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Short introduction 
 

The combined image of religious tension and political insecurity is a highly mediated one everywhere in 

the world. Almost ironically, these precise communication technologies may contribute directly to such 

processes as Arabization and Islamization. Processes which in themselves, require further study and 

definition. In post-conflict situations, such as the one in Chad, individual and communal identities are 

constantly being re-shaped. The dynamics around this re-shaping often reflect the outcomes of new and 

old processes already underway, processes which are ultimately linked with the need for a feeling of 

security and belonging. A part of this re-shaping is embedded in changing means of communication. 

These means do not only include the changing patterns of communication but also the technologies 

(ICTs) in themselves. This research intends to look at the link between changing means of 

communication, changing means of appropriation and changing constructions of identity.   

 

This research design has been developed on a methodological basis and thus will depart from where the 

actual research will take place: the market space. The market place is a space where societal processes are 

played out on a day-to-day basis. It is where people are confronted with societal oppositions, where social 

networks intermingle and where communication and identity play important roles in creating a feeling of 

belonging. 

 

In light of the above the following research question has been formulated: 

 

In the context of Chadian market spaces, enduring post-conflict insecurity and in relation to 

Arabization and Islamization processes taking place, how do changing means of communication 

play a role in the appropriation of Arabic and Islam, and why is this important to the consequent 

(re)construction of Chadians’ identities? 

 

The objective of this research is to gain an understanding of the ways and reasons in which Chadians 

(re)construct their identities while finding a means of belonging to the insecure society around them. This 

will be done through observing and analyzing interactions in the market space, focusing on the 

appropriation of Arabic, Islam and the use of new means of communication, such as ICTs. 
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Problem Description  

 

In this research the market place is seen as a space in which processes taking place in society are enlarged 

and played out on day-to-day basis. The market is where people merge together, accentuating possible 

points of entry (connections) and blockages (disconnections). It is the urban space where those from rural 

villages come to sell products, or the other way around. It is where public religious preaching takes place 

and where interreligious exchanges are made. In short, it is the hub of economic, commercial, religious 

and general, daily life activity. It is also where, in order to communicate, people might have to use a 

different language than their own. It might also be the place where people are seen adapting to their 

surroundings, to the dominant ‘trend’ present, appropriating certain styles of dress or behavior. Some of 

these situations are fairly common to any country. The difference here is the context of political insecurity 

which people face on a daily basis. It is a factor which needs to be included when understanding the ways 

in which interaction in the market space in Chad occurs. 

 

Due to the inherent insecurity and inequality present in Chad, people face many restrictions when finding 

security and ultimately, ways of belonging. In certain settings the contradictions and oppositions already 

present in society seem to become even more explicit, or simply more important. In the context of urban 

N’Djamena for example, newcomers, whether as labor migrants or refugees, all have to make a new 

means of living for themselves, a means of connecting and belonging to their new surroundings (Both 

2008, 2010). The Hadjerai, for example, are non-Arab Muslims and originally a marginal group due to 

their ethnicity and geographic location in mountainous regions in the north. On arrival in N’Djamena they 

are confronted with the fact that their definition of being a Muslim is different from that of the majority 

around them (Alio 2008). Being a Muslim in Chad has benefits, benefits which are apparently linked to 

what form of Islam you adhere to. Christians from the south of Chad are confronted with a similar yet 

different problematic, being non-Muslims. The latter are often seen converting to Islam, in the most part 

to improve their socio-economic status (Both 2008, 2010). Despite being a rather black and white 

example, similar stories are actually taking place, forcing us to ask a number of questions: What does the 

shift from one language or religion to another mean on a personal level? And what then happens to those 

who do not ‘adapt’ or change? Mirjam told the story of a Chadian who decided to stick to his own, stick 

to his own Christian religion, the job he believed in, etc. For all the ‘right’ choices he made he has not 

been as successful as the man who did make those other choices, who did convert to Islam to get a better 

job, who did appropriate the dominant things present in society.  

Chad is filled with similar stories of contradictions and oppositions. Perhaps these stories will provide 

more concrete examples of the situations people find themselves in, the reasons for these situations and 

the way people deal with them. One of the constant processes people are always dealing with is the 

making of choices. This is perhaps at the heart of this research in the sense that it tries to understand why 

and how people make the choices they do under the circumstances they are in. Amongst other factors, 

social networks are central to answering this question. The social networks people are a part of inform the 

types of personal decisions ((choiceless) choices) possible. In order to understand what role Arabic and 

Islamic influences really play in the types of choices made on a personal and communal level, we need to 

examine the social networks linking people to these influences. 

 

Arab and Islamic influences have existed in Chad for centuries and yet Islamic conversion is said to 

be an increasingly popular phenomenon (Alio 2008, Both 2008, Kaag 2008). Evidence exists of the 

conscious targeting by Muslim NGO’s of poorer communities, both in rural and urban settings, often 

leading to conversion for practical purposes. People are also seen shifting between religions, going to the 

Church on Sunday for God and to the Mosque on Friday for food.  

In these cases, where inequality and insecurity often prevail, the apparent connections might actually 

turn out to be disconnections. On the surface a man may wear/practice the outward signs of Islam 
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(gallabeya, headpiece, prayer) while on the inside the real conviction is not present. The same might be 

said for the use of the Arabic language. People using the Arabic language when communicating through 

the mobile phone, for example, might actually prefer to use a different language, if given an alternative. 

While the outward appropriation is present, it may not match what the inner-self believes/what it would 

have done/chosen if given the chance.   

