a 

better opportunity, I’m certainly going to take it. I expect God to give me what is best 

for me. If I get married, I expect to get married to a person who will be good to me the 

same way as I’m good to people here. And of course, after all I wish to go to heaven.  

Hassan expected that in return for “sacrificing some of my time to do good things, God is going to 

reward me by putting me in the right place.” With this he referred to his future life, such as career and 

marriage, but also to an afterlife in heaven. Indirectly, Hassan was talking about his ‘account’ with God 

and the points of reward that he had received and would receive as a result of his good deeds. This 

calculation, however, was intertwined with another – more profane – calculation in which Hassan 
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considered his practical, everyday experiences, for example with teamwork and communication in 

Resala as relevant competences from the perspective of a future employer. The religious discourse 

presented to the volunteers is based on a promise of a better life on earth as well as a place in paradise 

for those who come to Resala with the pure intentions [niwāyā] of helping others as a way of 

worshipping God. But the question is how far this conviction can be stretched, and what other aims 

and ideals influence the practices and decisions of the young volunteers. Below I discuss ideas and 

implications of the relationship between ‘doing good’ and being rewarded, inquiring further into the 

different logics and temporalities of, on the one hand, the prospect of entering paradise and on the 

other, rewards and satisfaction here and now or in the near future. 

In Chapter Four, I quoted Safa saying that the difference between young people in Resala and young 

college students more generally is that in Resala everyone has the intention “to give and only give” and 

not to “socialize” or “show off their clothes.” Similarly, when asking volunteers directly about their 

reasons and motivations for coming to Resala and engaging in the activities, I was always met by 

variants of the same answer: “I want to come closer to God” or “I want to do something for the sake of 

God and earn hasanāt [points of reward].” There is no reason to question the sincerity of the young 

people’s commitment to this aim and ideal, but as Schielke (2009a) rightly observes, “there are always 

different parallel aims of being a good human being and different moral aims between which one must 

choose” (Ibid.: 164). It is therefore likely that the powerful narrative about good deeds and God’s 

rewards often veils other important considerations and practices, some more conscious than others. In 

addition, there are different temporalities at play. Anthropologist Mathijs Pelkmans (2013) suggests a 

dynamic and relational approach to the study of belief. According to him, doubt and belief “should not 

be seen as opposites, but rather as co-constitutive parts” (Ibid.: 4), and we should “pay attention to the 

temporal dimensions, and explore how hope, belief, doubt, and disillusionment may over time feed into 

and give way to each other” (Ibid.: 5). To put it differently, we must inquire into the temporalities of 

belief and certainty. When and under what circumstances do volunteers experience moments of belief 

and certainty? 

Perhaps volunteers are only fully convinced of the ‘righteousness’ or ‘piousness’ of their conduct for 

short moments – possibly when engaging in the actual act of giving. These moments of conviction 

could be in the actual encounter with recipients, when poor people react to their efforts with happiness 



149 
 

and gratitude, as was the case in the aid distribution trip described in Chapter Five. On one occasion, 

Eman described to me a particular moment when she was certain that her intentions were right. 

Together with another volunteer, she was responsible for helping two poor young women prepare for 

their wedding, providing them with clothes and basic furniture for their bedrooms. On the day before 

the wedding they encountered many practical obstacles, and Eman realized that she would not be able 

to return home until late in the evening. But despite her curfew she decided not to involve her parents, 

because she was certain that what she was doing was the right thing:    

That day my parents expected me home around five in the afternoon, but it was already 

11.30pm and I wasn’t home yet. My brother texted me saying: “Come back quick because 

the house is on fire with agitation! Mom and Dad are going to kill you!” But I accepted the 

consequences, because I knew for certain that my intents were completely for God, and 

that I went with those people without wanting anything in return. I was going only for their 

sake, well, for God’s sake really. 

According to Eman, in that very moment she was convinced that she was doing the right thing, and she 

was certain that God would reward her for her efforts despite having gone against her parents’ orders. 

But the question is how far this religious experience of certainty can be stretched. When are belief and 

certainty in the foreground, and what are the moments when other aims and ideals become more 

meaningful?  

As laid out in the first part of the chapter, employment and marriage were among the greatest concerns 

and sources of uncertainty for young middle-class Egyptians like the ones in Resala. For some 

volunteers, Resala came to be seen as a possible solution to either one of these concerns, although this 

was not something that anyone talked explicitly about. All Resala branches had a number of 

employees, such as accountants, activity coordinators, guards, nannies and drivers, responsible for the 

basic running of the organization. Of these, the activity coordinator position was seen as an especially 

attractive job among some of the volunteers. Eman applied for one such position in the aid and 

illiteracy department. With the salary being at the lower end, comparable to that of a lower-rank clerk 

in the public sector,101 jobs like this attracted primarily women from the lower or middle strata of the 

                                                           
101 The monthly salary was around 500 Egyptian pounds (approximately 90 USD) in 2010. 
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middle class, insofar as they – unlike the young men – did not have to worry about earning enough to 

feed a whole family. Within this segment, a job in Resala was seen as both meaningful and respectable.  

Apart from job opportunities, Resala also provided a space where young men and women could meet. 

Again, this was never talked about as a legitimate reason for joining Resala; in fact, people would often 

deny it. However, from what I observed and overheard, engagement and marriage between participants 

in Resala, whether volunteers or employees, happened at least on a monthly basis in the Heliopolis 

branch.102 “We know everyone from Resala. It even looks like we’re going to marry from Resala,” 

Omar noted during one of our conversations about the social aspect of volunteering, and he continued: 

We are talking about somebody who you are going to spend your whole life with. You 

need somebody to love you and to be there when you need her, so I am not going to get 

married to just anybody. It has to be a specific person. It’s a matter of love, not marriage. 

She has to be somebody who can raise my kids. I’m searching for a mother for my kids 

rather than a wife for myself. I do not want a woman who would mess up my kids. At the 

English course that I’m attending, there are three mothers who attend this expensive 

English course at the British Council in order to teach their kids English. Some of them 

actually go to Goethe in order to teach their kids German, too.  I want someone who can 

raise a generation. I know I will find her here, not outside. 

In the above quotation, various aims and ideals of love and marriage are at play. Omar started out by 

emphasizing that he wanted to find somebody whom he would love and who would love him back, but 

ended up stressing the woman’s role and qualities as a mother, capable of “raising a generation,” rather 

than her role as his spouse and lover. Nonetheless, what is important for our discussion here is that 

Resala was considered by the young volunteers to be a respectable place inhabited by pious people who 

adhered to certain religious and moral ideals. As such, volunteers felt that they were among like-

minded people and, as Omar concluded, it would make sense to find his future spouse within the 

Resala community. 

Finally, for many of the volunteers Resala provided a space away from the expectations and problems 

in the family as well as the experience of failure in the educational system. The more they involved 

themselves in the tasks and activities, the more they were integrated into the inner circles of the 

                                                           
102 Often volunteers or employees would make small posters announcing the engagement or wedding and 

congratulating the couple.  
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organization, where they were acknowledged for their skills and effort. Ahmed started out sorting 

second-hand clothes and shoes and ended up being one of the responsible volunteers in several of the 

activities, assisting the managing employee with administrative and coordinative tasks. I noticed how 

much he enjoyed being the one introducing newcomers to the work, sharing his knowledge and 

experience. From my conversations with Eman, it was clear to me that she, too, appreciated the 

acknowledgement from her peers: “They used to call me The Star of Campaigns from how passionate I 

was.” Thus, rewards in the form of recognition and independence were perhaps an unexpected 

outcome for many volunteers, but it seemed to contribute greatly to their feelings of worth and hope in 

the future.  

Thus, although the comforting promises stemming from the narrative about good deeds and God’s 

rewards do have a significant influence on how the volunteers ascribe meaning to their actions and 

provide them with a basis of trust and perhaps glimpses of certainty, when it comes to practice and 

everyday life, rewards and satisfaction here and now as well as possibilities that spring from these are 

equally important. This is so because in practice, the promise of piety is troubling. “[I]t excludes the 

possibility of discussing its success” (Schielke 2009: 178), first of all, since “in practice a large part of the 

promise is based on its being unfulfilled […] because only as an aim and an ideal [it] can have the 

perfection it demands and promises” (Ibid.: 181), and secondly, since the real reward is always in the 

future – in the afterlife and not in this life on earth.  

Ambiguities and possibilities – different trajectories  

Attempts to control uncertainty and make life more secure may actually exacerbate uncertainty or even 

direct attention towards new and more general uncertainties (cf. Jenkins et al. 2005, Whyte 2009), 

because, as formulated by Dewey (1929), uncertainty often fosters new curiosity and exploration. For 

some volunteers, their experiences in Resala, including the ideals presented to them, opened the way 

for new uncertainties, but on a larger, societal level. Questions like “Is there a longer-term solution to 

all the suffering?” or “Where is Egypt as a nation heading?” became increasingly insistent for many of 

the young people. Safa, introduced in Chapter Five, was one of them. Like Ahmed, Eman and many of 

the other young volunteers presented so far, she spent most of her spare time in Resala and quickly 

earned responsibility and recognition. But the more she saw and learned, the more she doubted whether 

their efforts were having any real and lasting effect on the lives of the recipients and the development of 
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the poor communities. She was critical towards the idea of giving as short-term relief, and in her 

opinion the management made the volunteers think too much of themselves and their effort. Thus, 

despite her many positive experiences with the work in Resala, she voiced a serious critique of the 

organization: 

At first it looks amazing. There are a lot of youths giving for nothing in return, exerting 

a lot of effort, working till late at night, traveling and all that. But there is something 

there … Dr. Sherif AbdelAzeem is anesthetizing the youth here. He makes them feel 

like they have accomplished so much when we still need a lot of things in order to have 

achieved anything. […] For example, one of my friends told me: ‘I feel that I am some 

hero who has dragged people out of poverty.’ How can one feel like Superman who 

drags people out of poverty, when all he does is to give them a parcel that achieves 

absolutely nothing?!     

Safa wanted to find longer-term and structural solutions to the poverty and suffering she encountered, 

and increasingly this aim made her doubt whether she and other volunteers were really worthy of 

God’s rewards, when all they did was “to give them [the poor] a parcel that achieved absolutely 

nothing.” Safa questioned the amount of money spent on the volunteers in Resala. She did not 

understand why large amounts of money had to be spent on transport and accommodation in order to 

make caravans for volunteers as far away as Aswan or Siwa. Instead, she wanted Resala to allocate 

more money to projects securing life-long earnings for the poor recipients and thus contribute to the 

development of the local communities. This was in 2010. When I returned to Resala in December 

2011, Safa was no longer there. I called her and asked her why she left Resala. This is what she said: 

You can say that I got bored or I felt that I was not in the right place. I was not having 

the effect that I expected. In my opinion, Resala made many people lazy, and it turned 

them into beggars who don’t want to work and just wait for temporary aid. Resala has a 

lot of money, but it is not well used. Funds are not employed in the right place. In 

Resala, they have to reorganize and think of new activities that will raise the standard of 

living of the poor families instead of just giving them some aid that has no noticeable 

effect. Another reason is that Resala had many volunteers, many young people and 

teenagers who had the motivation to reform society and make it better and benefit their 

country, but they didn’t notice any results, or maybe they found other fields of charity or 

other work through which they thought they could do more good for the country. I 
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think that the people in charge must work on new plans and new ideas in order to have 

a deeper, more lasting effect on society.    

Safa became disillusioned as to what effect Resala and the volunteers could have on Egyptian society, 

in particular the poor communities. She told the management about her concerns, but, as she put it 

herself, few of them shared her vision. So she left – and so did a few other volunteers who saw other 

opportunities for contributing to longer-term changes in Egypt. The most important factor triggering 

this was the 2011 Egyptian uprising, which is where the following chapter takes its point of departure.  

