Conclusion

The importance of poetry to studies of verbal cu]tu:re is.readiiy
apparent to many Arabic speakers by virtue of the i.ustoncall leg-
acy of Islam. After the Prophet Muhammad h‘ad finished deliver-
ing the last of the Qurianic revelations in A.D. 632, subsequent
generations of Muslims became acutely aware of the 'neeci fora
more expansive set of guidelines for interpreting scripture and
understanding its significance for a growing diversity of Mus-
lims. While some scholars devoted their efforts to archiving the
words and deeds of the Prophet and his companions, others set
about codifying the basic structures of Arabic grammar and Ilin—
guistic usage in the interests of better understanding,iextelndmg,
and teaching Islam’s message. These latter grammarians identi-
fied source material from which Arabic could be formalized and
gave special attention to the speech of the pastoral nomads from
the central plains of Arabia who were closest to Muhammad’s
own tribe of Quraish. The poetry of such regions was felt to pro-
vide the finest gloss of the sublime diction recorded in the
(uran. Exchanged among itinerant herders, craftsmen, mer-
chants, soldiers, and town-based administrators, poetry pro-
vided the cultural flesh for an inimitable ideal and has been
appreciated ever since by generations of influential Muslim
thinkers.’
A half century ago, the value of poetry to studies of language
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and culture was underscored for Westerners by linguist Roman
Jakobson, who reminded his audience of the pitfalls of overly
formalist conceptions of verbal practice.? Poetry shows not
merely how the transmitted aspects of “ideation” in language
are inflected and sometimes overwhelmed by “emotive” as
pects.? Poetry also reminds us that language is a powerful source
of self-discovery. By employing ambiguity to query norms of be-
havior, action, and feeling, poetry creates a “double-sensed mes-
sage” that is expressed “in a split addresser, in a split addressee,
and . . . in a split reference.” The specific instrument for such
multiplication of poetic agents and referents is acoustic equiva-
lence—syllables, stress, meter, rhyme, and grammatical parallel-
ism-—whereby a single unit of meaning, including its implica-
tions for language users, is conjoined with others.s The resule,
Jakobson suggests, is a host of co-occurring possible meanings
within a single utterance. Rather than destabilizing language,
such polysemy ultimately enriches it by imposing an extraordi-
nary requirement on interlocutors: the obligation to reiterate.
By having to clarify what has been said in new rerms, language
users continuously unveil latent understandings about the world
and its orders, discovering new relations between “addressers,”
“addressees,” and “references.” In the process of reiteration,
things felt to be essential and yet absent become more public, en-
coded, and potentially circulated in new patterns of verbal usage
and recognition. Jakobson’s attention to the reflexive value of
poetry in language and the dynamic role of associative sounds in
expressive life highlighted new opportunities for studying the
cultural foundations of human communication.”

My focus on media technologies and specifically on audio-
cassettes has been directed toward exploring poetry’s iterative
role in expressive culture through a range of social and historical
variables. Poetry has long been a “public register of the Arab
people” (diwan al-‘Arab), as noted by early Arab gramimarian
Abhmad Ibn Faris. However, this “register” has also been a mat-
ter of techniques, competences, and material resources that have
been unevenly distributed over time. To a large extent, as T have



444 The Moral Resonance of Arab Media

suggested throughout this book, Yemenis ﬁné.poetry ethilcaiiy
compelling because it calls attention to contending economies of
textual iteration and multiple conceptions of moral authority,
even as it provides a structare that would seem to .resoiye sac_:h
tensions. [ have argoed that the groundwork for such ethical d.is-
cernment beging with attention to the sensory qualities of media,
especially its visual and sonic aspects, which for th.e purposes "Of
this monograph I have correlated with “circulating” (sayyar)
and “resonant” (mu 2bbir} aesthetics, respectively. Where ve;bai
life is mediated visually by light or darkness, delicacy or crudity,
or guickness or gradualism, attention is drawn to potentially
common values that can circalate in the world and be repro-
duced. Conversely, where communicative channels become
loud, quiescent, noisy, melodious, murmuring, or even orally
liquidous, they are felt to signal more localized, embodied, and
irreducible engagements. The obvious links between these two
rather different aesthetics and their implications for selthood in-
vite us to consider how they work refationally with each other
and are prioritized variably according to communicative aimg,
participant structures, historical periods, and so f(.)rth. Sgch bi-
nary aesthetics also invite broader comparisons with notions of
the seen and heard in other cultural settings, as T have suggested
throughout the book with observations on comparable notions
of scripture, metropolitanism, character, personality, and na-
tional history in other, non-Yemeni contexts.

By attending to the construction and composition of texts,
however, and especially to the physical and metaphysical quali-
ties of script, 1 have also argued that the ethics of such sensory
antinomies can be approached only through an ethnographic
study of ways of knowing as evidenced in the work and lives of
specific individuals, My enquiry into such ethical attunements
has considered some of the problems with arguments that posit
determining influences of literacy or audiovisnal media on tradi-
tional societies. By showing how Yemenis routinely employ a
repertoire of textual competences in assessing comm%mal‘at:t»
thority and ethical norms, 1 have deferred making oversimplistic
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equations between literacy acquisition and a host of liberal po-
litical commitments, from state-managed civil society to ratio-
nality. Flere I review several of the elements i this argument be-
fore summarizing my prescription for a better method of
studying the moral authority of media. This prescription, as |
outline in this book, is to explore media culture through com-
monly used figures of speech, or tropes, that call attention to the
social and cultural moorings of a wider set of progressive public
selves.