In these processes mentioned above people have to renegotiate their (existing) borders of personal 

and communal identities. Das and Poole (2004) wonder how people make a living within the tensions 

created in terms of national, religious and cultural identity. The focus here will be on the changing 

strategies and tactics of socio-economic enhancement which people practice within such a political 

climate.  

 

With conflict comes change. Change in fact is always present but what form does this change take during 

and after conflict. The role of the media takes on a different connotation at times of political and social 

unrest. The development of communication technologies such as the mobile phone and social media 

bring new opportunities. The revolutions at the beginning of this year are enough evidence. Or are they? 

Would there not have been a revolution in Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Tunisia, Syria or Yemen without 

communication technologies? Without communication in itself yes, but how about without the 

technologies themselves? The role and scope of ICT and social media does not compare in Yemen to that 

in Egypt, yet a revolution is taking place in both. Other factors play a role. 

 

In a country like Chad, where a basic infrastructure is often lacking, communication technologies such as 

the mobile phone allow communication between people at a speed otherwise not possible. The 

introduction of such technologies is a relatively recent one in Chad, the mobile phone first being 

introduced in the capital N’Djamena in 2003 (Seli, working paper). Although internet still only plays a 

minor role as method of communication, it is apparent that the development and appropriation of such 

technologies is moving at a rapid rate. This research will analyze what changing means of communication 

are available to people in Chad on a day-to-day basis and how the context in which communication takes 

place affects the appropriation and contents of the actual communication. The aim is to see what role 

changing means of communication play in the organization and (re)constructing of people’s identities. 
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Theoretical framework 

 

Before going further into the post-colonial context in which this research will take place, a short 

theoretical framework will be given so as to understand the points of exit which will be used. Each section 

will be concluded with a research question (RQ). This framework is far from being finished, it is only 

meant to give a general understanding of the direction the research is going. After having conducted an 

exploratory field visit later this year the research design will be developed further. 

 

 

In the context of Chad, its society is viewed as one being under duress. The reasons fort this are multifold, 

a few main ones being a long history of civil war, conflict, political oppression, economic insecurity, 

several environmental factors and dramatic mobility. In such a situation people are constantly confronted 

with a change in their habitus1, emphasizing the need for security. Belonging seems to play an important 

role in creating a feeling of security. Communication is one of the means/tools with which such mobile 

people create a means of belonging to the society around them. In this sense, means/tools of 

communication, whether these are a language in itself or a technology of communication, play an 

important role in the changing and shaping of identities.2  

 

 

The Market. Public and personal spaces:  Public and personal identities? 

On a day-to-day basis people are constantly navigating and negotiating their identities. On a public level 

this may take a different form than on a more communal or personal level. The research will start by 

focusing on market spaces as places of interaction and where identities are (constantly) negotiated. The 

market space is seen as the ultimate setting in which religious, ethnic, lingual and cultural groups come 

together for the purpose of exchanging resources. One could also say that the market is a space in which 

various social networks come together and intermingle. Each social network is comprised of a different 

reason of existing (economic, religious, academic, family). The type of social network informs the types of 

relations of the people within it, maybe even influencing (or resulting out of) their religious and linguistic 

affiliations. People might be seen belonging to different social networks, the market being the public space 

in which they navigate and shift between them. From here we might be able to move from such a public 

space to more communal, family and personal spaces- ultimately studying the different ways of 

negotiation and belonging within one person.  

RQ: How do Chadians in a market space setting find a means of (re)constructing personal and 

communal identities, ultimately creating a means of belonging to which part of society, to which 

(dominant) social network? 

 

 

Insecurity and inequality: contradictions and oppositions 

As the short anecdotes in the previous chapter show, Chad is filled with stories of contradictions and 

oppositions. In a setting of constant insecurity and inequality, these contradiction and oppositions seem to 

become more pronounced. 

Political insecurity itself has been well-researched, in contrast to the experiences and dynamics of people 

within these insecure situations (De Bruijn et al. 2010). At this micro-level, people (re)act to situations by 

navigating a way towards the leading of a ‘normal’ daily life, often by finding a means of coping and 

belonging. In some cases the insecure situations may not be the result of drastic changes but may instead 

                                                             

1 Read more on risk society (Ulrich Beck) and post-conflict dynamics (Paul Richards and Kramer). Also look into 
Saskia Brandt’s application of Bourdieu’s concept of habitus. And read more about society under duress. 
2 This section will obviously be expanded and embedded in existing literature and theories.  
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be the result of gradual processes which are arguably, not any less relevant or powerful.  

In post-conflict settings of insecurity, the borders between religious, national and cultural identity may 

not always be as explicit as portrayed. In people’s attempt to navigate through and along cultural and 

religious differences, forms of hybrid identities have taken and still take shape, especially among society’s 

margins (Both 2008, Butter 2006, 2010).  

The following research question should actually be split up into several questions. The exact context of 

insecurity and inequality is something which still needs to be analyzed. It is not yet clear what 

contradictions and oppositions people deal with. These may also differ depending on their regional, ethnic 

or religious background. This in turn may mean that Chadians in different geographic or other settings will 

have different means of (re)constructing their identities. The answers to these questions will come from 

the comparison between different market settings.  

RQ: How does this context of insecurity and inequality influence the way Chadians (re)construct 

their personal and communal identities, and how ‘mobile’ or hybrid are these identities? 