The number of volunteers leaving Resala for this reason, however, was limited. For many of the 

volunteers leaving the organization, other factors were at play. Eman, for example, started to scale 

down her activities after realizing that she was not taken into consideration for the position in the aid 

and illiteracy department. When I returned in 2012, no one had seen her for a while. Engagement or 

marriage could also have been her reason for leaving. Although she loved Resala and everything about 

it, she knew that it was a space allowed her for only a limited period of time. She once said to me that 

she hoped to be able to continue in Resala even after marriage, although she knew that it depended on 

the opinion of her future husband. “People try to bring me down and tell me that I come here just 

because I have spare time and that I will not be able to come here after I get married, but I hope I still 

can. My hope is to marry someone who likes to come here to Resala, in order to continue what we do 

here.”  However, according to many, the vast majority of female volunteers stopped coming to Resala 

once they married. As to Ahmed, he knew that after graduation he would have to take a full-time job in 

order to save enough money to get accepted as a suitable marriage partner. When I returned to Resala 

in June 2011 he, too, had recently left. Thus, for most of the volunteers, Resala characterizes a 

particular period of their lives, before they manage to enter adulthood by establishing themselves 

independently from their families. A small percentage might manage to continue their work there after 

achieving ‘adult’ status by getting married and having children. However, for most it is an activity 

confined to the years during or immediately after college. However, it is important to note that while 

some volunteers stopped coming to Resala, new volunteers were constantly being recruited, and since 

its establishment the number of volunteers has been constantly rising.  
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Conclusion 

Variations in the values, aims and ideals across generations give us a deeper insight into larger 

tendencies and changes in the ethos of a particular society and might also provide some hints as to why 

some cohorts develop into a politically active and self-conscious cohort, a “generation for itself” 

(Edmunds and Turner 2005: 562). Ahmed’s, Eman’s and other young volunteers’ regeneration of the 

values, aims and ideals of their parents’ generation shaped their subjectivities in a way that set the scene 

for the gradual emergence of a new ideal of social responsibility and individual improvement. They 

were brought up with their parents’ fear and distrust of both state and civil society and insistence on 

political stability as a necessary condition for a successful personal life. But they were too young to 

remember anything but their parents’ stories about the terrorist attacks of the early 1990s and the state 

crackdown on the militant Islamists, and the development doctrine about formal educational 

achievements as a means of upward social mobility had lost much credibility. Seen through the lens of 

their contemporary experiences, their parents’ worldview made less sense. Their primary fear was not 

terrorist attacks or state brutality but a continuation of the hopelessness, inequality, injustice and 

insecurity that they had witnessed and experienced all their lives. Unemployment and the cost of 

marriage continued to increase, and many young Egyptians feared being stuck in a position of youth. 

Stability, as they knew it, was therefore one of their primary fears, and many were open towards other 

perspectives on the role of the individual in society.  

Hence the subjectivities and consciousness of the young were shaped not only through their recent or 

contemporary experiences, but also through their attempts to reconcile their sociocultural heritage with 

the demands of contemporary life. This intergenerational dialogue provides part of the explanation as 

to why organizations like Resala appealed so strongly to this generation in particular. The young 

volunteers’ reorientation towards a broader social horizon and social engagement compared to their 

parents had its seeds in their specific historical location, and thus their regeneration of their 

sociocultural heritage led to a different hierarchy of values, aims and ideals. This was further nurtured 

in Resala. Here, young people were introduced to ambitious ideals and visions for the individual and 

the society, and they encountered and learned about poverty and suffering in Egypt. 

The discourse on charity, volunteerism and giving presented to the volunteers in Resala was based on a 

promise of a better life on earth as well as a place in paradise for those who came with the pure 
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intentions of helping others as a way of worshipping God. As such, the discourse merged altruism with 

self-interest by offering a meaningful narrative and a way to manage the many sources of uncertainty 

and contingencies upon which the young volunteers’ life trajectories and possible success depended. 

However, these aims and ideals were not the only ones at play. Although not explicitly talked about, 

employment opportunities and the possibility of meeting a future spouse also contributed to the general 

experience of Resala as a meaningful place, as well as more unexpected rewards in the form of 

recognition from others and the feeling of independence. This is so because Islam is not “the supreme 

guideline of all fields of life” (Schielke 2010: 2), and because the promise of piety is in practice troubling 

and unattainable (cf. Schielke 2009). Thus, although the comforting promises stemming from the 

narrative about good deeds and God’s rewards do have a significant influence on how the volunteers 

ascribe meaning to their actions, and do provide them with a basis of trust and perhaps glimpses of 

certainty, when it comes to practice and everyday life the rewards and satisfaction here and now and 

the possibilities that spring from them are equally important. As such, it is likely that the powerful 

narrative about good deeds and God’s rewards at times veils other important considerations and 

practices.  

Negotiations and even contradictions between different aims and ideals also influence volunteers’ 

dedication on a longer-term basis. When I returned to Resala 18 months after my primary fieldwork in 

2009 and 2010, I was met by a handful of familiar faces. But of the key individuals presented so far, 

only Marwa, Omar, Rania, Dina and Hassan still came to Resala on a regular basis. Ahmed, Eman, 

Safa and Aya had left. While Safa’s departure was motivated by an aim to contribute to more 

sustainable development of the local communities, most left to get married or because an opportunity of 

full-time employment had come up. Some managed to combine volunteering with “adult 

responsibilities,” but for the majority, Resala was a space limited to a particular period of their lives.  

Thus, the question remains what long-term effects these “experiments of activist dedication” (Schielke 

2010: 13) have on the subjectivities of this group of young middle-class Egyptians. This question is 

addressed in Chapter Seven. Here, I revisit those volunteers who stayed in Resala, and I explore their 

thoughts and reflections on the role of Resala and youthful civic engagement in the aftermath of the 

2011 Egyptian uprising. 
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Chapter Seven 

A Generation for Change:  

Tahrir, Activism and Civic Consciousness 

Sara: Do you feel that seeing all this, having all these experiences, has changed you? 

Marwa: Of course. They made me more … ehm … bold, maybe. If I need something, I 

will claim it. If I want something, I will claim it. No fear anymore. No fear anymore. He 

[Mubarak] was a very bad guy, but it was a very bad end for him. So why be afraid of 

anything or anybody? Bad ends for bad guys. If I want anything good, God is going to 

help me. I hope, inshaʿAllah, that the future of Egypt, the political future is going to be 

fine. As for me, I voted for the Muslim Brotherhood, because honestly I’ve known them 

since I was seven years old. Not only one person or five people; no, I know whole 

families. I entered their houses. I listened to their thoughts. I saw them applying some of 

their thoughts in their houses, in their families. So I really trust them, because I know 

them. Not that I just heard them. No, I have known them since I was seven years old. 

They are my best friends. I trust them, I trust that, inshaʿAllah, the future is going to be 

good. And the differentiations in the government, the Muslim Brothers, the liberals and 

the salafis, they are going to discuss many thoughts, not only one direction.  

A historic event, often depicted as the “18 days in Tahrir” (Sabea 2012), separates my primary 

fieldwork data from stances like the one above, which is dramatically in tension with how volunteers in 

Resala previously expressed themselves to me. Marwa states that she is now bolder; if she wants 

something, she will claim it. A strong sense of confidence, agency and collective consciousness 

permeates this as well as many other interviews I had with young Resala volunteers in December 2011 

and again in June 2012. Furthermore, Marwa does not mind telling me about her partisan sympathies. 

The silence and ambiguity with which I was met in 2009 and 2010 when asking about Egyptian politics 

have been replaced with an eagerness to share political sympathies, an eagerness that feels almost 

overwhelming, even compared to a European context. It seems that the success of the demonstrators in 

overthrowing Mubarak has meant that for Marwa as well as for other citizens in Egypt “fear and 

silence have been broken, and [they] are now actively redefining what it means to be Egyptian” 

(Hamdy 2012: 47). Hence, at first sight there seems to be more rupture than continuity in how she and 
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others expressed their sense of themselves. Many scholarly accounts of the immediate post-Tahrir 

period focus on the strong new sense of political agency and collective consciousness I observed in 

Marwa, and many consider the recent political changes in Egypt formative for new political 

subjectivities and imaginaries (Challand 2011, Hanafi 2012), especially among the youth. Arguing, 

however, that the post-Tahrir consciousness and practice of the young volunteers was somehow 

‘prefigured,’ I propose an analysis that emphasizes continuity as much as change. 

For most Egyptians, 11 February 2011 was experienced as a historic turning point. Millions of people 

took to the streets that night to celebrate what they hoped was the end of decades of oppression and 

inequality. It was a moment of exuberance and collective consciousness, a “time out of time” (Sabea 

2012) in particular for Egypt’s middle-class youth, who now allowed themselves to view the future in a 

much brighter light. The intense feeling of community and solidarity swept the young volunteers off 

their feet as it did with most other Egyptians. But rather quickly, norms and hierarchies were 

reestablished. By now, we know that on the level of national politics and governance, many of the 

power structures from the time of Mubarak have survived and continue to set the agenda and influence 

the lives of Egyptian citizens. In other words, the uprising did not succeed in fundamentally changing 

the system of government and economy against which it was originally directed, so by such measures 

what happened in Egypt might better be described as an uprising than a revolution (Schielke 2012b). 

Put in the vocabulary of Victor Turner’s model of social dramas (Turner 1974), the various “redressive 

mechanisms” throughout 2011 and 2012 suggest reintegration of the previous norms and power 

structures rather than transition towards a new political system as an outcome of Egypt’s current 

political crisis.  But the question that remains to be answered is whether “the event,” the 18 days in 

Tahrir Square, has brought about change more fundamentally in the dispositions and self-

understanding of individual Egyptians, in this case the young volunteers.  

This chapter addresses the relationship between the powerful, yet ephemeral ‘Tahrir moment’ and the 

more continuous and longer-term processes of subjectivity formation among the group of young 

middle-class Egyptians in my study, drawing on but also moving beyond Turner’s model of social 

dramas. In line with Turner, I argue that the 18 days in Tahrir can be conceptualized as an “anti-

structural” moment, because it opened up an “arena of social creativity” (Turner 1974: 52) and thus the 

possibility of a redirection of the social-structural arrangements (Alexander 1991: 3) in society, when 
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tensions were too strong and the structure no longer served communitarian ends. But Turner’s model 

does not address the longer-term effects of such a moment on individuals after structure and 

“normality” have set in again. Zooming in on the young volunteers, perhaps the event is better 

described as catalytic in the sense that their post-Tahrir consciousness and practice is a new and more 

political dimension of a civic engagement and consciousness formed through participation in Resala’s 

activities. I also argue that this collective civic consciousness and sense of political agency, which before 

only existed as a potentiality, is now formulated predominantly along generational lines.  

The chapter takes as its point of departure the 18 days of mass demonstrations culminating in the 

stepping down of President Mubarak. First, I briefly discuss the dominant scholarly perspectives on the 

Egyptian uprising and how my study contributes to this new body of literature. Second, I outline the 

major political incidents and dynamics in the period from 25 January to 11 February 2011. This 

provides a background for understanding and discussing official Resala policy as well as individual 

volunteers’ practices and experiences during the uprising and its aftermath. Third, I move closer to 

Resala and its activities during and after the 18 days of revolt. Before Mubarak’s resignation, Resala’s 

leadership acted very cautiously and abstained from engaging the organization in any activity related to 

the demonstrations. They feared that in the long run direct involvement could harm the organization. 

But after 12 February their position changed, and in the period until the end of the parliamentary 

elections in December 2011 Resala initiated various activities and events in support of the pro-

democracy revolutionaries.  

The practices of the individual volunteers, by contrast, were less cautious, however, and not as uniform 

as often presented by the media and many political science studies. In the fourth section, I illustrate 

how support for the uprising and participation in the resistance against Mubarak’s regime took many 

forms, depending on the individual circumstances of the volunteers and their families. Through the 

personal narratives and reflections of Marwa, Omar and some of the other Resala volunteers whom we 

already know, I explore some experiences and narratives of the ‘Tahrir moment.’ Although 

participation in the demonstrations was unevenly distributed among the volunteers, the experiences of 

euphoria, unity and solidarity were shared at some point by each one of them, broadening their 

horizons and awakening a sense of themselves as political beings.  
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Fifth, I go deeper into these experiences and narratives in order to explore the longer-term impact of the 

Tahrir moment on the practice and consciousness of the young volunteers. Focusing on ideas of 

political citizenship and generational self-consciousness, I discuss continuities and changes in how they 

present themselves and their actions to me. I argue that the practices and statements of these young 

Egyptians reflect continuity as much as change; that they somehow were prepared for the uprising and 

the turbulent times that followed. Finally, the last section explores the significance of age and 

generation for the experience of the uprising and its impact on the collective consciousness of this 

particular group of people. Building on the arguments of the previous chapters combined with how the 

young volunteers reflect on the new political situation in their country, the last part of the chapter 

shows how they continue to resort to their experiences in Resala and their sociocultural heritage as 

much as the ‘Tahrir moment’ in their understanding of the world and sense of selves. Thus, Marwa’s 

new-won confidence in herself as a political citizen with the right to “claim” something from the 

politicians builds upon previous experiences but is also triggered by the Tahrir moment.   

