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Introduction  

     Anthropology has a long history in understanding how meanings are created and attached to 

given spaces. As Henri Lefebvre (1991) notes, people and their activities simultaneously produce 

space and meaning. Indeed, for the meanings attached to any given space do not only define the 

space itself but the people who reside in it as well, the meanings are a reflection of the identity 

and functions of the people. While in Kuwaiti mainstream society some urban and rural spaces 

are clearly defined by law and common practice, other spaces do not have such clear definitions 

of what they are, and are open to negotiation.  

Unlike large commercial outlets such as the ones found in malls, small shops are unique 

spaces in that they are defined both by their formal commercial activities such as selling, but also 

informally as a place where people gather, talk and socialize. In this regard small Kuwaiti 

bookstores are particularly interesting; for they serve as a space of leisure where people can meet 

and gather on a daily or weekly basis similarly to the Kuwaiti Diwaniya but what distinguishes 

the small Kuwaiti bookstores is the attachment of the formal meanings and rituals of buying and 

selling in the same place of socialization.  

Bookstores have a long history in their emergence, how they function in Kuwaiti and 

how they evolved through time having changed in their function in society. Originally no 

bookstore in its classic sense was established in Kuwait until after the 1950’s, most teaching, 

reading and writing would be done in the house of the person whose teaching. Right after the 

1950’s bookstores began emerging as a necessity for the on growing Kuwaiti society. One of the 

many bookstores that were built is the Al-Sadooq Bookstore located now in the small town of 

Bnaid Al-Ghar and is considered one of the oldest bookstores in the area having been open and 



functioning since the mid-1980. I have an old relationship with the people of the bookstore and I 

know the area that it is in very well, I visit Bnaid Al-Ghar very often and when doing so I 

managed to meet the people of Al-Sadooq Bookstore when looking for some books to buy and 

from then onward we have been good friends. This relationship with the Al-Sadooq bookstore is 

about three years old based on both friendship between people with shared interests and 

commonalities –interests in books in this case- and business for I and many others have been 

partners with the bookstore managers in advertising and selling the books displayed in the 

bookstore. Some of these books being sold came from the partners who also haven to be friends, 

they would have the chance to display their books free from charge and in return they would give 

a small portion of their profit to the bookstore, so the system that the bookstore is working on to 

keep going is that of partnership between several friends me being one of them.   

Al-Sadooq is but an example of how an urban public space can have plural cultural 

meanings; upon visiting the bookstore one would observe how the stores space is being used in a 

fashion that seems to be both private and public. Other than being a place of selling books and 

generating revenue, Al-Sadooq bookstore has been a sight of social gathering of close friends; 

such social gatherings involve people from different nationalities and social classes of society. 

The gathering generally begins inside the bookstore but then moves outside to the sidewalk in 

front of the bookstore where sweets and tea are consumed. The topics of conversations are open 

and vary as people move fluidly from topic to topic. The hospitality format of the gathering is 

egalitarian meaning the role of host and guest is interchangeable, as each person at the gathering 

takes a turn in acting as the host by serving the others tea; even the bookstore manager himself 

takes turn playing both roles.   



Al-Sadooq is also a place of conducting religious ceremonies as in cooking food during 

the time of special religious events such as in the birth or death of a religious figure in Islamic 

history . Such events are uncommon in a bookstore even if it’s an Islamic bookstore for normally 

such activities only occur in formal religious institutions as in Mosques or Hussainiyahs. Finally, 

it should be noted that the in addition to a commercial and social space, the bookstores space is 

home to the store’s manager and assistant employee.  

I have chosen to conduct my anthropological research in Al-Sadooq bookstore in the 

hopes that I would be able to understand the complexities of this urban public space and see how 

exactly the space is being defined by its actors. I will try to see the bookstore through the lenses 

of its people to help me answer my research question: How do actors convert the commercial 

nature of a bookstore into a social space that allows for a wide range of discussion on social 

topics in Kuwait? In answering my research question I used the basic ethnographic 

methodologies of research in anthropology which is rooted in collecting qualitative data through 

participant observation as well as conducting formal and informal interviews              

Literature Review: 

 In order to understand the sociality that takes place in the bookstore we need to consider the 

host/guest relationship in the Arab world. Hospitality has ever been a sign of generosity in the 