 

 

Arabic, Islam and the role of ICTs in identity (re)construction 

In this research the adoption of Islamic and/or Arab language and culture is seen as a “tool” used to 

forge a means of connecting and, ultimately, a new ways of belonging (cf. Lamoureaux 2009). As seen 

in some of the above examples, the appropriation of the Arabic language or Islam might vary 

depending on the context an individual or community finds itself in. The focus of this study is not 

only on the appropriation of language and religion but also on the role of communication 

technologies (ICTs) in this appropriation. ICTs play an important role in social processes of 

transformation and identity construction. They allow communities to bond together while at the same 

time providing them with a tool of protest (Engelke 2010, Abu-Lughod 1997, 2006, Armbrust 2000). 

Here, ICTs provide the means to gain access to, in this case, Arab and Islamic culture. They provide a 

means for forging connections to the people who seem to be morally, economically and/or politically 

in a more favorable position in Chad.  

By comparing the appropriation of Arabic and Islam, in combination with the role of ICTs 

amongst existing and more recently converted Muslims, an attempt will be made to address the 

impact of these ICTs on the social transformations taking place at a cultural and religious level. Do 

they really bring about such differences or are the changes merely continuations of processes already 

in place? Is Arabization and Islamization something new (and potentially dangerous) or is it a logical 

result of a variety of factors? Is Arabization and Islamization really taking place in Chad and if so, 

what forms does it take? 

In the Middle East and elsewhere, Arab and Islamic culture are so intrinsically linked that it should be 

interesting to see what forms they take when introduced in a new (multi-religious) setting. Does 

Arabization automatically lead to Islamization and vice versa? What is it that is so appealing to those 

adopting Arab and/or Islamic practices? Can distinctions be made? According to Engelke (2010), religious 

ideas and practices cannot be understood without the norms that substantiate them. So then what 

happens when external religious ideas and practices are brought into a setting with different norms than 

the ones in which they originated? On a cultural and linguistic level people are seen taking on forms of 

“Arab” language and behavior. But what does it really mean to be an Arab, culturally? And what does 

it mean for a person switching between languages? On a religious level the introduction of, and 

growing interest in, Wahhabi/Salafi revival movements form a contrast to the historically present 

(Tijaniyya) Sufi orders. At the same time, non-Muslims are faced with (forced) Islamic conversion.  

RQ: In light of new ICTs, how do these and the appropriation of Arabic and Islam, influence 

continuous and new communication patterns, as well as the contents of this communication? 
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Post-colonial context: Chad and the Arab/Islamic World 

 

Chad is a country whose national, religious and ethnic identities have historically been highly politicized. 

Shifting political agendas have continuously contributed to a feeling of insecurity among its citizens, both 

majority and minority groups. It is a country with a long history of political and economic instability, 

conflict in the form of ethnic and religious violence, and civil wars (Azevedo 1998, De Bruijn and van 

Dijk 2007). In addition, many Chadians have also faced extreme and irregular climates, along with periods 

of drought and disease. This general context of insecurity is one in which contradictions and oppositions 

seem more pronounced, often influenced by a mix of internal and external factors, and the very mobility it 

causes.  

In order to understand where this inequality comes from a historical study will look at the moments 

of great change which Chadians have dealt with, both from those still living and complemented by 

secondary sources. The focus will be on Chad’s post-colonial era, looking at the various influences which 

have put their mark on Chad’s historical development. Influences will not only include the political but 

also the influence of (social) networks such as the ones constructed through (labor) migration or through 

the traveling which has been done for (religious) academic purposes. The historical context will thus be 

structured around the social networks present in the areas of the case studies, as well as around the 

(hi)stories of the main informants. 

 

 

Social networks linking Chad to the Arab and Islamic World 

Chad’s history of Arab and Islamic influences dates back to as early as the 7th century AD when the first 

traces of Islam moved across North Africa (Collelo 1988, Lange and Barkindo 1988). More recently, 

within the larger context of transnational influences and the rise of mass media, there is an increase visible 

in the amounts of transnational social contacts, influencing the types of social networks present in Chad. 

In the context of this research, the social networks defined here are those that link local Chadian society 

to the larger transnational Arab and Islamic world. Some networks have been in place for centuries, 

allowing others to build on them and extend themselves. Others might be relatively ‘new’, created by the 

‘sudden’ finding of oil, or the coming of villages of aid workers. The reason the networks and social 

relations are created between people might be of an economic or religious kind. A religious network might 

then be comprised of different types of social relations than an economic network. What then are the 

dominant social networks one might find in a market space? What types of hierarchical relationships exist 

within and between these social networks? 

 

For illustrative purposes some examples will be given of different social networks informed by different 

initiatives. As quickly becomes clear, these are not distinct entities but should rather be seen as fluid, with 

people belonging to more than one at the same time. Based on where the case studies will be carried out 

and which social networks are present/have influences the setting, specific networks will be further 

investigated. 

 

Economic:  

The trans-Saharan trade routes are one of the oldest ways in which Chadians have come into contact with 

influences from the Arab/Islamic world. These old trade routes were based on economic relations 

between people. What determined the languages used when trading with people from foreign lands? What 

tools of communication did people use to connect with/link up to the context they found themselves in?  

Generations of Arab/Islamic traders have come across Chad, what choices did Chadians make when 

appropriating/adopting certain aspects of these other cultures? How did these choices change the way 

their identities took shape?  
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The social relations created within an economic network such as the one created by the presence of 

oil might be of a different character than the one created by trade. An example of a Chadian city which is 

a hub for oil-related activities is Moundou, in the southwest of Chad. 