Perspectives on the Egyptian uprising 

The Egyptian uprising and not least the relatively quick achievement of the crowd to force Mubarak’s 

resignation came as a surprise to me, as it did to most other scholars and analysts of Egypt. 

Consequently, since 2011 a wide range of books and articles have dealt with the subject of the ‘Arab 

Spring’ in general and the Egyptian uprising in particular, often driven by questions like: ‘What led to 

the Egyptian uprising?’ and ‘How did the people succeed in overthrowing President Mubarak?’ Most 

analyses are conducted by political scientists or political historians, who look back from a perspective of 

Egypt’s political economy, state-society relations, and international circumstances to account for the 

overall socioeconomic and political reasons for and consequences of the outbreak of the uprising and 

the fall of Mubarak.103 Another large group of literature focuses on the role and impact of information 

and communication technologies, in particular new social media such as Facebook and Twitter, for the 

outbreak and organization of the uprising.104 Most studies have an explicit focus on what is often 

referred to as the “Facebook revolutionaries” (Dahlgren 2011), in particular the young, secular political 

activists who planned and organized the demonstrations (see below). Lumped together roughly, the 

                                                           
103 See e.g. Shehata (2011), Filiu 2011, Rutherford (2013), Amin (2012), Sika (2012), and Cook (2012). 
104 See e.g. Hofheinz (2011), Herrera (2012) and Lim (2012). For a study on Tunisia, see Haugbølle and Cavatorta 

(2012). 
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majority of scholars agree on the following circumstances and events as among the most critical for the 

emergence and success of the Egyptian uprising: 

First of all, during the past decades the social contract between the Egyptian population and its rulers 

has been gradually undermined. Unemployment, inflation and rising prices of food, transport and 

housing have contributed to an increased impoverishment of the Egyptian population, especially the 

youth, who are likely to end up highly educated but unemployed and with bleak prospects of 

establishing a life independently of their families. Widespread corruption, election fraud and cronyism 

in the ruling National Democratic Party contributed further to this general feeling of alienation from an 

increasingly corrupt and ineffective state apparatus, a system protected by the unjust and brutal police 

force and security apparatus. According to many scholars, these social, political and legal grievances 

among millions of Egyptians, in particular the youth, added to the gradual erosion of the foundations of 

the Mubarak regime and paved the way for massive support for the uprising (cf. Amin 2011, Osman 

2011, Rutherford 2013), “the extraordinary size of the crowds” (Rutherford 2013: 39). Eventually, 

when the military leadership decided not to intervene in the conflict, Mubarak’s regime lost what 

remained of its political legitimacy. 

Secondly, the period between 2004 and 2010 saw the largest number of strikes and protests in Egypt’s 

recent history. Independent labor movements organized strikes and other actions in protest at poor 

wages, inadequate benefits and declining work conditions (Rutherford 2013: 38). In addition, new and 

independent pro-democracy groups and online communities, such as the Kifaya movement, the 6 April 

Youth Movement and We Are All Khaled Said105, emerged either in support of the workers’ demands 

or calling for broad political and economic reforms (Hirschkind 2011). While engaging mainly young 

people (Onodera 2011), they gave voice to growing public frustration and helped to erode the public’s 

fear of the regime (Rutherford 2013: 38). Activists from these groups and movements were among the 

leading forces behind the planning and organization of the mass demonstrations (Osman 2012: 2, 

Shehata 2011).  

Thirdly, outside Egypt the success of Tunisian protesters in ousting President Ben Ali gave activists as 

well as the average Egyptian hope that political change could be accomplished by going to the streets. 

                                                           
105 This Facebook group was furthermore associated with oppositional politician Mohamed ElBaradei’s National 

Association for Change. 
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Consequently, the Tunisian example had an inspirational effect and convinced many people that it was 

worth the risk (Rutherford 2013: 41-42).  

Finally, new information communication technology, in particular Facebook and Twitter, played an 

important role in planning, organizing and documenting the demonstrations, which is why domestic as 

well as international media were quick to name the Egyptian uprising “the Facebook revolution.” 

Similarly, in scholarly debates, the prevalence and creative use of these new media, which often slipped 

under the radars of the rulers, has been ascribed an important role in building a shared identity and 

purpose among critics (Hirschkind 2011) as well as mobilizing the general population. Satellite 

television broadened the base even further, enabling “a broad audience of Egyptians to see both the size 

of the demonstrations and the brutality of the regime that tried to suppress them” (Rutherford 2013: 

41).  

Despite many thorough and nuanced studies of the Egyptian case, so far little is known about the 

experience and mobilization of  ‘ordinary’ Egyptians, among these the youth, and very few publications 

rely on ethnography and/or in-depth interviews collected immediately prior to and during the uprisings 

and their aftermath.106 A recent contribution is anthropologist Henri Onodera’s (2009, 2011, 

forthcoming) work on youth activism and aspired citizenship among young pro-democracy activists in 

Cairo. His studies provide rich accounts of the practices and lived experiences of oppositional political 

activism prior to and throughout the Egyptian uprisings, in part because he – like I – had the advantage 

of following the same group of people before, during and after the uprising. Unlike many studies 

concerned with the “virtual” aspect of the uprising, Onodera shows how the young activists combined 

street-level dissent with “cyber resistance” (Onodera 2011: 7). The virtuality of the public space only 

matters if activists have success in mobilizing real physical people to go on the street.  

Onodera’s work is invaluable because it provides insight into the complex relationship between “youth 

and the revolution in Egypt” (Shahine 2011). However, his group of activists is more or less coincident 

with one that is often referred to as the “Facebook revolutionaries” (Dahlgren 2011), a tiny segment of 

the youth who organized and coordinated the street demonstrations. Roughly, they can be described as 

urban, highly educated, secular and transnationally oriented, and overwhelmingly male (Onodera 

2009). They in no way reflect the heterogeneity of the protesters. In order to explore the dynamics of 

                                                           
106 For exceptions, see Onodera (2009, 2011, forthcoming), Herrera (2012) and El Sharnouby (2012).  
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events like the 18 days in Tahrir and how they might impact the practice and consciousness of young 

Egyptians more generally, it is necessary to broaden the perspective to include other segments, 

including the “silent majority” (Winegar 2012), those who for various reasons did not participate in the 

street demonstrations.  

The Resala volunteers constitute a different and larger segment of the young population compared to 

the “young opposition activists” (Onodera 2009: 46). They span from the lower to the upper strata of 

the middle class, and more than two thirds are female. Additionally and like most young Egyptians, the 

vast majority have no previous experiences with political activism. Thus, together with studies like 

Onodera’s, this study contributes to moving beyond concepts such as “the Facebook Revolution” or 

“Revolution 2.0” (Hofheinz 2011) by nuancing explanations based on a casual and often simplistic 

relation between youth and revolution in Egypt. The overall argument of the chapter is that the post-

Tahrir practice and consciousness of the young people in my study were somehow ‘prefigured.’ Their 

participation in the demonstrations influenced their dispositions for perception, thought and action, but 

only because of the particular ‘location’ of their generation and their previous experiences in Resala. 

But before I go further into the analysis and discussion of the impact of the uprising on the young 

Resala volunteers, I turn to a short description of the actual event: Tahrir and the 18 days. 

The event: Tahrir and the 18 days 

“This year it is different – all the movements are more active. It is like the early days of Kifaya in 2004 

and 2005,” an activist friend of mine told me one month before I left Egypt in June 2010. Seven months 

later, in January 2011, young oppositional activists from the 6 April Movement and We are All Khaled 

Said called for a popular uprising against poverty, police violence, government corruption and the rule 

of Mubarak, relying heavily on social media outlets such as Facebook and Twitter. This was not their 

first call for mass demonstration, but this time the reaction in the Egyptian population was different. On 

25 January, a national holiday to commemorate the police forces, thousands of mostly young 

Egyptians took to the streets, calling it “the Day of Rage,” chanting protest slogans like “change, 

freedom, and social justice” (El Sharnouby 2012).107 Cairo attracted the largest numbers, but protests 

soon broke out in other large Egyptian cities, such as Alexandria, Mansoura, Tanta and Aswan. In the 

                                                           
107 The reason for the choice of the day was that the activists wanted to claim this day as a protest against the 

police force’s continued violations of human rights (Filiu 2011:23).  
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following days the number of protesters increased, and the demonstrations gradually attracted people 

from other age groups. Several major cities now witnessed crowds counting hundreds of thousands, and 

fights between protesters and the police erupted, causing injuries and deaths, especially among the 

protesters. On 28 January, as the clashes continued throughout the country, the Egyptian authorities 

declared a national curfew, shut down internet and mobile phone networks, and withdrew the police 

from the streets and replaced them with army troops and vehicles, all in the hope that this would hinder 

further escalation. In addition, Mubarak delivered a speech announcing that he had dismissed the 

cabinet. But these steps were not enough to either frighten or satisfy the crowd, who now demanded the 

resignation of the president himself. “The people want the fall of the regime” (ash-shaʿb yurīd isqat al-

niḍām) soon became the loudest slogan, and shortly, more clashes between police and protesters broke 

out. The military leaders, however, reiterated that they would not hurt the protesters. As the days 

passed, Mubarak and his government attempted various strategies to please the crowds, including 

appointing a vice-president, altering the election law, and raising the salaries and pensions of public 

employees, all to no avail. And when pro-regime thugs on horses and camels started to fight the 

protesters with knives and sticks, public support for the protesters grew even larger. More and more 

people joined the demonstrations all over Egypt. In Cairo’s Tahrir Square alone, the number of people 

was on several occasions estimated to be more than one million (Rutherford 2013: 39). On 11 February 

2011,Vice-President Omar Suleiman announced that Mubarak would step down as president, turning 

power over to the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF) until elections could be held. In 

exuberance the crowd roared and chanted: “Raise your head high, you’re an Egyptian” (irfaʿ raʾsak 

fawʾ, inta masrī!) (Onodera 2011: 15). Celebrations broke out across the country. 

Resala and the 25 January Revolution narrative 

Resala was closed during the January and February uprising, and officially the organization did not 

engage in any activities related to the demonstrations.108 Some volunteers said that this was because at 

that time no one could predict the outcome of the demonstrations. Would Mubarak and his people hit 

back hard and crush the uprising, leaving everybody who supported it at the mercy of the state security 

apparatus? In such a case, Resala’s official participation in the events could have fatal consequences, 

even if its role was only to provide aid or medication. One of the volunteers said to me: “At that time 

                                                           
108 The orphans spent the time staying with volunteers. 
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we didn’t know if the revolution would succeed or not, and we were afraid that we would not be able to 

continue afterwards. It might harm Resala as a charity here in Egypt.”  

Hence before 11 February, all activities carried out by Resala volunteers were on their own initiative 

and without the official approval of the leadership. But when it became clear that Egypt’s political 

future would be taking a new turn, and that official discourse in Egypt was no longer in favor of 

Mubarak’s regime, it seemed that the leadership of Resala decided to engage the organization in new 

activities, showing Resala’s support of the uprising. On 12 February, volunteers wearing official Resala 

t-shirts started cleaning Tahrir Square as part of a country-wide “rebuilding Egypt campaign”109. 