Arab tradition of having guests and serving them food and drinks and what have you, this not 

only is a sign of generosity as William Young has pointed out in his paper where he conducted a 

case study on the Rashaayda Bedouins in Eastern Sudan, but it’s also a sign of friendship and 

willingness to serve those hosted. One of the interesting things Young describes in his 

ethnographic research is how that in special cases in the Arab society guests can be incorporated 



in the hosts house and in the meantime exchange the formal roles played by the Arabs by which 

the guest takes the role of serving food and drinks to the host rather than the opposite, in other 

words the guest becomes the host and the host becomes the guest. This is explained by Young as 

happening due to the high value the Arabs place on generosity and serving the other (Young, 

2007: 58).   The gathering at Al-Sadooq bookstore shares a lot of the meanings and attributes of 

generosity that any other typical Arabic gathering might have, friends assimilate well in the 

gathering and become hosts themselves at the bookstore serving the host and his guests tea and 

sweets willingly negotiating the cultural categories of host and guest that Young mentioned in 

his research paper when listing the features of a typical Arab hospitality ( other categories being 

senior men at the designated locale, young men, senior woman etc.). Such blurred boundaries 

between the host and hosted is also extended to work activities when it comes to employee-

customer relations or the work and none-work relations. Lynne Pettinger (2006) specified in his 

research paper how socialization between the workers and customers and the development of 

friendship between the two demonstrates the sociability of the workers and helps create a 

friendly atmosphere for the customers and a team identity for the workers (39-41). At Al-Sadooq 

we see such sociability between the two groups which creates within the working space of the 

bookstore an atmosphere of socialization and leisure behavior. Indeed, the change of social 

atmosphere in the Al-Sadooq bookstore from a working space to a private space oriented on 

socializing helps to generate this leisure behavior usually seen in the context of large public 

spaces such as parks and what have you. Such socializing within the space of Al-Sadooq doesn’t 

only focus on friendship, but promotes a sense of community and identity between the customers 

and workers. This is clear through the bookstores environment that is focused on one school of 

Islamic thought mainly being Shia Islam, through this Al-Sadooq function to be a place where 



Shia Muslims  can have a sense belonging and a sense of community where people can gather in 

Bnaid Al-Ghar. This notion of space functionality is clarified by Amanda Johnson (2013) in her 

paper article where she stated that urban public space function as a place community 

involvement and helps create a sense of place and belonging for the urban residents (191).  Such 

social activities might function not only as a means to build a community within the spatial 

boundaries of the bookstore but also as a function of maintaining the bookstores presence in the 

residential district in a time of decline in traditional bookstore visits. Many shoppers have moved 

to online venues. This is the case with any bookstore facing a problem in gaining customers., Yu 

Lintao a renowned researcher has examined the decline of traditional bookstores in the Beijing 

China due to the increasing numbers of online bookstores which do not suffer from rent or 

employee payments making them sell their books at a cheaper price which gives them the upper 

hand in the book business. According to Lintao traditional bookstores faced these problems by 

turning their bookstores spaces from a business oriented space to a space of socialization and a 

place of belonging, Lintao quotes the manager of Apodon bookstore “Apodon wants to give 

people the sense of belonging to a community” (Lintao, 2011: 2).  

These several activities at the Al-Sadooq bookstore ranging from a Diwaniya like gathering to 

the performance of religious ceremonies - as in cooking food during special religious occasions 

and distributing it to people for free - are all but examples of how the activities of the bookstores 

space can evolve and transcend the norms of traditional bookstores in order to compete with 

modern bookstores. Such exceptional social activities –again- can be interpreted as a means of 

building popularity in the community, in her research article, Judith Rosen illustrates the many 

activities that bookstores undertake to spread their name in public suggesting that even though 

such activities don’t necessarily generate revenue but “drive traffic for a small store[s] and get 



[y]our name out” (Rosen, 2014: 6). One might wonder why such activities of social and religious 

gatherings might not only contain people from the low marginalized classes and nationalities but 

also Kuwaitis, the natives with a high socio-economic background. The renowned sociologist 

Rob Shields clarifies that such marginal spaces that are left behind in the race of progress can 

function as a means of evoking feelings of nostalgia to those visiting them (Shields, 1992: 3). Al-