 

Religious Aid:  

Since the 1980s Chad’s (re)intensification of its ties with Arab countries have increased Arab and Islamic 

influence in Chad. These ties were made not only on purely economic and political levels but also in the 

form of Islamic aid (Kaag 2007, 2008). According to Mayke Kaag (2007, 2008), two waves of Islamic 

NGOs have arrived in Chad, the first being in the late-1980s, after the first Islamic NGOs were 

established in the late 1970s, and coincided with serious droughts. The second wave arrived at the end of 

the 1990s and was mostly the result of individual lobbying in Gulf States. With these Islamic NGOs also 

came the reformist and modernist Salafi doctrine. While at first aid targeted the more elite members of 

society, this aid is now increasingly aimed at the marginal poor. 

In the case of social relations created in the context of foreign aid, the natures of the connections are 

again different. Chadian IDP’s and South Sudanese refugees rely heavily on the aid given to them, the aid 

they connect/link up to. Amongst the aid organizations one finds Islamic NGOs and Christian missionary 

organizations. Both have their own agenda and ways of communicating their messages/ideologies. The 

insecure context in which the Chadian refugees find themselves heavily impacts the types of choices they 

make. An example of a city created by/because of aid workers is Abéché, along Chad’s eastern border 

with South Sudan. 

 

Scholarly:  

The social networks created by scholars, whether Islamic or secular, might be seen as having a different 

character/nature. Or is it so that in the end, the reasons for becoming a part of a network are often the 

same, i.e. practical reasons? An example of a border town/trading hub is the city of Bol (and Mongo?). 

Chadian scholars who have gained an (Islamic) education in the Arab/Islamic world (Saudi, Sudan, Libya?, 

Egypt), are seen returning to their home country. With them they bring new connecting possibilities, 

whether in terms of religious ideologies, the Arabic language or even in terms of hard technologies (ICTs).   

Apart from “external” actors bringing in Arab/Islamic influences, internal actors contribute as well. 

Chad hosts several Arabic educative programs, on a primary and university level (such as the Université 

Roi Fayçal in N‟Djamena). In addition, Chadian youth have been seen traveling to Sudan, Egypt or Saudi 

Arabia for educative purposes. New communication technologies have allowed labor migrants and 

students alike, living/traveling abroad to remain in contact with their families and friends at home, 

facilitating the exchange of beliefs and cultures.  

 

Political:  

It was suggested to also consider the social networks ensuing out of relations with bi-lateral organizations 

and political contacts. Here Khadaffi’s political and financial support comes to mind, as well as the 

relationship with Bashir. I feel that these will be of importance on a more analytical level and that they in 

themselves may also be too sensitive to research explicitly. 

 

 

Commercial, popular and religious media linking Chad to the Arab and Islamic World 

Apart from social networks linking the common Chadian to the Arabic and Islamic World, we can also 

find other more mediated sources of influence, ie. Commercial, popular and religious media.3  

                                                             

3 Information gathered through informal conversations with Jonna Both (PhD, Univ.Amsterdam), Mayke Kaag 
(ASC) and Djimet Seli (PhD, ASC), November 2010. 
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In Chad, various Arabic media such as newspapers and radio channels can be found, written and spoken 

in Arabic. There are also TV channels such as al-Nassr TV and Télé-Tchad which emit news in French 

and Arabic, the two official languages of the country. The gulf-based (and external) TV channel al-Jazeera 

is popular for the European football matches it shows.  

Commercial media is interesting in how it chooses to communicate with its consumers. Celtel was 

known for targeting its commercials towards the Islamic part of society in Chad.4 Their advertisements, 

for example, deal with the need to call friends and family during Islamic holidays. In these messages they 

used Chadian Arabic as language instead of their more regular use of French. 

Sudanese folk music, for example, used to be widely popular. In its texts lay messages about love and 

how to deal with it, reflecting ideas on aspects of Arab culture. This is an example of the types of popular 

media which can be examined. 

Purely religious media can be found in the form of audiocassettes of Friday sermons and through the 

materials Islamic NGOs spread amongst poorer suburbs. 

 

 

Background case study areas: Deeper political & socio-economic contextualization 

In combination with further reading, the exploratory fieldwork will help determine the locations at which 

research will be carried out. Following the people themselves might then lead to new locations and spaces. 

      

- Sarh 

Old colonial capital and city to which Arabs from the North are increasingly migrating to, bringing 

Islam and Arabic with them. In recent years it is also the place where refugees from CAR have been 

fleeing to (as well as to N’Djamena). 

 

- Ati / Mongo 

Both cities are at a cross-roads in the middle of the country. Relatively more research has been done 

in this region of Chad (the Guéra), (de Bruijn & van Dijk) 

 

- Am Timam 

One of the cities located in an area in which research has been carried out (Khalil Alio) 

 

- N’Djamena  

Present capital of Chad and a city which attracts migrants from within and outside of the country. 

 

- Moundou 

Famous for its oil but apparently no longer as active a hub, people are seen moving away. This might 

be a difficult area as the politics around oil are very sensitve. 

 

The northern and far eastern regions of Chad are unfortunately not safe enough to do research at this 

point in time. The situation in the above mentioned cities at the time of the fieldwork will also influence 

the ability to carry out research. In general, the southern region has been relatively stable and quite in the 

last few years. 