Furthermore, Resala officially provided blood bags and medicine to the wounded protesters at nearby 

hospitals. Activities like these were documented on Resala’s official Facebook profile, often with the 

use of vocabulary such as “revolution” [thawra] and “martyrs” [shahīd]. A few weeks later, Resala 

arranged a large gathering at Cairo’s Opera House for the families of the martyrs in order to “honor 

them and show them appreciation,” as AbdelAzeem put it. The speakers invited were Muslim 

preachers and celebrities such as Amr Khaled and Mostafa Hosni, who during the 18 days had 

officially announced their support of the revolutionaries.110 A number of pro-revolution politicians and 

activists also gave speeches, including Nobel laureate Mohamed ElBaradei, an important Egyptian 

political oppositional figure, and Wael Ghonim, a Google executive and prominent internet activist.111 

The revolutionary position of Resala was even more pronounced when protesters started taking the 

streets again during the October and November 2011 demonstrations, calling for the dissolution of 

SCAF and the resignation of its chairman, Field Marshal Mohamed Tantawi.112 Immediately, 

volunteers were there on the spot, setting up an official Resala field hospital near Tahrir Square to assist 

protesters injured in clashes with the security forces.  

                                                           
109 In the days and weeks after the fall of Mubarak, people went to central streets and squares of major cities to 

remove the litter and paint the kerbs. See e.g. http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-

dyn/content/article/2011/02/12/AR2011021203572.html, retrieved 6 May 2013. 
110 For a discussion on Amr Khaled’s role in the uprising and its aftermath, see Moll (2012). 
111 Wael Ghonim was behind the Facebook group We are All Khaled Said and the one who on 15 January 2011 

made an announcement on the page, asking members if they were going to take to the streets on 25 January and 

do what Tunisia did. He was detained and went missing from 28 January to 7 February. Upon his release, he 

gave an emotional interview on Dream TV where he hailed the “martyrs” and honored their families, an 

appearance which “gave a face and a name to the ongoing protests” (Filiu 2011: 52). 
112 From 12 February 2011 and until the inauguration of Mohamed Morsi as president on 30 June 2012, the 

SCAF was the leading political authority of the country. 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2011/02/12/AR2011021203572.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2011/02/12/AR2011021203572.html
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With these activities, the leadership of Resala undoubtedly wanted to make a statement inscribing the 

organization and its activities in the new collective narrative of Egypt, convincing everyone that they 

had always been against Mubarak’s regime. During my fieldwork in the organization in 2009 and 2010, 

questions about politics were met by silence or denial, and the leadership firmly stated that they “don’t 

have political aspirations and cannot have political aspirations” (see chapters Two and Three). But 

immediately after the 18 days of revolt, the discourse changed: “We are part of Egypt, so we felt that 

we had to do this,” AbdelAzeem said to me when I asked him about his change of stance. Put 

differently, as a large civil society organization engaging thousands of young people, it was important 

for the leadership that Resala got involved quickly. If they had stayed passive, it could have harmed the 

reputation of the organization, because donors and volunteers could have started wondering if Resala 

was in fact a supporter of the old regime. With its activities in Tahrir Square and hosting of Mohamed 

ElBaradei and Wael Ghonim, Resala wanted to show the public that they were with the protesters, and 

that they aimed to invest heavily in the future of Egypt. At the same time they proved themselves to be 

competent political actors, capable of navigating in a conflictual and changing political landscape.  

Explicitly political activities, however, were not a long-term strategy. Neither the leaders nor the 

volunteers I spoke to advocated a radical change of Resala’s mission and activities, saying Resala 

should continue playing its important role as facilitator between young people wishing to “do good” 

and those in need of their assistance. “We are still an NGO whose mission is to spread voluntarism,” 

AbdelAzeem said to me, emphasizing that not much had changed as to Resala’s mission and activities. 

Many of the volunteers confirmed this, and among those I talked to in December 2011 and again in 

June 2012, very few were in favor of Resala taking on any political role or responsibility, apart from 

maybe informing people in poor neighborhoods about the election system and the importance of 

voting. Instead, there was a general consensus among those I talked to that Resala should continue 

doing what it was best at: Spreading youth voluntarism and providing help – educationally, 

emotionally or materially – for those in need.  

Before the uprising, it was a mystery to me how exactly Resala had managed to grow at the speed and 

scale that it had, reaching a size of 63 branches and more than 112,000 volunteers in slightly more than 

ten years, if it was in opposition to – or at least did not acknowledge – the regime in office. I was unsure 

exactly how to conceptualize the position and role of Resala as a civil society actor within the complex 
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power relations between the regime and its largest opponent, the Muslim Brotherhood. But the event 

and its aftermath made it clear to me how exactly Resala had managed to stay at the margins of these 

relations and, with the exception of a few displays of revolutionary sympathies, only vaguely give away 

its political standpoint. Somehow in line with what Benoit Challand argues about the role of the 

Egyptian trade unions (2011: 276), Resala can be seen as one vessel, or perhaps better, one arena 

through which previous socialization among young Egyptians had taken place but the institution as 

such had not had – and probably will not have - any part in the course of the political events in Egypt. 

An observation by an activist friend of mine illustrates this point very well:  

They [the Resala volunteers] were cleaning the square, offering food and taking care of 

the sick or wounded in their clinic. They were all wearing Resala t-shirts. But they did 

not participate in any of the political activities. They did what they usually did – they 

gave others a feeling of the demonstrations being very organized. 

On the one hand, the mass demonstrations and the fall of Mubarak pushed Resala’s leadership to 

renounce its apolitical position and start engaging in new and very explicit political activities. On the 

other, there is much continuity in Resala’s role and how its leadership navigated in the Egyptian 

political landscape during the event and its aftermath compared to how they had previously balanced 

the power structures in Egyptian society. As well as before the uprising, the leadership of Resala played 

its cards in a way that would secure the organization’s existence on a long-term basis. Who could object 

to the fact that young people voluntarily sacrificed their time and effort to help people in need, whether 

they were poor families or injured protesters? Thus, for Resala as a civil society organization, continuity 

more than change seems to characterize its position and activities after the uprising, and somehow a 

potential for change, or at least the ability to adapt to larger sociopolitical changes, was already 

embedded in its structural position.  

But what about the individual volunteers? What kinds of practices did they undertake during the 18 

days of protest? And how did they react to the uprising and the fall of Mubarak? Drawing on Victor 

Turner’s idea of certain dramatic events and periods as “liminoid” and, as such, conducive to 

experiences of “communitas” (1974), the following section explores how the young volunteers 

experienced and talked about the 18 days, thereby laying the grounds for exploring the influence of the 
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‘Tahrir moment’ on their practice and consciousness and how these experiences relate to their previous 

formative process as volunteers in Resala.  

The Tahrir moment 

The drama of the moment 

During the 18 days of protest, volunteers continued to meet at Resala in Heliopolis despite the fact that 

officially the organization was closed. In fact, many used Resala as an excuse to leave their homes and 

families. Dina, 27, a long-term volunteer in the orphanage, was one of them. During the first week of 

the demonstrations, Dina’s parents prevented her from leaving the house, mainly due to the lack of 

security in the streets, but also because her father did not support the demands of the protesters. But on 

3 February Dina could not handle staying inside any longer, and she convinced her parents that she 

had to go to Resala in order to help coordinate a blood donation campaign. “I fought my father and 

said: ‘I have to go! They need me to organize the campaign. I’ll be back before the curfew.’” Blood 

donation campaigns are part of Resala’s regular monthly activities, and usually the blood goes to 

thalassemia patients at the nearby university hospital. However, unofficially and at the initiative of 

some individuals, volunteers were now collecting blood for the wounded protesters being treated at the 

Kasr al-Aini hospital next to Tahrir Square. Under the slogan, “With our blood we save our country,” 

they advertised for the initiative on their personal Facebook sites. Dina went to Resala to answer the 

phones and coordinate the activity. “There were no employees. Everything was closed. People were 

calling to make sure that there was actually a campaign, and I tried to answer all the calls.” Many also 

asked her if Resala was collecting food and medicine for the protesters, and Dina agreed to coordinate 

that collection too, underlining that it would not be an official Resala activity. Within three hours, they 

managed to collect enough food, medicine, blankets and clothes to fill five small trucks. But due to the 

crowdedness of the streets and the risk of being attacked by thugs, they were not sure how to get the 

donations from the Resala branch to Tahrir Square, a distance of about 15km. Eventually, a small 

group of volunteers went with the drivers in the trucks, while Dina stayed at Resala. She didn’t want to 

go against her parents’ will. A few hours later, she called one of her friends to find out how it went. The 

girl screamed into the phone that they were being attacked, and then she hung up. “I was shocked,” 

Dina said to me and continued: 
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The hours of waiting drove me crazy, because I didn’t know what happened to my 

friends. Thank God, they hid in a morgue. They couldn’t find any other place. All the 

stuff they had brought they had to give to the thugs – otherwise they would not let my 

friends go. All the food, everything. It was their lives or the things. But after that we 

learned our lesson. We took more people with us, and we hid all the stuff in a few bags. 

This was one week into the uprising, and Dina’s parents would not give in on their demand that she 

stayed at home. She described to me how awful those days were, and told me that her doctor prescribed 

sleeping pills for her. “I was nervous all the time. I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t do anything. At that time, 

my parents kept me at home and kept me from going anywhere, even to work.” But on the morning of 

11 February, Dina had had enough. She left the house, saying that she had to go to work. But instead 

she went to Tahrir Square with a group of friends from Resala and a colleague from the tourist agency 

where she worked. They had a great time, singing and chanting, but around five in the afternoon, she 

decided to go back so that her parents would not get suspicious. At a bus station, she heard people 

shouting and chanting: “He stepped down! He stepped down!” Dina and her friends ran back to Tahrir 

again. “We ran all the way. It was amazing! We were screaming and singing, and I looked in the eyes 

of a lot of people whom I didn’t know and I told them ‘Congratulations! Congratulations!’ It was 

amazing! And we were singing all the time.” 

Like Dina, Marwa did not go to Tahrir every day during the 18 days. In total she spent three days at the 

square, including the day when Mubarak’s resignation was announced. When I asked her how she felt 

when she heard the news, her face immediately lit up, and she said:  

It was the best day in my life. If I hadn’t gone that day, I would have regretted it all my 

life. It was the victory day for me. My friend called me. She told me that they have 

weapons. I told her: “I don’t care. I’m ready to die now. I can’t stay like this anymore.” 

It was a victory day for me – a miracle when he was not president anymore.  

Other volunteers expressed themselves along similar lines, and the ones who were unable to be there 

regretted it deeply. One example is Omar, who went to Tahrir twice during the 18 days. He told me 

that he would have liked to go every day, not least on the day that Mubarak stepped down. But as the 

only son of two aging parents, he felt the responsibility to stay at home, especially when his mother fell 

ill. When I asked him how he felt when he heard the news, he said: “I was happy and sad. I was not in 

Tahrir but watching it on TV. I was happy because he had stepped down, but I was sad because I didn’t 
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experience it. My friends were in Tahrir, but I was not with them.” The last sentence was followed by a 

deep sigh, which to me hinted at a general feeling of having missed out on what turned out to be the 

most important event in the new national narrative of Egypt.  

Without doubt, the success of the crowds in forcing Mubarak to step down provides an important 

framework and a vocabulary for how the 18 days have been addressed ever since. As I briefly touch 

upon in Chapter Two, I sensed much frustration, anger and sometimes fear in the messages I received 

from my activist friend, especially in the first week of the demonstrations. Throughout the 18 days, 

more than 840 people were reported killed and thousands were wounded (Onodera 2011), and at times 

the situation on the street was chaotic and violent. Despite these circumstances, none of the stories that 

I heard upon my return to Cairo reflected such feelings, most probably because the event had become a 

positive collective narrative. However, judging from some of the volunteers’ Facebook updates during 

the 18 days, doubt and uncertainty about whether to continue the fight against Mubarak’s regime 

roamed beneath the surface. In the case of one of the key female volunteers in my study, some of her 

updates in the most turbulent period – between 2 and 6 February – reveal her doubt. While previous 

and later updates reflect clear support of the revolutionaries’ demands, one of her updates during the 

turbulent period is a picture with a statement supporting Mubarak and his move to dismiss his 

government. “Let’s truly listen and understand his heartfelt words. They are words said by a true 

Egyptian with a conscience who understands the meaning of change.”  