Sadooq bookstore serves a similar function of producing nostalgic feelings to those who have 

lost their connections with the old religious gatherings and activities, by participating in Al-

Sadooqs activities the feelings of nostalgia to the old religious and social gatherings generate a 

will to participate in the bookstores activities and makes them perceive the bookstores space as 

an extension to the old religious gatherings of the past. Spaces can also function symbolically, as 

mentioned above spaces serve to be a definition not only to itself but to the subjects residing in 

it; it mirrors out the identity and goals of the people working and being active within its 

boundaries. This point is clarified by sociologists Robert Rotenberg and Gary McDonough in 

their book where they specified that urban spaces symbolizes a populaces identity, goal and the 

development of public meaning of urban spaces (Rotenberg, McDonough, 1993: 63).   A given 

spaces atmosphere can also help us explain the change of meanings and connotations attached to 

a given urban public/private space. Al-Sadooq bookstore serves as a place of symbolic meaning 

to those active in it, it represents them in terms of their religious identity, beliefs and practices. 

Al-Sadooqs evidently has faced developments in terms of the public meanings of its space, not 

only a place of religious activities and gatherings but it also serves as a place of fostering 

positive interracial, religious and ethnical relationships by having people from different ethnical 

and religious backgrounds  participate in their social gathering and activities. 

 



Welcome to the Al-Sadooq bookstore: 

     Upon entering Al-Sadooq bookstore for the first time one will notice how the bookstore’s 

space is‘crunched’. Three tables covered with long apple green clothe are at the stores entrance 

and center, with two lined up next to each other facing the stores large windows overlooking the 

side walk, streets and medical center of Bnaid Al-Ghar. The other table stands in the middle of 

the store taking up a large amount of space. The tables are crowded with old religious antiques 

such as old pictures and paintings of Islamic religious figures that are specifically significant to 

the Shia Muslim minority. There are a significant amount of Turbas (solidified sand) which the 

Muslims use to pray on, bracelets with religious carvings on them usually of religious names 

such as the 99 names attributed to God and the religious figures significant to the Shia Muslims., 

There are some religious CD’s and many more antiques that have special religious connotations 

attached to them that the Muslims value. The whole of the store’s walls have been shadowed 

away by the old fashioned wooden shelves that were built probably in the mid-1980s, the effects 

of time are clearly visible on the shelves where some of them are damaged due to the presence of 

roaches which inevitably led to some portions of the wooden shelves rotting away. The shelves 

are overly packed with a large number of books that seem to have no organization in how they 

are displayed; most of these books are Islamic and more precisely from the Shia school of 

thought, while the other books range from books about other Islamic schools of thought, to 

historical and philosophical texts. There are also a few books dealing with self-development. 

Pinned on these wooden shelves are four metal swords and a bow and arrow which at first I 

supposed that they are used for decoration but later I understood that these swords were on sale 

too with the other items on display (see photo 1). At the end of the store facing the entrance is 

the managers’ wooden desk also with a dirty and dusty glass cover on the top. The desk similarly 



to the other three tables is crowded with books, small pictures of religious figures and scholars, a 

note book and some Bahraini sweets in a round metal box. At the desk sides there is displayed 

small religious flags being neatly inserted in a large empty Pepsi bottle cut in half, these flags as 

I was told were hand made by the manager Kazim and his assistant and brother Said, they are 

sold and used for special religious occasions. In the desks drawers the items range from spices, 

fruits, plastic spoons, religious booklets and paper bags. The drawers are full with these items 

and as usual, they are randomly put in these drawers with no set of neat or tidy system (see photo 

2). In general the bookstore is small in its spatial area, crowded with books and other religious 

luxuries and dusty which can be seen as an outcome of the stores crowded items which also 

happen to be very old. 