                                                             

4 Celtel was one of the largest mobile telephone network providers in Chad, it has recently become Zain. Access to a 
few workers of this company will gain a lot of insight in their ways of targeting the Chadian community through 
advertisements. To which cultural religious identities does it try to appeal and with which rationale behind it? 
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Conceptual framework 

         

The theoretical focus of this research design will be on the changing connections and disconnections 

people deal with, within a context of insecurity, inequality, marginality and (forced) Arabization and 

Islamization. In order to do this, several concepts will be used. These concepts will be approached within 

a historical and contemporary setting. The concepts of insecurity, inequality and marginality describe the 

context in which Chadians live their lives. All are approached as being a combination of something 

tangible and constructed at the same time. This construction partly depends on the social networks and 

relations people are a part of. In the context of this research, the social networks defined here are those 

that link local Chadian society to the larger trans-national Arab and Islamic World. The character and 

types of mediated forms of Arab/Islamic culture of the social network informs the types of relations, 

connections and choices possible. In a setting of fundamental inequality and insecurity, how then can we 

speak of choices? How should we deal with the more involuntary, passive or forced choices people make? 

The concepts of choiceless choices and (dis)connections might help us answer these questions. By 

focusing on the changing (dis)connections we can bridge the gap between the local and the transnational 

as it will help us to understand the ways transnational Arab language and culture, and the Islamic religion 

itself, are appropriated within different local contexts. Language and religion here are seen as identity 

markers, playing a role in the dynamics around identity (re)construction through navigation, negotiation 

and the finding of a means of belonging.  

 

Within the following research question several concepts are already named. I will discuss these briefly 

before going into the way these and other concepts are connected, interact and conceptualized. 

 

In the context of Chadian market spaces, enduring post-conflict insecurity and in relation to 

Arabization and Islamization processes taking place, how do changing means of communication 

play a role in the appropriation of Arabic and Islam, and why is this important to the consequent 

(re)construction of Chadians’ identities? 

 

The concept of insecurity is approached as a combination of something tangible and constructed at the 

same time. The tangible insecurity in Chad is based on such issues as political instability, conflict, violence, 

extreme and irregular climate, droughts, disease, economic instability, ethnic conflict, religious conflict and 

civil war. Insecurity is also seen as something constructed in the sense that how it is ‘lived’ by a person 

varies. What then does it mean for a person when insecurity has become a constant in one’s life and how 

does this inform the choices he makes? To get an idea of the ‘tangible’ insecurity, a historical, socio-

economic analysis will be done. The ‘constructed’ aspect of insecurity will be the focus of the fieldwork.  

((How should we deal with, for example, inter-communal insecurity versus personal insecurity?))  

De Bruijn et al. (2010) argue that in insecure situations, contrasts within societies become more 

pronounced and people are seen to make choices as a form of (re)action to their (new) situation. These are 

actions or choices they may not necessarily have made under different circumstances. The concept of 

insecurity is approached here as a process of social change, informed by specific historical, social, political 

and economic situations (Richards 2005; de Bruijn et al. 2010; Bayat 2010). In this way, insecurity is linked 

to a continuous process of navigation and identity construction, both by the state and its (marginal) 

citizens (Das and Poole 2004, Weldes et.al. 1999).  

In the case of people living in the margins of society, their marginality is approached as a resource 

through which they actually gain access to the rest of society (De Bruijn 2007). Access is defined as the 

ability to derive benefits from things and implies the mapping of dynamic processes and relations which 

create access to resources (Ribot and Peluso 2003). Marginality then, is a source of both constraint and 

creativity (Tsing 2002). In the context of this research it will be interesting to see what role 

communication technologies play in the gaining of access and the (re)constructing of identities. 
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Identities are approached as dynamic constructs implying negotiation, belonging and (re)construction. In 

the context of identity dynamics and/or negotiation, several concepts will be used to give the term 

meaning. For analytical purposes identity is seen as a collective and constructed construct in which the 

balance between religious and national identity is a continuous process of transformation (Cerulo 1997). 

Identities can be (trans)formed when people are looking for a means of belonging to the society they find 

themselves in, or to a dominant ideology they are confronted with. This process of transformation is 

linked to the concept of navigation through which process, in turn; people find a way to social security 

and livelihood (Christiansen 2006). The way people navigate (deal with/find) their means of belonging 

gives us a better understanding of the choices made in this process. This process is seen as one of identity 

(re)construction. In constructing a means of belonging, people don’t necessarily have to construct 

completely new identities but can build on what they already know and have. Over the years, however, 

and when compared to the ‘initial’ situation these (re)actions may have resulted in quite pronounced 

transformations5. For the purpose of this research the identity markers which will be studied are religion 

and language, the tools which may help construct identities, communication technologies. 

 

Communication technology itself plays an important role in the construction of religious and national 

identities. It allows communities to bond together as well as providing them with a tool of protest 

(Engelke 2010, Abu-Lughod 2006, Armbrust 2000). Both political regimes and civilian actors mediate 

political tensions. Communication can thus be used as a tool to understand political and religious 

articulations within societies. The link between ICTs, media, propaganda, popular culture, political regime 

and religion is an interesting one to examine in relation to the way people navigate national and religious 

identities (Armbrust 2000, Abu-Lughod 2006). By involving new media6 and ICTs into this study we will 

be able to understand how local actors draw from larger discourses and what affect these discourses have 

locally, in shaping religious and linguistic identities. And how then do various marginal groups orient 

themselves to the larger national picture? In analyzing the ways in which local actors draw from larger 

discourses, this study will draw on the method of ethnography of new media and its audiences, as 

proposed by Abu-Lughod (1997) and Spitulnik (2002). They propose that it is important to not just study 

the audience but also their context, the context in which they give meaning to that which they receive.  

For the purpose of this research changing means of communication may encompass any form of 

information which convey Arabic/Islamic culture. This could include the mobile phone through which 

one might only have the choice to communicate in Arabic. The main focus will be on the role ICTs play 

in the processes of identity (re) construction in the context of Arabization and Islamization taking place in 

Chad at the moment. Arabization and Islamization are seen as integrated, local and transnational 

processes, informing flexible identity dynamics, manifested in cultural, religious and linguistic processes. A 

part of this research will be to see if this Arabization and Islamization is really taking place and if so, what  

specific forms it takes. 