Despite these cracks of doubt and frustration, the stories of the 18 days I heard mainly reflected 

experiences and feelings of joy, patriotism, unity and solidarity. In retrospect, and no matter what form 

and level of intensity the individual volunteer’s participation in the uprising took, the ‘Tahrir moment’ 

was romanticized and engulfed with nostalgia. “In the demonstrations we felt the unity and the love for 

Egypt,” one volunteer explained. It was an experience that in retrospect – as much as in the actual 

moment – went beyond their wildest dreams. It was a “time out of time” (Sabea 2012) and “a moment 

of utopia turned into material reality” (Schielke 2011), because “the idealism and euphoria in Tahrir 

generated an image … of what Egyptians could be” (Hamdy 2012:46). For the young volunteers as well 

as for most other Egyptians, the moment was a turning point. But perhaps it is better conceptualized in 

line with Turner’s idea of social dramas, as a “time out of time,” a ritual “anti-structure” that opened 
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up an “arena of social creativity” (Turner 1974: 52) from which society could “grow” and move into 

the future (Turner 1974 cf. Alexander 1991: 3).  

‘A time out of time’? 

The way the young volunteers and others presented their experience of the ‘Tahrir moment’ bears many 

similarities with Turner’s concept of  ‘communitas’ during the liminal, anti-structural phase of social 

dramas. Marwa, for example described the moment as “heaven” and “a whole new Egypt,” 

emphasizing national unity and solidarity between Muslims and Christians:   

I felt it was a whole new Egypt, because I found something that I didn’t see before. I 

found Muslims with Christians and they were very friendly. Not a normal friendship, 

but like we were in heaven. We were holding very big flags and we were chanting: “We 

don’t want the president!” And it was like ‘Wow!’ We were praying al-Jumaʿa [Friday] 

prayer and we couldn’t hear the microphone Allah-u-akbār! when we were praying. So 

the Christians close to us formed a line and they repeated Allah-u-akbār! out loud, so that 

we could hear it. “Wow! Where are we? In heaven or what?” [laughing] It was very 

strange.  

Turner conceives of communitas as an intense community spirit, the feeling of great social equality, 

solidarity, and togetherness experienced during the liminal phase of a social drama (Turner 1974). 

According to Turner, communitas “is almost always thought of or portrayed by actors as a timeless 

condition, an eternal now, as ‘a moment in and out of time’” (Ibid.: 238) in the sense that norms and 

hierarchies are temporarily on hold. Seen in this light, the Egyptian uprising can be conceptualized 

along the lines of his ‘social drama,’ or “a form in the process of social time” (Ibid.: 32). According to 

Turner, a social drama consists of four phases: breach, crisis, redressive action, and reintegration. 

Potential for social change lies in the ‘liminoid,’ the concept he applied for liminality in complex 

societies. Liminality characterizes the second and especially the third phase of a social drama, when a 

crisis is negotiated with the use of a redressive mechanism such as a public ritual. Following this, there 

are two possible outcomes of the crisis and the anti-structural moment: Either “insurgents” are 

reintegrated and the previous norms and structures reestablished, or “the structure of the total field will 

have changed” (Turner 1974: 42) in order to accommodate the tensions in society. In the latter case, 

social change has occurred. In the first case, society looks more or less the same as before, but most 
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probably the tensions may result in the outbreak of another crisis. This seems to be the case in Egypt, 

where smoldering tensions to some extent already have triggered another national crisis. As such, 

communitas during liminality can open up the possibility for “novel configurations of ideas and 

relations” (Turner 1969: 97), because actors are “outside the total system and its conflicts” (Turner 

1974: 241) and thus freer to think beyond institutionalized norms and hierarchies.  

Apparently, the experience of the Tahrir moment swept the volunteers off their feet like it did with most 

other Egyptians. For a moment, they thought that this was the ‘new Egypt.’ But retrospectively perhaps 

the event is better conceptualized in line with Turner’s idea of social dramas – as a moment of 

transitory and liberating power, but also a  ‘time out of time’ in the sense that eventually social structure 

is reestablished in one form or another. By focusing explicitly on the dialectic between continuity and 

change, the following analysis suggests a more nuanced and dynamic perspective on how the Tahrir 

moment influenced the subjectivities and consciousness of the young volunteers. I show how the 

practice and consciousness of the volunteers was somehow prefigured.  It is a new and more political 

dimension of a civic engagement and consciousness that has already been formed through their 

participation in Resala’s activities and their regeneration of the values, aims and ideals of their parents’ 

generation.  

Revolution, civic engagement and political citizenship 

Returning to Resala in December 2011, I experienced a sudden change as to topics of discussions and 

conversations among volunteers. It was during the period between the first and second round of the 

2011-2012 parliamentary elections, and everybody was very eager to discuss the possible scenarios of a 

new government. Whereas before the uprising, silence, denial and ambiguity surrounded everything 

related to domestic politics, suddenly, people had become extremely outspoken about their support of 

and sympathies with political movements and parties (see also Chapter Two).113 An example of this 

outspokenness is reflected in the introductory interview excerpt of this chapter, in which Marwa openly 

announces that she has always sympathized with the Muslim Brotherhood and thus naturally voted for 

                                                           
113 Although I sensed that at least half of the volunteers voted for one of the Islamic parties and candidates, 
ranging from the moderate Hizb al-Wasat (the Center Party) to the conservative salafist Hizb al-Nour (The Light 

Party), I talked to quite a few volunteers who voted for one of the liberal or revolutionary parties, in particular 

Hizb al-Adl (The Justice Party). 
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them at the parliamentary elections.114 And outside Resala, I was met with the same openness as to 

political sympathies. For example, over the Friday lunch at Aya’s family’s house, Aya’s thirty-

something brother-in-law told me that he had been a Muslim Brotherhood activist for several years, but 

before the uprising not even his closest friends knew about his activism. Aya also surprised me by 

saying that for quite some time she had wanted to join the 6 April Youth Movement, but her parents 

had told her that it was too risky. For many young volunteers, this was the first time they were 

discussing politics, and they were only just discovering their own and others’ political views.115 The 

more volunteers I talked to, the more it became clear to me that they all had a strong urge to make use 

of their newly-won freedom of speech and announce their partisan sympathies to me. During my more 

than ten years of engagement with Egypt, this was something that I had never before experienced in the 

country, and the young volunteers talked about this in terms of a radical change. Here Dina explains to 

me the difference between before and after the fall of Mubarak: “All this stuff, now you can discuss it. I 

remember that if I tried to discuss something on the phone, my mother would warn me: ‘Be careful! 

You’re on the phone. Maybe they are listening to us.’” 

Many emphasized that for the first time in their lives they felt that they now had a voice. When I asked 

them about the experience of voting, they all described it in purely positive terms and often with a smile 

on their face. At the same time, many knew that they had a lot to learn, and they were not oblivious to 

the difficulties and problems ahead. Consequently, they were very eager to discuss and learn more 

about Egypt’s political landscape and the requirements of a successful political transition from an 

authoritative regime to a democratic participatory system. Some had knowledge and a few even 

experience with politics from before the uprising, but for the majority they were just starting to learn the 

rules and procedures of how to be a politically aware and engaged citizen. Rania, for example, 

complained to me that she was very confused trying to make sense of things and decide upon her 

position when watching live broadcasts of political debates on TV: 

Look, since the revolution a lot of political people appear on our talk shows and talk 

about the elections. All these people talk about politics, elections, the economy, and the 

country now, and all the ordinary people like me get confused. They have very different 

                                                           
114 With this she referred to the Freedom and Justice Party, the largest political party which has sprung out from 

the Muslim Brotherhood organization.  
115 For a similar observation, see Hamdy (2012). 
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points of view. If I really believe in an idea now, maybe tomorrow or the day after, 

someone will appear in the talk show and make me confused about someone or 

something. A lot of young people like me, girls and boys, didn’t used to talk about 

politics before. We concentrated on our work and studies. But now we have a very 

critical time because of a lot of different political ideas. I am trying to understand who 

has the right idea I can believe in. But not all of us are very good in politics. Some 

people are specialized in this. I am not a doctor in politics, but I have to look for the one 

who will make me understand the world around me. 

Despite these worries and uncertainties as to the short-term understanding of the political situation, a 

new-won dignity, pride and feeling of political agency permeate the interviews that I had with 

volunteers upon my return in 2011. At some point Dina said:  

The people in parliament work for me. If you want to have a better life, you have to be a 

citizen in this country. Before, everyone lived in their own world. Now, there is the idea 

that you can gather with other people. It started when the people had to make security 

for their houses. Now they are working as a committee in society. For myself, when I 

wanted to do something, I used to tell my friends who were already with me, but they 

would look at me as if I was from another planet. But now if you tell it to anybody in 

the street, they will understand you. This is a very big difference. I think that the 

revolution taught people to respect themselves.  

Sociologist Benoit Challand argues that in a country like Egypt “a new political imaginary has 

emerged, favored by spontaneous protests in which people regained more than the streets and political 

leverage, but also brought water to the mills of their being re-imagined as a collective actor unified 

around a renewed sense of nationalism and citizenship” (Challand 2011: 279). The emphasis on 

political citizenship and collective consciousness and agency clearly reflects in the above quote by Dina, 

but she tells us more than that. Before the uprising, Dina and her fellow volunteers in Resala were 

already engaged in society, working hard to improve it. But at that time, her friends outside did not 

understand why she wanted to make the effort. They “lived in their own world,” but as Dina told me, 

“the revolution” taught them as well as other Egyptians a lesson. It taught them how to work together 

for a common cause – like she and her colleagues did in Resala. During the turbulent days of 

demonstrations when there were no more police in the streets, neighbors suddenly had to get together 

to protect their houses and neighborhoods. The kind of solidarity and identification with neighbors and 
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fellow citizens across class barriers that the average Egyptians experienced (Hamdy 2012) is 

comparable with what volunteers had experienced and practiced for months or years in Resala. It was 

doing something concrete for the sake of fellow citizens that invoked feelings of community and 

togetherness among the volunteers. As I argue in Chapter Five, Resala’s vision is grounded on a model 

of inclusion defined within the framework of the national. Consequently, volunteers are engaged in a 

personal project to become more pious Muslims as well as inventing themselves as socially responsible 

citizens. In some sense during the Tahrir moment, an ideal similar to the one encouraged in Resala, an 

ideal about individual improvement and social responsibility, suddenly materialized. What Marwa says 

about the experience of being in Tahrir reverberates with how she and many other volunteers described 

Resala – as a unique and morally superior place with a certain spirit attached to it compared to the 

street and surrounding society.  

But in Resala volunteers also learned that images are not enough – effort and hard work is needed if 

dreams are to come true. Consequently, many of the volunteers I talked to participated differently in 

the street demonstrations than the average Egyptian protester for whom street demonstrations were a 

new experience. Like most others they sang and chanted protest songs and slogans, but at the same 

time many engaged in activities strikingly similar to the ones carried out in the Resala branches prior to 

the uprising. Dina and her group of friends coordinated blood donation campaigns and collection and 

distribution of food, water and medicine. Marwa and her group of friends brought some of the orphans 

with them to Tahrir square. Omar and his group shared in the cleaning of the square immediately after 

Mubarak’s resignation. Through medical assistance and the provision of food, water and blankets, the 

volunteers proved their organizational skills and ability to maintain control of the situation, but more 

importantly, they showed that their values and ideals did not contradict with what was needed on the 

ground under these very different circumstances. Quite the contrary. They applied many of the skills 

learned through their months or years in Resala, and their initiatives proved that they were able to think 

past the ephemeral Tahrir moment.  

I agree with Challand that the Egyptian uprising has influenced the political imaginaries of Egyptians in 

general, but as I see it the specific outcomes of such an influence vary according to more specific 

circumstances and previous individual experiences. Put differently, experiences of the 18 days in Tahrir 

Square do not, in principle, lead to the same kind of political imaginary in each person. In the case of 
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the young volunteers in my study, what we see is a leap of consciousness when it comes to how they 

think of themselves as political actors, and as the following section shows, their post-Tahrir collective 

consciousness is formulated along generational lines. Thus, in this case the event can be understood as 

catalytic because it exposed longer-term processes of subjectivity formation. In the following, I show 

how insights from the body of sociological literature on age, generation and political participation 

provide the last components in my analysis of the relationship between continuity and change in the 

processes of subjectivity formation and formation of generational self-consciousness among the young 

volunteers in my study.  