A second home: 

     The person usually observed present in the store is the manager Kazim, a thin Iranian national 

with an Arabian ethnic background, which explains him wearing the dishdasha and speaking 

fluent Arabic. When observing Kazim in the bookstore and the activities that he goes into one 

would be surprised to see how unorthodox these activities in relation to the bookstore. They lack 

what one might expect to see in any other bookstore or any other commercial outlet for that 

matter of formal commercial activities of buying and selling . When observing him, one will see 

how Kazims actions are of those done in people’s private spaces such as a diwaniya or ones own 

home. For instance, on the floor besides his desk Kazim placed a long carpet and small 

traditional Kuwaiti cushions in preparation for the arrival of his friends every day at the 

bookstore as he personally told me. Behind the managers desk Kazim has his personal Islamic 

rug displayed to pray on when prayer times come, this he did in front of me several times and in 

front of other guests. How Kazim personalizes his space can be understood by the presence of 



his pet parrot that he keeps behind the door of a small storage room. The parrot is always visible 

for the door is always open and the parrot can be heard singing or making noise most of the time, 

Kazim can sometimes be observed playing with the parrot while a customer is around and 

feeding him bird seeds. When visiting the bookstore it’s a norm that I would be served tea and 

sweets by Kazim as an act of kindness and generosity from his behalf and this he does with all of 

his close friends that come to the store on a daily basis. I have not yet seen Kazim practice this 

generosity with other customers, only on rare occasions when a customer happens to stay at the 

bookstore for a while talking with Kazim and asking him about the books he thinks of 

purchasing. This tells us that Kazim is trying to maintain a formal professional image of the 

bookstore as a space of commercial outlet whilst he’s conducting the informal activities of 

serving his friends and guest’s tea and sweets and sitting down talking to them as any person 

would do in a private space or public space of leisure.   

The exterior space of the bookstore is no exception to Kazim’s unorthodox way of 

conduct , On the store’s sidewalk Kazim places cushions and a long rug or blanket similar to that 

inside the bookstore and has a tray of tea and sugar placed on the stores doorsteps ready for the 

arrival of his friends, this he does during the evening when the weather starts cooling down to   

approximately 27 degrees Celsius, relatively cool in Kuwait. What’s even more significant about 

the stores exterior is how Kazim is using it to produce domestic products. At the left of the stores 

exterior space Kazim has used a small portion of the ground to grow vegetables and date palm 

trees. These vegetables as Kazim informed me is for the occasions he cooks food for himself and 

his friends and guests that visit him on a daily basis. Kazim has also planted some Arabian plants 

with a beautiful scent that I observed him giving out to some of the customers visiting the 

bookstore.  



I wondered why Kazim was engaged in activities that one might consider to be private 

such as praying, cooking, sleeping and hanging out with his friends in a bookstore that is 

considered in mainstream society a public space where formal conducts of buying and selling are 

to be committed here and nothing else beyond that line of social interaction?    In trying to 

answer that question I relised that Kazim doesn’t perceive the bookstore as merely a space of 

commercial outlet but as a home, or more specifically a diwaniya . This I relised when I knew 

that Kazim was living in the same building that the store was at, his apartment was small in 

space and crowded with his personal belongings that were scattered everywhere on the sophas’ 

in the living room, the kitchen and his own small room that barely fit his bed. Giving the 

conditions of his apartment it’s no surprise that Kazim preferred having his daily gathering of 

friends in another place rather his apartment and due to this he transformed the stores space and 

shifting the meanings attached to the store through these activities of personal leisure, through 

these activities Kazim made open the negotiation of the stores space as a public space with 

formal ways of conduct that we consider normal in the situations of product consumption i.e. 

buying and selling products . This helps explain why Kazim perceives as normal what we see as 

awkward, when examining the emic perspective of the store space I.E from Kazims lenses we 

can understand the significance of Kazims actions in the bookstore for they fit the definition of 

home that Kazim perceives the bookstore to be and for that reason they don’t stand out as out of 

place from the perspective of Kazim even though they do to an outsider who’s not familiar with 

the bookstores history and the people managing it. 

 

 



The Store as a symbol of religious identity: 

    I wondered about the reason for Kazim still holding to the commercial aspect of the 

stores space., Most of the time visiting the store I barley saw a customer coming in and buying a 

book or other item presented for sell, in fact through my whole days conducting my research at 

the bookstore that lasted for months I hadn’t seen more than five people who were not affiliated 

with Kazim or his assistant Said visiting the bookstore. Most of the time its either his friends 

who visit him at the bookstore for no purpose of buying anything but only to hang around or a 

special kind of category of people who are in between the line of a friend and a customer that 

visit the bookstore every once in a while either to see Kazim as an old friend or to buy a specific 

item that they ask Kazim to preserve for them till they have the time to come to the bookstore 

and purchase it with a special discount. My question was answered when I had a conversation 

with Kazims assistant Said while sitting inside the bookstore drinking tea together asking him 

about the bookstores profits and the competition with other bookstores: 

Dashti: Hey Said how’s the bookstore doing lately, are people buying your books? 