In a way, different identity markers may all participate in the formation of “soft” technologies. With 

soft technologies we understand patterns of behavior, such as the popularity of a certain headscarf or hijāb 

fashion. Patterns of behavior can be changed through the mediated spreading of messages on how to 

upkeep personal hygiene, what types of food are halāl and how they should be consumed. Soft 

                                                             

5 Note to self: Check out Peter Geschiere, Perils of Belonging. Also: the emotional aspect of belonging and 
navigation in general. 
6 Need to work on this concept and probably replace it with mediated forms or something else which allows for the 
distinction between hard core technologies (ICTs) and mediated messages (including the soft technologies). Maybe 
distinction ‘tools’ (of as general description, divided into ICTS, religion and language?  
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technologies communicate all sorts of norms and values which people adopt or connect to, whether 

intentionally or subconsciously.  

Mediated forms of Arabization and Islamization can be interpreted as mediated forms of 

communication through the transmission of ideas & concepts (ie. Religion (Islam), or languages (Arabic). 

This could include religious media such as pamphlets handed out by Islamic NGOs, popular media 

such as TV shows or musical artists, commercial media such as billboard advertisements of telephone 

companies, or even styles of dress adopted from the Middle East. Depending on availability this 

encompasses the arena of religious audio cassettes and pamphlets, advertisements, as well as Arab radio, 

TV or music shows which are popularly followed. 

In general, “what you see” in terms of mediated forms of Arab/Islamic culture (ie. ICT’s, Islamic 

expression, the presence of the Arabic language) might be the same in different locations but “what is 

there” and the appropriation of it will vary depending on the context it came in (the social network, the 

context in which it arrives (insecurity, marginality, inequality) and the reason for which the community or 

individual has to make choices. The form (package it comes in) might be the same but the mediation 

(transmission of ideas & concepts) can be very different. If you follow this analytical line of thinking you 

might argue that the “form” of something which transmits ideas and concepts might also apply to a road 

just as well as it applies to a TV, radio or phone. All these packages carry ideas and concepts which their 

recipients can (choose to) appropriate or not.7  

 

Throughout this theoretical approach the recurrent theme seems to be the distinction between the 

tangible and the constructed, between “what you see” versus “what is there”, i.e. The appropriation of 

that what you see. This appropriation depends on the insecure, marginal and unequal context in which 

people make decisions but also on the social networks they are a part of and the relations within. In the 

context of this research, the social networks defined here are those that link local Chadian society to the 

larger transnational Arab and Islamic world. The character of the social network informs the types of 

relations, connections and choices possible.  

The changing (dis)connections people deal with in everyday life will be the main emphasis of this 

research. By focusing on the (dis)connections we can bridge the gap between the local and the 

transnational. The local connection may be informed by the global/transnational (social) networks it is a 

part of. By focusing on the (dis)connections and the choices involved, an understanding will be gained of 

the ways the Arab language/culture and the Islamic religion is appropriated in different settings/contexts, 

and ultimately, how and why this happens. In this research the adoption of Islamic and/or Arab culture is 

seen as a “tool” used to forge a means of connecting and, ultimately, a new ways of belonging. Own 

thought in relation to Concept Map: (dis)connections are also already present at every level, in the form of 

inequality/marginality, etc. 

 

In a setting of fundamental inequality and insecurity, how then can we speak of choices? How should we 

deal with the more involuntary/passive/forced choices people make? A concept borrowed from refugee 

studies, choiceless choices, might help us answer these questions.  

 

During further reading and development of the research design it will become clearer what concepts really 

are central to this research and which aren’t. At the moment there might perhaps be too many concepts 

while at the same time new ones still need to be incorporated. Concepts from socio-linguistics, such as 

speech communities, will also be included. This has been dealt with in more detail in the methodological 

chapter. 

                                                             

7 Need to work on conceptualization of distinction between the technology itself and that which it brings with it, ie. 
the implications of its use. 
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Methodology 

 

This research will primarily combine the fields of anthropology, socio-linguistics, media studies and 

history. Using combined methods from these disciplines the phenomena of identity (re)construction in 

combination with the role of means of communication will be studied. In general, historical and 

contemporary sources will be combined to attempt a holistic understanding. Various research methods 

will be used: (1) ethnography of the market space; (2) oral (hi)stories; (3) network history; (4) film and 

video (leading to a biography of the market space); and (5) the analysis of communication patterns 

 

 

Main Research Questions 

(1) How do Chadians in a market space setting find a means of (re)constructing personal and communal 

identities, ultimately creating a means of belonging, and to which part of society, to which (dominant) 

social network?  

(2) In light of new ICTs, how do these and the appropriation of Arabic and Islam, influence 

continuous and new communication patterns, as well as the contents of this communication? 

(3) How does the context of insecurity and inequality influence the way Chadians (re)construct their 

personal and communal identities, and how ‘mobile’ or hybrid are these identities? 

 

 

Methodologies 

An ethnography of the market will give ideas about identity negotiations between people from different 

communities within different social networks. The ethnographic fieldwork will provide empirical data by 

means of direct observations and digital (voice and image) recordings, when possible. The goal is to 

document if and how people shift between languages and behavior, depending on the situation they find 

themselves in. Observations and footage will be gathered of the outward forms Arab/Islamic culture take. 