‘You did what we couldn’t do!’: Activism and generational consciousness  

According to many generation theorists, dramatic historic events such as revolutions impact on the 

political attitudes of people, in particular the youth because they are in their formative stage.116 Put 

differently, the contemporary generation of young Egyptians might well become a historical or epic 

generation, not categorically defined by its chronological limits or its borders, but in Robert Wohl’s 

(1979) understanding of the concept in which the historical generation is a “magnetic field at the center 

of which lies an experience or a series of experiences” (Ibid.: 211). The role of historical events “is not 

to define the consciousness of a generation formed in its shadow, but rather, to provide a focal point 

around which memories and political activism hinge” (Edmunds and Turner 2005: 572). For many 

young Egyptians, the 18 days in Tahrir Square culminating in the stepping down of Mubarak was the 

moment they experienced a collective consciousness and interconnectedness with peers who were “in a 

position to experience the same events and data” (Mannheim 1964: 297) similarly. It was then that they 

became “generation for itself” (Edmunds and Turner 2005: 562), and hence “aware that they are bound 

together by a shared age-group consciousness and [can] mobilize as an active force for political change” 

(Braungart and Braungart 1986: 217).  

“When I cleaned the street that day, an old man came up to me and wanted to kiss me. I told him: 

‘No!’ He told me: ‘You did what we couldn’t do.’” This short description by Omar of his encounter 

with “an old man” in Tahrir Square on 12 February 2011 is a powerful example of the public attitude 

towards the ‘revolutionary youth’ during the immediate time after the overthrow of Mubarak (cf. 

                                                           
116 See e.g. Mannheim (1964), Braungart and Braungart (1986), Wohl (1979), Andrews (1997). 



177 
 

Shahine 2011). The example illustrates how many Egyptians – as well as most of the world – had come 

to see the contemporary generation of young Egyptians as the primary agents of political change. As 

discussed above, youth and generation has been the most dominant analytical lens through which the 

Egyptian uprising has been analyzed within academia as well as in the general media debate, an 

approach that stands in strong contrast to previous images of Egyptian youth as marginalized and 

politically apathetic.117 But generational belonging is not simply a matter of a cohort determined “by its 

chronological limits or its borders” (Wohl 1979: 211). It is the outcome of specific subjective 

experiences, because “a generation is determined not by the shared problems of the time, but by the 

responses to these shared problems and objective conditions” (Borneman 1992: 48), and here previous 

experiences and social relations matter. As such, generational consciousness does not exclude intra-

generational conflicts. Quite the contrary. As Mannheim (1964) argued, “within any generation there 

can exist a number of differentiated, antagonistic generation-units” (Ibid.: 306) which are likely to 

“impose a much more concrete and binding tie on its members because of the parallelism of responses 

it involves” (Ibid.: 291). Resala is one such tie. It is a place or community “where mutual stimulation in 

a close-knit vital unit inflames the participants and enables them to develop integrative attitudes which 

do justice to the requirements inherent in their common ‘location’” (Ibid.: 307), but also influence other 

young people “beyond the limits of the original group” (Ibid.).   

Therefore, although discursive representations of generational consciousness and political agency 

appear similar across different ‘generational units’ in Egypt, naturally, the subjective experience of 

political agency and belonging to the historical generation of the ‘2011 Revolution’  is likely to differ 

according to previous experiences and interpersonal relations as well as factors such as gender and 

socioeconomic background. Even if their specific location as a generation predisposes them “for a 

certain characteristic mode of thought and experience, and a characteristic type of historically relevant 

action” (Mannheim 1964: 291), “the road to Tahrir” (Hirschkind 2011) for the young Resala volunteers 

in my study differs from that of the political oppositional activist in Kifaya and the 6 April Youth 

Movement, or the poor, uneducated street peddler from the suburb of Shubra, to mention just a few 

examples. The following statement by Rania, in which she draws a contrast between herself and her 

                                                           
117 See e.g. Swedenburg (2007). 
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father, is one example of how the complex relationship between subjectivity formation and generational 

consciousness can manifest: 

I think that we saw things around us differently. My father already has a home, a wife 

and kids. Everything is going smoothly in his life. He did not see what we saw in 

Resala. I think that. The young people like me saw a lot of bad things, all the people 

living below the breadline. My father didn’t see that so he thinks that there is no need 

for a revolution; the system is good. For him some poor people are not a big deal. But 

he did not see what we saw: how people live and all the problems around us. He did not 

see what we saw. Maybe he read it in the newspapers but he did not see it in reality.  

Before the uprising, none of the young volunteers I talked to expressed themselves in such 

unambiguous generational terms. Ahmed and Eman both communicated to me that their parents did 

not understand their situation (see Chapter Six), but they never openly criticized or problematized the 

general worldview of their parents as Rania does here. Seen in the light of the findings of the previous 

chapters, Rania’s words are spot on the most central elements of subjectivity formation and 

development of generational consciousness among the young middle-class Egyptians in Resala. She 

emphasizes the significance of Resala as a place of socialization and learning, but does so by placing 

herself in a generational framework.  

“He did not see what we saw, how people live, all the problems around us,” Rania points out, directly 

referring to the knowledge about Egyptian society and the state of poverty that she has gained through 

Resala. As I show in Chapter Four, the leadership of Resala has managed to attract thousands of young 

middle-class Egyptians and engage them in their society, primarily because of a discourse in which 

moral ideals and religious doctrines are closely related with the idea of voluntary action. The discourse, 

however, is effective only because of its close interplay with the practical experience of carrying out the 

activities, including the actual encounter with the poor. As I showed in the examples with the clothes 

exhibition, the meat cutting and the aid activities in Chapter Four and Chapter Five, the specific bodily 

practices and sensibilities are essential for the young people’s subjectivities as volunteers, because they 

open the way for an embodiment and deeper understanding of voluntary work and a sense of the 

community as meaningful. Furthermore, through specific practices related to the encounter with poor 

recipients as well as socialization into a specific discourse on poor/needy and poverty/need, volunteers 
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have achieved a new understanding of Egyptian society and hence a better understanding of themselves 

and their place within it. They have learned to define themselves vis-à-vis the poor and how to 

understand and suggest solutions to poverty-related problems. Forms and surveys inspired by the 

international development aid system combined with a more morally informed discourse referring to 

the Islamic tradition of charity provided the volunteers with a specific framework and vocabulary for 

understanding and talking about poverty and need. Thus for the volunteers, Resala has been – and still 

is – a place to engage in and learn about both moral and socioeconomic aspects of society, and this 

knowledge has been crucial for their subjectivity formation and early-stage development of civic 

consciousness. Through collective activities, volunteers have found common truths and they have 

experienced through their body how it feels to be part of a community for the sake of something larger 

than themselves. 

However, the young men and women in my study were not tabula rasa before they entered the gates of 

Resala. Other experiences and factors contributed to their dawning awareness of themselves as agents 

of change, not to mention their decision to come to Resala in the first place. Rania points towards the 

different life stages of herself and her father as one reason why they see the world differently and do not 

hold the same views of the Egyptian uprising. According to her, her father has established himself 

professionally and personally as an adult, while she is still unmarried and ‘exposed’ to the world. 

However, age is more than just a question of life stage. Sociocultural heritage and intergenerational 

relations are of vital importance. I apply the concept of generation in the broadest sense of the word; 

historical location as well as kinship relations are of vital importance for the formation of individual 

subjectivities and consciousness. Intergenerational relations with parents and other senior family 

members are of particular importance. These relations are often the most present in the “wider 

generational web” (Burnett 2010: 49), particularly in the Middle Eastern context (cf. Joseph 1999, 

Sawaf 2013), where experiences “take shape by changing relationships with seniors and juniors” (Cole 

and Durham 2007b: 18).   

In Chapter Six, I explore the background and mechanisms behind a gradual change of values, aims and 

ideals from one generation to the next. This change is one answer to the question why Resala and 

similar youth organizations have such great appeal among the contemporary generation of young 

middle-class Egyptians. I show how the assassination of President Sadat in 1981 and the economic and 
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security policies of the state influenced the volunteers’ parents to equate political stability with security 

and to stay detached from politics, prioritizing education, work and close family. In particular, they 

hung on to their middle-class dream, the promise of the education system to lift the social standard of 

the family and prepare the children for middle-class professions. The 1990s and 2010s was a period that 

Schielke (2011) characterizes as “one of the most depoliticized times in Egypt’s contemporary history,” 

a time “when everybody in Egypt… [was] compelled to yekabbar, to mind their own business” (Ibid.: 

77). This is one of the reasons why many parents were skeptical of or even against the demands of the 

revolutionaries. Both Rania and Dina explained to me that their fathers were against the uprising and 

continued to be so even after the fall of Mubarak. Other parents changed their minds towards the end of 

the 18 days or when they learned about sons and daughters of acquaintances killed or wounded in the 

clashes. Fear and the wish for continued stability was seen by many volunteers as the main incentive 

behind the opinions and practices of their parents and other seniors: “The old generation is afraid. It is 

not a parent thing. It is a generation gap. The seniors were afraid and wanted stability,” one volunteer 

said to me. Although the contrast might not be as strong as it was often presented to me by the young 

volunteers, it is clear that the two generations do have slightly different ideas of chaos and stability.  

In contrast, the young volunteers were already convinced that the choice was not only “between the 

stability and security of a dictator and the danger of Islamic activism” (Hanafi 2012: 12), but that other 

alternatives existed. New political groups and movements, such as Kifaya and the 6 April Youth 

Movement, influenced their notion of politics in Egypt. As the trope about education, career and 

political stability was gradually undermined, the space was carved out for another one to emerge. For 

many young people this meant a reorientation of hopes and aspirations towards a broader social 

horizon of civic engagement and social engagement because of their search for ideals and meanings 

alternative to those of their parents. Resala’s discourse on charity, volunteerism and giving built on 

their sociocultural heritage of the obligation of Muslims to provide for the needy, and also offered faith 

in an eternal life, recognition and independence, a boost to their sense of worth, possibilities of 

employment and marriage, and hope in the future. 

Seen in retrospective and with the above statement by Rania in mind, one of the most important 

consequences of youth initiatives like Resala is that it has contributed to a growing consciousness 

among young Egyptians that they as young people have the choice and the ability to give something to 
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society. It was not Resala volunteers who called for protest on 25 January, or even stood there at Tahrir 

on the first day of the demonstrations. But triggered by the catalytic event of the 18 days of revolt, they 

were quickly convinced of the possibility of actually changing the political scene in Egypt. Regeneration 

of their sociocultural heritage and a reformulation of their relationship to their parents contributed to 

this. However, more importantly their experiences in Resala provided them with the knowledge, skills 

and vocabulary for how to engage with the changing sociopolitical reality. Learning about poverty, 

need and social responsibility as well as engaging in activities involving encounters and interaction with 

poor fellow citizens had equipped them with a new knowledge and understanding of Egyptian society, 

including a belief in the possibility of a better future.  

In other words, their experiences endowed them with a disposition to act, politically and 

humanitarianly, when circumstances allowed them to. In the years and months prior to the Egyptian 

uprising, religiously-driven social responsibility and collective effort were driving forces behind the 

practices of thousands of young middle-class Egyptians. By 25 January 2011, Dina, Rania and the other 

volunteers (together with volunteers and activists in other groups and organizations) already had more 

or less vague images of the kind of society and political system that they were striving for, and in 

addition, they held the knowledge, diligence, organizational and communicative skills useful in a 

democratic and participatory society. What the event of the 18 days in Tahrir contributed to this was 

the unfolding of their consciousness of themselves as political citizens and as a generation capable of 

accomplishing change. This formative process was possible because traditions, discourses and 

ideologies are never unambiguous, and subjects learn “to interpret aspects of social reality as having 

meanings beyond those that they proclaim or manifest directly” (Starrett 1998: 151). As such, the event 

can be seen as a catalyst for the unfolding of an emerging sense of political citizenship and generational 

self-consciousness. And perhaps the specific interpretation of religion, social responsibility and 

individual improvement in Resala makes more sense than ever in the face of the continued uncertain 

political situation in Egypt. 