Said: Yeah there are some people who came by and bought some CD’s and a couple of books 

[looks outside the bookstore] Alhamdulillah [thank God] we are moving quite well these days we 

have customers visiting us asking about books that they want to order. 

Dashti: What type of books do they usually ask for? 

Said: Well you have the Hassawiya [Kuwaitis originating from Al-Hassa in Saudi Arabia] they 

always come asking for the books written by Sheik Ahmad Al-Hissaie [famous 18th century 

Islamic scholar from Al-Hassa that established his own school of thought, most Hassawiya 



follow his school today] that’s why our bookstore has a lot of his published books because most 

of our customers are Hassawiya, they are usually the ones who we focus on when selling books. 

Dashti: What about the other schools of thought don’t you sell their books too? 

Said: yeah of course we do we have books about Irfan [Islamic mysticism associated to Sufism] 

for those into spirituality and that want to be closer to God or those who are associated with the 

Irfan school of thought, for example we have books written by Imam Khomeini [famous Iranian 

scholar] he’s a big Arif [mystic] that people love reading and we have books from the Sadriya 

group [school of thought established by the Al-Sadr family in Iraq]. 

Dashti: so you’re not like the other bookstores in the area who try to compete with each other in 

spreading the school of thought that they belong to. 

Said: No not at all, we don’t have a specific line that we follow for at the end we are all Shia and 

that’s all what matters, we don’t care what school of thought we spread as long as they are Shia, 

all schools are trying to teach and spread the message of AhlulBayt [Prophet Muhammads’ 

household and family] but they have different aspects about Ahlulbayts message, even this 

bookstore do you think we want any profit out of it? [Continues in a quite tone of voice] no we 

want Baraka [blessings], we want to spread the message of AhlulBayt peace be upon them. 

      The conversation with Said has shown how that the managers view the function of the 

bookstore not as a space of economic profit but one that has a religious and spiritual meaning to 

it that serves to spread a specific message that the owners and managers see as the truth and only 

way to live by, this explains why the bookstore holds to its commercial perspective in selling its 

books and other items for it sees itself participating in the spread of this religious message that it 

considers Holy and sacred  and in doing so the bookstore is committing to its religious duties.   



The conversation shows how the bookstore is also perceived as a place where one can unite and 

identify with his religious identity. It symbolically represents this identity through the books, 

CD’s and other merchandises that are available in the bookstore, this identity being specific to 

the Shia Muslims which explains why most of the friends and visitors of the bookstore are Shia. 

The numerous religious activities done in the bookstore illustrate how the bookstore serves a 

religious function in that it symbolically represents the Shia Muslim image as community 

inKuwait.. In one of my visits to the bookstore I saw a lot of activity happening next to the 

bookstore within the apartment buildings open space, when coming closer I saw Kazim, Said and 

numerous of their friends cooking rice and soup in large pots and pans. I understood that they 

were cooking these large meals in accordance to a religious event, they were marking the day of  

Lady Fatima the daughter of the prophet Muhammad  who died on this day 1400 years ago, they 

were all wearing black dishdashas and t-shirts as a symbol of mourning  to the event. The 

cooking was done mostly by the bookstore managers and their friends but some volunteers came 

along and helped them afterwards as they saw it a religious duty, as Kazim later explained to me. 

The cooking started from 4pm and lasted for 5 hours, after the food was done it was spread out in 

plastic plates to many people who gathered around waiting to take their share of the Baraka food 

[blessed food] as it was done in the name of a holy religious icon. Most of those who waited for 

the food were Asian expats and few Iranians some of them were with their families. All of the 

ingredients and equipment for the cooking was being stored inside the bookstore so that it would 

not be contaminated by the insects or street cats that lived nearby in large numbers. After the 

cooking was done and all rice, meat and soup were cooked and given out to people, Kazim, Said 

and their friends (2 Kuwaitis, 1 Iraqi and 3 Arab Iranians) sat inside the bookstore eating some of 

the rice and meat that they kept for themselves. One of the Iranians turned on a sad religious 



song speaking about the death of Lady Fatima while they were eating to add a sad religious 

environment to the gathering. The conversations that occurred in the bookstore varied, some 

were flattering the food that was cooked describing how good it was.  