Much of the comparative leverage that this book offers to
studies of verbal interaction, media, religion, and other domains
of expressive life draws from a set of claims about the function
of discrete communicative codes in people’s value systems, espe-
cially in conceptions of moral authority. The most prominent of
these codes is writing, access to which was historically the privi-
lege of members of notable houses—mercantile, religious, and
administrative-—in ways that find ready parallels in a variety of
settings throughout the world. In the highlands of southwestern
Arabia, where seasonal rains ensured greater population densi-
ties and more concentrated forms of state organization than
anywhere else on the peninsula, indigenous systems of writing
matured within a particular set of cultural ecologies. After pre-
Islamic dynasties had insticutionalized scribal officiates to help
with administrative and commemorative tasks, Yemen’s reputa-
tion for scholarly and moral authority grew further with the
etflorescence of rural schools for Quranic learning and jurispra-
dence after the seventh century. The development of an increas-
ingly managerial Zaidi (Shi‘ite) state after the sixteenth century
invested scribal writ with a more elaborated set of tegal and
symbolic associations, elements of which matured in a sophisti-
cated culture of literary production and song that centered in
Sanaa and its environs, During the twentieth century, the spreacd
of state education and literacy campaigns allowed unprece-
dented numbers of people to gain skills in reading and writing,
especially in South Yemen, although new hierarchies of lirerate
competence also emerged amid the politics of intellectual and
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cultural prestige. Throughout the book, explore the 1I.nphca'—
tions of such transformations for poets, singers, and their audi-
ences, especially those who have sought to take advz}ntage of fa
burgeoning audio-recording industry that developed in Aden af-
ter the 1940s. o '
My argument about the moral value of qasrda(a poetry is pre-
mised centrally on the legacy of such economies .Of script in
Yemenis’ perceptions of authoritative verse. If} conmdem.ng f;pls«
tolary “initiation and response” (bidwa ;.rw.ab) poetry in chap-
ter 2, I suggest that Yemenis have long distinguished a Wrﬂltteri
from an oral textual style through a set of formal compositiona
features, including overall synthetic unity and leggth, a scarcity
of verbal formulas to assist memorization and recitation by rote,
a seven-part thematic sequence that foregrounds F:xphcs.t refer-
ences to writing and to traditions of literate Muslim elo_guence,
and dense intertextuality in the response poem. I addmonaliiy
suggest, both in this chapter and eisewbere, the.1t Wherg tf:r.:hﬁ;) -
ogies of writing and inscription (inciud%ng audw‘ 1pscr1pt10n) a-
cilitate recording, storage, documentation, archiving, and accu-
mulation, they can become resources for users as th{j:y consider
the power of historically specific social and economic forces to
inform expressive lifeworlds, for the better anfci for the worse,
These observations accord, in part, with stucheg that examine
the effect of writing systems on oral eemmun‘icatlon arnd associ-
ated patterns of thought, especially with their assertions about
the referential, abstractive fanctions of such Systemsf‘ I differ
from such studies by beginning with questions of aesthetics, ap-
proaching functions of literate discourse as registere‘; of morgl
sensibility that are continuously reordered and re.a.rtwuiate.d in
practice rather than as technologically determined semiotic
modes. N N .

In presenting his brilliant formula for.cmu:ai political icé:zon,
or “praxis,” Antonio Gramsci begins w1‘t§1 what he calls “spon-
taneous philosophy,” a competence ava;la?ig not solely to spe-
cialists or professionals but to everyone.” This philosophy is ex-
pressed through three primary means: “1) Langunage itself,
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which is a totality of determined notions and concepts and not
just of words grammatically devoid of content; 2) ‘common
sense’ and ‘good sense’; 3) popular religion and, therefore, also
.. . the entire system of beliefs, superstitions, opinions, ways of
seeing things and of acting, which are collectively bundled ro-
gether under the name of “folkiore.””® My interest in locating
the political agency of Yemenis at the intersections of language
ideology, ethical sensibilities, and spiritual “ways of seeing
things and of acting” parallels Gramsci’s own, although my ar-
tempts to theorize sociopolitical change have concentrated on a
more restricted cultural setting. To foreground Yemenis® own
critical resources, I have continually revisited a popular belief
that, among sensory faculties, vision provides the surest access
to commonsense truth. Things that are plainly visible for all to
see can provide an anchor for potential consensus when other
things in the world remain obscured. Nevertheless, Yemenis also
recognize subtler forms of sensory apperception, registers of
“good sense” that access keener truths, and for this reason 1
have urged attention to distinctions berween “visual” and
“graphic” aesthetics. Where graphic orders are signs of what is
seen rather than actual visual cues and where these signs can be
communicated in nonvisual ways, such as through song lyrics,
vast new opportunities are created for exploring the emergence
of alternative or subaltern forms of ethical discrimination,
knowledge, authority, and distinction as potentially public re-
sources, This book focuses on the political deployment of such
graphic claims by a host of largely rural poets, singers, and audi-
ences who work to address their communities’ needs for secu-
rity, justice, and unity in an era of radical social transformation.
My attention to a process of ethical attunement in which
more extensive and “circulated” forms of knowledge are consid-
ered alongside more intensive, “resonant” insights readily lends
itself to studies of the way selfhood is recognized and pes-
formed. Wary of attempts to demystify identity through re-
course to a single set of underlying psychological or cultural mo-
tivations, however, my analysis reflects Gramsci’s interests in
