The focus will not only be on the ways Arabic and Islam are appropriated but also on how and which 

other communication technologies are used. Special attention will also be paid to how people interpret 

such popular, religious and commercial messages of Arab and Islamic culture the ways this influences their 

speech, behavior, values and morals (the soft technologies). Data will be based on socio-linguistic 

methods (to be developed) and on how people have and do position themselves within the changes 

surrounding them. 

 

Oral (hi)stories will not only focus on the past but also on how people see themselves or what they want 

for themselves in the future. Oral histories will be collected in order to inform us of the moments of 

change people have encountered.  The older generations will give us life stories of the things they dealt 

with, the confrontations, the struggles, the good moments. Younger generations will give an idea of the 

kinds of things people deal with now. These individual and family (hi)stories will then be placed within the 

more general history of Chad (defined by the social networks they are a part of), acting as perhaps 

symbolic representations of living history. This will hopefully give us information on the history of Arab 

and Islamic presence in Chad, telling us more about the nature or character of the social networks present, 

historically and contemporarily. And, ultimately help answer the research question(s). The type of data this 

will yield includes the practices and experiences of people, both of older and younger generations. It will 

gather stories of conversion to Islam and the reasons for doing so or not. Stories of the consequences of 

the choices people have made will also be gathered.  

 

A network history in this case involves the study of the specific social networks people are a part of. 

These social networks will in turn define the focus of the post-colonial historical study. Historical research 
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and socio-political/economic analysis is necessary in order to provide a contextual framework within 

which to understand the directions of processes taking place. 

 

Film and video footage will hopefully ultimately lead to a biography of the market space. Film and video 

images can sometimes say more, or different things, than verbal accounts. The combination of images and 

oral stories shall make for a rich ethnography. 

 

The analysis of communication patterns will partly flow out of the data gathered through the above 

mentioned methods.  

 

 

For a more detailed account of the methodological approached please see the following section divided 

into the different case studies. 
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Case studies 

Market space ethnography 

 

The starting points of the case studies will be the public spaces (and places) in which different (speech) 

communities interact and where they are seen switching between religious and lingual identities. These 

public spaces might be a market place, a water gathering point, or a religious space such as those 

surrounding a mosque or a church. The reason for choosing these spaces is based on the fact that these 

are spaces in which people intermingle in a daily life situation. It is where people share resources and 

exchange resources (water, religion?), necessary elements of daily life. It is also where different social 

networks intermingle and interact. 

The various spaces will reveal the presence of different speech communities. Each study will attempt 

to map behavior and shifts in language use taking place, trying to understand if and how this is connected 

to shifts in relations (verhoudingen) between people. In the above I have left out how people within one 

speech community interact and communicate, and for what reasons, etc. For example, even within one 

family members perhaps belong to different speech communities. Perhaps the husband belongs to a 

different speech community than his wife and children. How do you examine that? Maybe I should follow 

one or two families as they move between the mentioned spaces, while including general observations of 

others. Each family would be from a different speech community.  

 

 

It would be interesting to compare market spaces or other (public) spaces in which the dynamics that are 

taking place are informed by the ‘nature’ of the social networks present.  

 

Case study 1 

A public space, like a market, within a geographic area or comprising of communities with a long history 

of (social) networks linking them to the Arab/Islamic World 

For example: Ati/Mongo? 

 

Case study 2 

A public space, like a market, within a geographic area or comprising of communities with relatively more 

recent (social) networks linking them to the Arab/Islamic World 

For example: Sarh / Moundou? 

 

Case study 3 

A public space, like a market, a geographic area or comprising of communities with recent and old (social) 

networks linking them to the Arab/Islamic World, following out of the linkages found in the two previous 

Case Studies. 

For example: N’Djamena? 

 

 

The next step is to see how then tools, such as ICTs, language and religion, are used to organize 

themselves, in order to actively negotiate their belonging.  
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Sub-Research Questions  

         

The goal of this research is to understand (1) the way Chadians confronted with Arab and Islamic 

influences negotiate a means of navigating around the tensions and insecurities they encounter, ultimately 

(re)shaping their identities in finding a means of belonging; (2) the role the appropriation of Arabic and 

Islam play in this; and (3) the role ICTs play in the construction and organization of these identities. It is 

important to place the outcomes of this question within the context of historical Arabization and 

Islamization processes already underway. Social transformations do not often happen overnight and 

should be seen as continuations of previous situations, whether they move in the same or opposite 

direction.  

 

(Historical) positioning Arab and Islamic influences 

- What forms of transnational Arab (elite) culture have historically and contemporarily made its 

way into Chad?  

 

Markets (or other public spaces) and social networks 

- What are the differences in roles each play within the market context? Or is something else 

relevant in terms of creating differences (disconnections) and similarities (connections) 

between people? I.e. Dominant social networks and social hierarch? 

 

Access to Arabic and Islam & implications 

- How is access to Arabic and Islam gained and through which mediums (ICTs) available in 

Chad?  

- How is this access interpreted by “local actors”?  

- What are its impacts on social processes/transformations (religious, linguistic and cultural)?  

 

Appropriation tools of connecting and belonging: ICTs, Arabic and Islam 

- How do (new) Muslims appropriate (new/modernist) forms of Islam (Wahhabi/Salafi)?  

- What impact do they have on the existing forms of Islam in Chad (Tijaniyya Sufi orders)? 

- What impact do popular Arab media have on the previously existing values and morals, 

behavior and language use of people (i.e. the soft technologies used)?  