As is often the case in the course of everyday life, the ‘political’ is embedded or even 

encoded in mundane conversations. While some spoke of food, others were talking about the 

Shia-Sunni conflict commenting specifically about the Wahhabi movement and the points of 

tension between the two groups especially when it comes to the religious beliefs and political 

ideologies that the two groups contradict each other in. One of the Iraqis (I’ll call him Sayid), 

who also happened to be a manager of  a bookstore described them as murderers, terrorists and 

beasts that are killing the Shia in Iraq and Syria and depriving them from their intellectual rights 

as in the banning of their books  in countries where there’s no military conflict in as in Kuwait, 

the latter point about Kuwait he added to support his premise about the Wahhabis being highly 

unjust to the Shia, the other men in the bookstore either nodded their heads in agreement with 

him  and others gave other reasons to justify their harsh opinions about the Wahhabis.  This 

exemplifies how the bookstore in specific religious occasions serves as a point of gathering to 

those belonging to the Shia Muslim community; it provides a sense of religious solidarity to 

those gathering in it as it is a religious bookstore that represents the Shia image of Islam. In such 

occasions the bookstore becomes a space where some of the Shia come and gather to re-establish 

their identities as Shia Muslims, the telling of stories about Shia suffering through Islamic 

Extremists and other foreign groups such as the western powers reinforces this feeling of 

solidarity between the men who come from different nationalities and background as one group 

and one people, such stories help block the differences caused either by race, nationality, 



ethnicity and culture and  provide a sense of oneness to the men despite the visible differences 

between them. 

The bookstores Space as a place of Friends gatherings: 

     The thing in common between the two previous provided definitions of the bookstores space 

is that it’s a place where friends gather and socialize. This theme of the bookstore is the 

dominant one and has its similarities with the diwaniya that main stream Kuwaiti society is 

familiar to. As in the diwaniya, the bookstore provides Kazim, Said and their friends a private 

space where they can interact and socialize in an environment where they feel calm and relaxed 

to give their opinion and perspectives on any topic without having to worry about being held by 

law enforcement as committing an illegal act or meddling into topics that are seen as 

controversial or taboo in the Kuwaiti mainstream society. This point about the bookstore is of 

great significance when we know that most of the friends gathering in it are none-Kuwaiti and 

are vulnerable to fast imprisonment or deportation by the Kuwaiti government. Most of the 

topics discussed in the bookstore range from politics, religion and the Kuwaiti society. But we 

can put all of these topics under the umbrella of religion for as we will see all of the topics are 

oriented towards religion despite the big gap between them. As any other diwaniya, Al-Sadooq 

bookstore also has its formal activities of host inviting guests and serving them what he says to 

serve,  but as we dig deep into these gatherings we will see how these definitions of host and 

guest and other formal conducts are open to negotiation. 

 

 

 



The politics of small things: 

     The title for this section of the research paper has been borrowed from Jeffery Goldfarb’s 

(2006) “The Politics of Small Things”. Goldfarb studies political change and activism at the 

micro-level by analyzing the small gatherings of people in small private spaces such as at a 

kitchen table, living room etc. in the context of a totalitarian rule by the state government as in 

the late soviet union that sees any type of discourse and criticism towards its agendas as taboo. In 

such gatherings, the subjects were able to freely to discuss narratives of their personal and social 

lives that are distinct from the official truth promoted by the state. Goldfarb argues that such 

small gatherings helped shape the future of politics in these totalitarian states; they became the 

fuel or corner stone for the major political transformations that would occur later on. At Al-

Sadooq we see a similar pattern of small gatherings where discussions about religious-political 

issues take place even though such topics of discussion might be seen by the state as taboo and a 

threat to its social well-being. I continually observed these gatherings where Kazim, Said and 

their friends would gather at the sidewalk in front of the bookstore discussing the events 

happening in Syria, Iraq and recently Yemen. About all of the discourses were critical of the 

GCC countries agendas towards the political instability in the area blaming them for providing 

the terrorist organizations with money and weapons to attack the Iraqi government and the Huthi 

rebels in Yemen that they see as being representative of the Shia Muslims. This is one of the 

conversations that I was able to record while the men were gathering around a fire eating and 

drinking Tea: 

Ghazi [close friend of Kazim and Said]: Those Saudi sons of bitches are still bombing Yemen, I 

watched the news today, and there are large numbers of dead and wounded citizens all of them 

are women and children 



Said:  look, those guys [the Saudis] are puppets to the Americans they’re using them to attack the 

Huthis because they are Shia and allies with Iran. 