Conclusion 

Many scholars of the Middle East assume that the recent political changes in Egypt will lead to new 

political imaginaries and subjectivities (cf. Challand 2011, Hanafi 2012) especially among young 
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Egyptians. So far, however, few publications address the experience and mobilization of ‘ordinary’ 

Egyptians, among these the youth, and very few rely on ethnography and/or in-depth interviews 

collected immediately prior to and during the 2011 uprising and its aftermath. Experiences of the 18 

days in Tahrir Square would not, in principle, lead to the same kind of political participation and 

collective consciousness for all participants. Instead, the influence of the uprising on individual 

subjectivities and consciousness is likely to differ according to previous experiences and interpersonal 

relations as well as factors such as age, gender and socioeconomic background (cf. Mannheim 1964, 

Wohl 1979). 

In this chapter, I have explored the influence of the 2011 Egyptian uprising on Resala and the practice 

and consciousness of the young volunteers. In particular, I have focused on the ‘Tahrir moment,’ the 18 

days of revolt leading to the ousting of President Mubarak and how volunteers’ experiences of this 

moment relate to their previous formative processes. I have argued that in the case of the young people 

in my study, their consciousness and practice as citizens was somehow prefigured, and Tahrir simply 

catalyzed a new and more political dimension of a social engagement and civic consciousness that had 

already been formed through participation in Resala’s activities and the way they had regenerated the 

values and ideals of their parents.  

While Resala’s leadership acted rather cautiously and abstained from engaging the organization in any 

activity related to the mass demonstrations, most volunteers reacted to the call of the uprising by 

wanting to join the protesters in Tahrir Square. The stories of those who went all reflected feelings of 

joy, patriotism, unity and solidarity, and, as such, the moment bears many similarities with Turner’s 

idea of ‘communitas’ during the liminal and anti-structural phase of social dramas (1974), when 

feelings of intense community spirit, social equality and togetherness dominate (Ibid.). Furthermore, 

these stories correspond to a dominant narrative of the relationship between youth and revolution in 

Egypt (Shahine 2011). However, when zooming in on the actual practices, their stories also revealed 

that many of them participated differently in the street demonstrations than the average Egyptian 

protester. Like most others they sang and chanted protest songs and slogans, but many also employed 

the skills and priorities they had learnt in Resala, such as provision of aid and cleaning of public places. 

In other words, they were able to think past the ephemeral Tahrir moment.  
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Seen in retrospective the experience of the Tahrir moment did influence the consciousness of the young 

volunteers, who came to think of themselves as political actors and citizens with a collective 

consciousness formulated along generational lines. But their post-Tahrir consciousness and practice 

was also a new and more political dimension of a social engagement and civic consciousness formed 

through participation in Resala’s activities. Feelings of community and togetherness were easily 

evoked, because they already had practical and bodily experiences of carrying out activities as a 

collectivity for the sake of others. Furthermore, Resala had equipped them with the knowledge, 

diligence, organizational and communicative skills useful in a democratic and participatory society. As 

such – and moving beyond Turner’s model of social dramas – the event can be understood as catalytic 

because it exposed longer-term processes of subjectivity formation and development of civic 

consciousness among the volunteers. 
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Chapter Eight 

Conclusion: 

The Formation of Muslim citizens 

“Many people thought that the youth could not do anything, but we did it!” This statement by Hassan, 

a young volunteer in Resala, puts into words the most commonly held image of Egyptian youth during 

the period immediately after the fall of Mubarak. Hassan refers to a “we,” the “youth” of contemporary 

Egypt, as the primary agent of political change. But what are the lives and stories behind this powerful 

image of the Egyptian youth of 2011? This thesis set out to explore the processes of subjectivity 

formation and development of generational consciousness among a specific group of young middle-

class Egyptians. Due to the timing of my project, it became possible for me to show how an important 

historical event impacted on the subjectivities and consciousness of these young people; but at the same 

time, I was able to look back and see significant connections and continuities over time resulting from 

more gradual processes of subjectivity formation. The young people’s new-found self-consciousness and 

confidence in themselves as political citizens with the right to claim something from their rulers was 

triggered by the Tahrir moment, but it builds upon previous experiences. Overall, I argue that the 

specific manifestation of political citizenship and generational self-consciousness that we see acted out 

and verbalized among the young volunteers in the aftermath of the 2011 uprising is the result of two 

very different processes of subjectivity formation. One is a slow and gradual process in which 

sensibilities and dispositions for perception, thought and action are shaped through intellectual and 

bodily engagement with practices, dialogues and interaction inside Resala as well as in the family and 

society. The other process is both faster and more explicit in its manifestation, being a result of 

experiencing the dramatic event of the 18 days of revolt and mass demonstrations.  

Like thousands of other Egyptians, many Resala volunteers participated in the mass demonstration in 

Tahrir Square leading to the ousting of President Mubarak. But comparing their accounts and stories 

with the general image of youth and revolution in Egypt, these young Egyptians appear to have 

participated in the uprising in different ways from the average protester. Like most others, they sang 

and chanted protest songs and slogans, but at the same time, they engaged in activities strikingly similar 
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to the ones carried out in Resala prior to the uprising. They coordinated blood donation campaigns, 

collected and distributed food and medicine, and cleaned the square. Furthermore, after their return to 

Resala in the turbulent period around the first free parliamentary elections, their interactions and 

dialogues with each other bore witness to a mutual respect and inclusiveness despite political 

differences of opinion. Such practices and attitudes show that the values and ideals of the volunteers fit 

with what was needed on the ground under these very different circumstances, but more importantly, 

they reveal that something had been in the making in the months and years prior to the uprising. 

Experience is never unmediated, and it seems that the event, the 18 days of revolt, “confirmed and 

reinforced […] prejudices and ideals” (Wohl 1979: 231) acquired earlier in their life. 

Due to their social and historical location as a generation and their previous experiences in Resala, the 

young volunteers had gained ideas and practical knowledge of what it meant to be and act as a citizen. 

What the Tahrir moment changed was their consciousness about themselves as a generation and their 

political rights and responsibilities as citizens. What I observed upon my return to Cairo shortly after 

the event was a leap of consciousness about how these young Egyptians had come to think of 

themselves as political actors. Therefore, I argue that their post-Tahrir consciousness and practice were 

somehow prefigured, and that it had a religious adjective attached to it. I suggest that the processes of 

subjectivity formation underlying this tell us something about the emergence of a particular version of 

the ‘Muslim citizen,’ understood as a subject whose religious commitment and observance primarily 

takes shape in adherence to ideals of social responsibility and civic engagement within the framework 

of the Egyptian nation.  

In Chapter Six, I quoted Rasha saying that to her Resala is a “new and different kind of school” that 

has taught her more about how to deal with life than any other place. In conclusion, I argue that this 

process of subjectivity formation contains three different, albeit intertwined, elements. Two of these are 

direct outcomes of the volunteers’ engagement in Resala, and one is the result of an even slower and 

longer-term process of coming of age in a particular time and within a particular set of relations. In the 

following, I briefly outline these three elements, discussing how they relate to the formation of a 

particular version of the Muslim citizen. 

The first element of the process of subjectivity formation is the formation of the self in relation to 

God within the social and organizational setting of Resala. This formation process is constituted 
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by a dynamic between, on the one hand, a discourse on charity, volunteerism and giving, and on 

the other hand, the practical and bodily experience of participating in the actual activities. The 

leadership of Resala has successfully created an ideational framework for action in which moral 

ideals and religious doctrines are closely connected with the idea of voluntary work in NGOs. In 

this perspective, volunteering is perceived as a sacrificial gift where the person gives up time and 

effort in return for God’s rewards and blessings. Thus, while the poor are the material receivers, 

God is in fact seen as the primary receiver and the one expected to reciprocate. One of the 

reasons for the strong appeal of Resala is arguably found in the promises of rewards that this 

positive narrative offers the young volunteers. The comforting promises stemming from the 

narrative about good deeds and God’s rewards has a significant influence on how the volunteers 

ascribe meaning to their actions and provides them with a basis of trust and perhaps glimpses of 

certainty when it comes to their own future on earth as well as in the afterlife. 

But as the examples of the clothes and meat activities in Chapter Four illustrate, engagement in Resala 

is more than a spiritual economy of exchange between the volunteer and his/her God. The experience 

of carrying out the activities, including the bodily practices, the concrete organization and the inter-

subjective interactions, all invoke feelings of community among the volunteers as well as fostering a 

deeper social understanding and embodiment of the act of giving. Furthermore, because emphasis is on 

the actual act of giving and volunteering, ‘the pleasure of giving’ presupposes an ideal of a social 

relationship between the giver and the receiver. There is an emphasis on a sociality that goes beyond 

the community of volunteers, and this emphasis is what distinguishes engagement in Resala from the 

religious lessons of the Muslim women in Mahmood’s study (2003, 2005) for example, or more random 

handing out of charity to poor, unknown people in the street. Put differently, it is the ideal of a social 

relationship between volunteers and recipients that mediates and fleshes out the individualized 

experience of volunteering as a relationship of sacrificial giving between the person and God, on the 

one hand, and a more abstract ideal of giving as a “humanitarian” imperative on the other hand 

(Chouliaraki 2010). Besides, the ideal is an important component for the formation of the volunteers’ 

civic consciousness and sense of national belonging, although not fully conscious and explicit until after 

the Tahrir moment.  
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The civic consciousness and sense of belonging to the nation is reinforced through the second formative 

element of engagement in Resala’s activities. Through encounters with poor recipients, volunteers are 

confronted with the poverty and suffering of fellow Egyptians, and they learn how to analyze the 

circumstances of poor families pragmatically and intellectually as well as how to suggest solutions to 

poverty-related problems. These experiences lead to a stronger awareness of their own middle-class 

status and their role as givers vis-à-vis the poor as receivers, but the experiences also add to a process in 

which volunteers come to reflect upon themselves and their social responsibility towards fellow 

citizens, leading to an emerging civic consciousness. The organizational discourse of Resala supports 

this process, conceptualizing Egypt as an inclusive and united nation not divided by loyalties to the 

family or religious or ethnic communities. Thus, on a small scale, the encounters between volunteers 

and recipients are part of the formative process of learning how to deal with the poor and becoming 

conscious of poverty and class hierarchies in society, and, on a larger scale, they are part of a process of 

imagining oneself as a citizen within the framework of the Egyptian nation.  

But naturally, there are variations of this ideal of civic engagement, and the volunteers all present 

different ways of being a Muslim citizen. The stories of Safa and Marwa in Chapter Five illustrate these 

variations, demonstrating how involvement in Resala and the possibility of meeting and interacting 

with recipients provided volunteers with the opportunity to reflect upon their own position in society, 

albeit in slightly different ways. Whereas Marwa and similar upper middle-class volunteers saw Resala 

as an opportunity to connect with segments of society that they would normally never meet, for Safa 

and many volunteers of lower middle-class backgrounds, Resala was also one of the few places where 

they could actively reinforce their rather ambivalent middle-class status. Furthermore, there were 

variations in how the two women approached the poor and their need, and their particular 

understandings of need and the poor were formed in the interplay between personal backgrounds and 

previous encounters with poverty, on the one hand, and methods and procedures acquired in Resala, 

on the other. Both talked about providing the recipients with the means – whether intellectually, 

emotionally or economically – to support themselves in the future, but while Marwa emphasized 

Islamic values and morality and saw herself as a role model for and educator of younger generations, 

Safa was more influenced by the discourse of international development aid and talked about poverty 

as a structural problem, requiring initiatives aimed at long-term development. 
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Upbringing and socioeconomic background contribute to such variations within the large group 

of volunteers. Resala grew out of a student initiative at the prestigious Faculty of Engineering at 

Cairo University, and initially most volunteers were from the upper strata of the middle class. But 

recently, the organization has managed to reach out to young people from lower socioeconomic 

backgrounds, and it has proved its ability to accommodate a more heterogeneous group of young 

people. Despite this heterogeneity, however, all volunteers in my study share their structural 

position as youth and their social and historical location, which means that they are somehow 

“predisposed” for similar “modes of behavior, feeling, and thought” (Mannheim 1964: 291).  

