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Divergent Muslim pieties at a time of sectarian polarization:
Reflections on transnational cultural forces
and the politics of locality in the Arab East
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A mere two generations ago, it was common for scholars to presume that religion would inevitably become a
marginal phenomenon in modernizing societies, including Muslim societies. The swelling tide was secularization, or so it
was thought, but that tide ebbed long ago. Instead, recent decades have revealed rising waves of piety among Muslims, as
well as a notable increase in the objectification of Islam identity. In other words, the profession and practice of religion by
Muslims and the tendency of believers to think about religion in trans-local, abstract terms has dramatically grown. Muslim
societies, not least in the Arab East (the Arab Gulf, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, Iraq and “Palestine” demonstrably),
reveal a plurality of pieties.

The interplay and borrowing of “ideas with passports” that transcend political borders, as well as the intensity and
variety of “internal” debates, help produce complex local settings in which the terms of reference for “iltizam”
(commitment) and “taqwa’ ” (piety) are contested. Especially in urban settings, the result is a “bricolage” of pieties,
life-style practices, and political opinions that easily confound grand theories of Islamic civilization or global Islamism.

Not all together surprisingly, many of these developments are masked from view by the smoke-screen of Sunni-Shi’i
rivalry, which is often directly connected to the dueling of the United States and Iran. Inter-sectarian rivalries are not to be
lightly dismissed, notably in Iraq and Lebanon, but there is no question that Sunni rulers(and external powers) have
exploited and encouraged the Shi’i threat in order to divert and dampen dissent and weaken inter-sectarian dialogue. In
Bahrain, for instance, the suggestion of reform is often derided by the rulers as “Iranian-backed.”

This lecture aspires to offer glimpses of the underlying patterns of trans-local change, as well as weigh the

implications of divergent Muslim pieties at a time of sectarian polarization.