Sayid Ali [Arab Iranian friend of the bookstore]: they are the ones who’s supporting Daish 

[ISIS] all of the weapons confiscated by the Hashad [Iraqi militia made up to fight ISIS under 

the order of Ali Sistani a religious leader in Iraq] came from Saudi Arabia those bastards! They 

are still trying to conquer more lands in the north but the Hashad stopped them with the help of 

Sayid Ali [Khamenei religious ruler in Iran] he sent armory and military experts to aid them. 

Said: It’s just because they hate the Shia they don’t want to see them being a super power in the 

area and that’s why they ordered Al-Saud to attack them in Yemen.  

Ghazi: even those terrorists in Syria don’t you think America and those Saudis are behind 

them?! It’s obvious that they are behind what’s happening in Syria as well look at their weapons 

they’re all from America and Europe. 

Sayid Ali: they want to create a new middle east through their puppets and the terrorists!  

     We see here an example of the many types of discourses that have been going on at Al-

Sadooq bookstore by its subjects, such discourses about politics, religion and the ruling families 

in the GCC countries rarely happen to exist happening in public spaces as a bookstore or a 

sidewalk especially from people who come from none-Khaleeji [GCC] backgrounds. The Al-

Sadooq Bookstore in this situation has been turned into what Jeffery Goldfarb would call “a free 

zone”, a place for “independent action and self-definition” (Goldfarb, 2006: 23). In a free zone 

the subjects would discuss and address issues freely as they wish to, even if what they have to 

say would is a source of threat to national security as in the conversation between Ghazi, Said 

and Sayid Ali. Such topics about the in going fights between the different sectarian forces in the 



middle east and the Arab governments are never discussed in public places let alone the 

discussion (or cursing in this case) about the ruling families in the GCC which in many cases is 

forbidden by norm and state law. Kazim, Said and their friends see the bookstore as a space for 

free expression, it’s a place where they can choose how to interpret the world around them 

without having the fear of being prisoned, to them Bnaid Al-Ghar is analogous to the Hyde Park 

and the Al-Sadooq bookstore is to the speakers’ corner. 

 

Egalitarian setting: 

     The gathering at the Al-sadooq bookstore has the categories of host and guest as any other 

gathering of friends at a typical diwaniya, but what differentiates Al-Sadooqs gathering is the 

shifting of these cultural categories between the host and the guest by which at some instances 

we see the guest serving the host tea and food and vice versa. Indeed, I observed extensively how 

at some events the host who are visiting Kazim are the ones who bring the food, drinks and wood 

or coal to light the fire at the sidewalk where they have their regular conversations. Such shifting 

of categories between the men gathering at Al-Sadooq can be interpreted as an attempt to make a 

none formal egalitarian environment by which the host of the gathering takes the role of opening 

up the discussions, closing them and choosing the topics of discussion. By making the gathering 

informal the guests and the host can be relaxed in how they decide to open up and close their 

discussions, it gives the gathering some flexibility in that it does not abide to the cultural rigid 

forms of categorizations. 

 

 



Conclusion   

     At the end of the research I believe that there’s no type of fixed definition to the Al-Sadooq 

bookstores space. Yes the formal definition of the space is that it’s a place of commercial 

activities such as the buying and selling of several products ranging from books to bracelets, but 

when it comes to the spaces definition from the insiders’ point of view there is no specific 

definition. It all depends on how the insiders choose to define it and therefore in one context the 

bookstore is a space of commercial action and in another context it’s a diwaniya where friends 

gather together. In that case the bookstore has the possibility to be defined in many different 

ways; it can be seen to represent many things, it can be summed up by what Salwan one of the 

friends of the bookstore said when I asked him about the definition of the bookstores space “it’s 

everything”.       
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