The third element in shaping the Muslim citizen is the formation of the young volunteers as part 

of a specific age group and generation growing up at a particular time and within a particular set 

of relations. In Chapter Six the stories of Ahmed and Eman illustrate this formative process. As 

educated middle-class Egyptians in their early twenties, Ahmed, Eman and the other young 

volunteers share the position of youth as a transition phase to adulthood; under conditions of 

high unemployment and rising prices of housing they struggle to establish a life independently 

from their families. Naturally, such circumstances foster uncertainty, and for many, recognition 

by others as well as possibilities of advancing professionally and meeting their future spouse form 

part of why Resala is experienced as a meaningful place to be. 

Apart from being young, the volunteers are also members of a generation defined by particular 

social relations and held together by the experience of historical events from the same vantage-

point. By focusing on the intergenerational dialogue between the young volunteers and their 

parents, I learned how the subjectivities and consciousness of the young were shaped, not only 

through their recent or contemporary experiences, but also through their attempts to reconcile 

their sociocultural heritage with the demands of contemporary life. The young volunteers were 

brought up with their parents’ fear and distrust of both state and civil society and their insistence 

on political stability as a necessary condition for a successful personal life. Furthermore, their 

parents believed in the promise of education to lift the social and economic standard of the family 

and prepare their children for middle-class professions. The young volunteers, however, were too 

young to remember anything but their parents’ stories about the terrorist attacks of the early 

1990s and the state crackdown on the militant Islamists, and due to decades of high 
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unemployment and gradual undermining of the educational system, the development doctrine 

about formal educational achievements as a means of upward social mobility had lost much 

credibility. Seen through the lens of their contemporary experiences, their parents’ values, aims 

and ideals made less sense. For the young generation, political stability was nothing but a 

continuation of the hopelessness, inequality, injustice and insecurity that they had witnessed and 

experienced all their lives. Stability, as they knew it, was therefore one of their primary fears. 

Thus, a regeneration of the values, aims and ideals of their parents, together with their 

experiences in Resala, shaped their subjectivities in ways that set the scene for a dominant ideal 

of social responsibility and individual improvement and paved the way for a consciousness of 

their role as Muslim citizens. In other words, while the parents’ generation had to some extent 

been deprived of their political citizenship, the civic engagement and consciousness of the young 

volunteers bear witness to the emergence of a new version of politics and citizenship.  

Hence what looked like primarily or even solely a religious commitment turned out to be just as much 

civic commitment. Underlying the three elements of subjectivity formation was a novel foregrounding 

of citizenship and the civic interpreted within the framework of the Islamic tradition and the structures 

of civil society activism. For the young volunteers, serving God did not contradict their role as Egyptian 

citizens; in fact, it was considered as the means to it. Engagement in Resala was a way of inventing 

oneself simultaneously as a Muslim and as an Egyptian citizen. As such, what was encouraged and 

practiced in Resala can be conceptualized as a religious version of “citizenship politics of civil society” 

(Zubaida 2001) in which participants “identify the community with a ‘civil society’ of actively 

participating citizens” (Ibid.: 24). In contrast, many of the slightly older ethnographic studies of 

activism in Egypt, in which fieldwork was carried out in the period from the 1980s to around 2000, 

focus on various forms of “politics of community” (Ibid.). Mahmood’s (2003, 2005) study of Islamic 

activist women in the Egyptian mosque movement discussed throughout the thesis is one of the most 

recent examples. Here, women’s solidarity and identification transcend the national to a broader 

religious community. Other examples are the studies of Diane Singerman (1995 [1986]) and Asef Bayat 

(1997, 2000, 2009) mentioned in Chapter Three. Both focus on the “low politics” (Singerman 1995) of 

urban poor, and how the struggles of poor families in Cairo reflect and reinforce shared interest and 

identification with a particular group or community within society.  
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Thus, what distinguishes Resala and similar youth organizations, religious or not, from the kinds of 

activism analyzed in the studies of Deeb, Bayat and Singerman is its focus on citizenship and the civic 

in relation to an ideal of the pious Muslim. Solidarity with and social responsibility towards the nation 

is not seen to contradict loyalties to the family and/or a particular community. Resala has managed to 

transmit this ideal of the Muslim citizen to a generation, and in so doing it has taken over some of the 

authority of formal educational institutions, which have “been losing their hold over the young and 

declining as sites of nation and citizenship building” (Herrera 2012: 338). When circumstances allowed 

for it and because of a specific regeneration of their sociocultural heritage, volunteers were able to 

reinterpret the knowledge, skills and vocabulary acquired in Resala in a way that made it natural for 

them to participate in the demonstrations and act politically as citizens under these very different 

circumstances. Thus I have shown that Resala and similar youth organizations – in interplay with 

factors such as socioeconomic circumstances, increasing alienation from the state apparatus and new 

protest movements like Kifaya and 6 April Youth Movement – were important in securing the mass 

support of the Egyptian uprising among the youth, thus paving the way for the success of the protesters 

in overthrowing Mubarak. 

Taking the recent political developments into consideration, it is now clear that what looked like a 

revolution turned out more like a powerful event in a long-term crisis and restructuring of Egyptian 

society and politics (cf. Turner 1974). From the perspective of the time of writing it is uncertain what 

the political future of Egypt will bring. It is certain, however, that the (Tahrir) moment, when 

everything seemed possible, has now passed. To a great extent, the old power structure has remained. 

But the young volunteers will continue to be influenced by the dramatic events of the 2011 uprising as 

well as their experiences in Resala, whether or not they keep on volunteering. This is so especially 

because these experiences are “early impressions” (Mannheim 1964: 298) and thus formative of their 

subjectivities and consciousness. Furthermore, unlike many preceding cohorts, this generation in 

particular has turned out as a “generation for itself” (Edmunds and Turner 2005: 562), because it has 

become self-consciousness and has realized “potentialities inherent in the location” by creating “its 

own, distinct pattern of interpreting and influencing the world” (Ibid.: 310). One of these patterns of 

innovation is the emergence of a particular, historical form of civility that complies with ideals of 

conduct for an Egyptian version of the Muslim citizen. 
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Summary 

This thesis explores processes of subjectivity formation and development of generational consciousness 

among a group of young Muslim volunteers in Cairo. Within the institutional structures of the Muslim 

charity organization, Resala, these educated, middle-class Egyptians in their late teens and early 

twenties engage in society through activities for Egypt’s poor. Founded in 1999, Resala is the largest 

and oldest among a group of recently established youth-initiated charity organizations in Egypt, 

including more than 112,000 volunteers, female as well as male. The study is based on more than nine 

months of fieldwork among volunteers and their parents, mainly in Cairo, carried out in the period 

from 2009 to 2012. Following the same people before and after the Egyptian uprising in early 2011, the 

thesis demonstrates how the subjectivities of the young volunteers take form through participation in 

‘slow’ everyday social activism as well as ‘fast,’ dramatic political events. 

In my analysis of the practices, interactions and stories of the young volunteers, I draw on concepts and 

perspectives from three bodies of literature: Literature on Islam, activism and the subject; on 

subjectivity formation; and finally, on youth, age and generation. I combine these literatures in a novel 

way, opening up for an analysis of the relationship between ‘tempos’ of subjectivity formation and 

development of generational consciousness. Overall, I argue that the particular political citizenship and 

generational self-consciousness that we see enacted and verbalized in the time immediately after the fall 

of Mubarak is the product of two very different processes of subjectivity formation. One is a slow and 

gradual process, shaping sensibilities and dispositions for perception, thought and action through 

intellectual and bodily engagement in various forms of volunteering practices, dialogues and 

interactions. Here, activities and discourses in Resala play a great part, but more indirect and longer-

term processes of interaction and dialogue across generations in the family also matter. The other 

process is both faster and more explicit in its manifestation, being a result of experiencing the dramatic 

event of the 18 days of revolt in early 2011, when volunteers demonstrated side by side with other 

protesters in Tahrir Square.  

My main argument is that the civic consciousness and practice of the young volunteers were somehow 

prefigured. What may have looked primarily or even solely like a religious commitment turned out to 

be just as much a civic commitment. Underlying the specific processes of subjectivity formation among 
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the young volunteers was a novel foregrounding of citizenship and the civic interpreted within the 

framework of the Islamic tradition and the structures of a civil society organization. Due to their social 

and historical location as a generation and their previous experiences in Resala, the young volunteers 

had already gained ideas and practical knowledge of what it meant to be and act as a citizen prior to the 

uprising. What the Tahrir moment changed was their consciousness about themselves as a generation 

and their rights and responsibilities as citizens. Building on this insight, I conclude that the processes of 

subjectivity formation exemplifies the emergence of a particular version of the ‘Muslim citizen,’ 

understood as a subject whose religious commitment and observance takes shape primarily in 

adherence to ideals of social responsibility and civic engagement within the framework of the Egyptian 

nation.  
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Resumé 

Denne afhandling undersøger subjektivitetsdannelse og generationsbevidsthed blandt en gruppe af 

unge, muslimske frivillige i Cairo. Inden for rammerne af den muslimske velgørenhedsorganisation, 

Resala, engagerer disse uddannede middelklasse-egyptere sig i samfundet gennem aktiviteter for 

Egyptens fattige. Resala er grundlagt i 1999, og med sine mere end 112.000 frivillige, kvinder såvel som 

mænd, er organisationen den ældste og største blandt en gruppe af nyligt etablerede egyptiske 

velgørenhedsorganisationer grundlagt af unge. Studiet er baseret på mere end ni måneders feltarbejde, 

hovedsageligt i Cairo, blandt de frivillige og deres forældre i perioden 2009 til 2012. Jeg har fulgt de 

samme mennesker før og efter den egyptiske opstand i begyndelsen af 2011, hvorfor afhandlingen 

demonstrerer, hvordan de unge frivilliges subjektivitet formes gennem deltagelse i både ”langsom” 

social aktivisme i hverdagen og ”hurtige” og dramatiske politiske begivenheder. 

I min analyse af de unge frivilliges praksis, interaktioner og historier trækker jeg på begreber og 

perspektiver fra tre slags litteratur: Litteratur om Islam, aktivisme og subjektet; om 

subjektivitetsdannelse; og endelig, om ungdom, alder og generation. Jeg kombinerer litteraturen på en 

ny måde og åbner dermed for en analyse af forholdet mellem ”tempoer” i subjektivitetsdannelse og 

udvikling af generationsbevidsthed. Overordnet argumenterer jeg for, at det særlige politiske 

medborgerskab og den selvbevidsthed som generation, der bliver udlevet og italesat umiddelbart efter 

Mubaraks fald, er et produkt af to meget forskellige subjektivitetsdannelsesprocesser. Den ene er en 

langsom og gradvis proces, der former de unges sensibilitet og dispositioner for forståelse, tænkning og 

handling gennem forskellige slags frivillighedspraksis, dialog og interaktion. I denne proces spiller 

Resala en stor rolle, men også mere indirekte og længerevarende interaktionsprocesser og dialog på 

tværs af generationerne i familien er af betydning. Den anden proces er både hurtigere og mere 

dramatisk. Den er resultatet af de unge frivilliges oplevelse af den dramatiske begivenhed omkring de 18 

dages opstand i begyndelsen af 2011, hvor de demonstrerede side om side med andre demonstranter på 

Tahrir-pladsen.  

Mit centrale argument er, at de unge frivilliges medborgerlige bevidsthed og kollektive engagement var 

præfigureret. Det, der ved første øjekast lignede et religiøst engagement, viste sig i lige så høj grad at 

være et medborgerligt engagement, og de unge frivilliges praksis og udsagn fremhæver en ny forståelse 
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af medborgerskab og det civile fortolket i henhold til den islamiske tradition og inden for rammerne af 

en civilsamfundsorganisation. De unge frivillige har som følge af deres tidligere erfaringer i Resala såvel 

som deres sociale og historiske lokalisering som generation, allerede forud for opstanden erhvervet sig 

ideer og praktisk viden om det at være og agere som borger. Det som Tahrir-øjeblikket ændrede var 

deres bevidsthed om sig selv som en generation og deres rettigheder og pligter som borgere. På 

baggrund af heraf konkluderer jeg, at de unges subjektivitetsdannelsesprocesser kan ses som udtryk for 

tilblivelsen af en bestemt version af den ”muslimske borger”, forstået som et subjekt, hvis religiøse 

engagement og observans primært baserer sig på og forholder sig til idealer om socialt ansvar og 

medborgerligt engagement inden for rammerne af den egyptiske nation.  

 