- What does this “tool” of Arab culture look like in practice, what does it entail and mean to 

local actors versus its global/external „owners‟ and to what extent is it a continuation or 

departure of pre-existing processes?  

- What is the role of ICTs at the market? What is its role in the communication with one 

another and in organizing oneself? 

 

Language use 

- What role do shifts in language use plays? Is it practical or more identity-related? I.e. is it done 

so as to express something?  

- Simultaneously, how consciously is the shift made (marked and unmarked code switching)? 

- Does this reflect one’s own perceived dominance (in one case) and another’s own perceived 

repression (in the other case)?  
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Justification of the Research 

         

This research will (1) Contribute to a niche within conflict studies; (2) Fill a gap in general historical and 

ethnographic knowledge on certain regions in the South of Chad; (3) Bring together regions which, in area 

studies, are often not studied together, i.e. North Africa, the Middle East and Central Africa; (4) 

Contribute to an understanding of the forms and influence of Islam in Africa; (5)Fill a gap in the 

understanding of why and how such revolutions as the ones that took place at the beginning of 2011 

happened. 

 

Conflict studies have often focused on trauma, the macro-level (political science) or on the emergent cities 

in the context of anthropological studies of refugee camps. This study will contribute to a niche already 

under development by people like Ria Reis, Mirjam de Bruijn, Jonna Both and Siri Lamoureaux. It will 

focus on bringing together identity and post-conflict. In doing so a certain conceptualization of society 

has been developed.  

 

LeBlanc and Soares (2008) mention the need to understand the influence of the Arab world and “the 

changing ways of being Muslim”. In the same volume Mayke Kaag (2008) mentions a ‘transnational Arab 

elite culture’ which acts as a cultural orientation point. In this view, and in combination with the old links 

between Central Saharan Africa and the Arab/Islamic World, this study will contribute to the 

development of a fairly recent geographic region of studies.  

 

The influence of Islam in Africa is becoming an increasingly studied topic, but what does it all means to 

the “common” man and are there really such drastic changes taking place which can be directly attributed 

to Arab and Islamic influences? And how can these be understood in the context of conflict and 

insecurity? 

 

The revolutions in North Africa have clearly shown that we need to revisit old models. These models 

could not predict why these revolutions took place and why they did so in the manner in which they did. 

This research will contribute to the development of new models surrounding processes of social 

transformation and the role of communication and new media in them. 
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Time frame 

 

The fieldwork will be divided into four field visits over a two year time-span. After each period the data 

can be processed and the research tactic developed further. The first visit will be a preliminary visit to get 

a necessary first impression/feeling for the country and its inhabitants and to set up contacts. It will also 

be used to become acquainted with the types of new media available, mapping possible research sources. 

The two following fieldwork periods will focus on collecting ethnographic data and interviews. The last 

fieldwork period will be used for follow-up research. The fieldwork periods will be divided by periods in 

which the gathered data will be processed and preparations made for the next fieldwork period. The 

beginning of the first year will be used to further develop the research proposal and to carry out historical 

research. This first year will also be needed to take additional methodological courses in socio-linguistics 

and Chadian Arabic. The last two years will be used for analysis and writing, as well as additional 

contextual/historical research. In this period conferences/seminars will be attended and workshops held 

within the network of the research project ‘Conflict, (im)mobility and communication in Africa: the ability 

to forge connections in times of political insecurities’. The network of researchers will meet in the form of 

workshops or field visits throughout the whole research. Needless to say, this is not a fixed time frame. 

 

Total preparation and processing time: 12 months 

Total fieldwork time: 11 months  

Total analysis/writing time: 21 months 

Vacation 1 month/year: 4 months 

 

Year 1  

- Continuation development research proposal, literature research, background etc, Arabic language 

update and learning of Chadian Arabic, preparation preliminary fieldwork (4 months) 

- Preliminary visit and mapping of possible fieldwork sites/foci (1 month) 

- Preparation longer fieldwork (2 months) 

- Fieldwork and visit from supervisor 1 (4 months) 

Year 2  

- Processing results, preparation next fieldwork, workshop with network members (3 months) 

- Fieldwork and visit from supervisor 2 (4 months) 

- Processing results and workshop with network members (3 months) 

- Last field visit, follow-up and check data gathered (2 months) 

Year 3  

- Analysis, contextual follow-up research, writing, presenting, seminars/conferences, network, etc (11 

months) 

Year 4  

- Continued writing, network workshops, conferences, etc. (11 months) 

 



TIMELINE 2011-2015           
             

  March April May June July August 
Septembe
r 

Octobe
r 

Novembe
r 

Decembe
r 

Januar
y 

Februar
y 

Year 1 ASC ASC ASC ASC ASC Chad ASC ASC ASC ASC Chad Chad 
2011-
2012 CERES CERES CERES ECAS Vakantie 1st visit         2nd visit   

  proposal proposal proposal proposal proposal   proposal 
proposa
l 

preparatio
n 

preparatio
n     

                          
Year 2 Chad Chad ASC ASC ASC ASC ASC Chad Chad Chad Chad Chad 
2012-
2013               3rd visit         

      
processin
g  

processin
g  

processin
g  

processin
g  

processin
g            

                          
Year 3 ASC ASC ASC ASC ASC ASC ASC ASC ASC ASC ASC ASC 
2013-
2014                         

  
processin
g  

processin
g  

processin
g  

processin
g  

processin
g  writing writing writing writing writing writing writing 

                          
Year 4 ASC ASC ASC ASC ASC ASC ASC ASC ASC ASC ASC ASC 
2014-
2015                         
  writing writing writing writing writing writing writing writing writing writing writing writing 
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