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The Arabic Novel between Aesthetic Concerns  
and the Causes of Man: 
Commitment in Jabra Ibrahim Jabra  
and ʿAbd al-Rahman Munif 

Sonja Mejcher-Atassi 

... تعرفين البيداء وال واخليل الليل ال القمل؟ ٕاال يل ليس اذلي ٔاان
  

I who have nothing but the pen? Neither the night 
nor the horseman nor the desert knows me … 
(Jabrā and Munīf 264)1 

Jabra Ibrahim Jabra (Jabrā Ibrāhīm Jabrā, 1920–1994) and ʿAbd al-Rahman Munif (ʿAbd al-
Raḥmān Munīf, 1933–2004) contributed significantly to the intellectual life, literature, and 
art of Sharq al-mutawassiṭ (East of the Mediterranean, 1975), as reads the title of one of 
Munif’s novels, meanwhile a classic of prison literature in the Arab world. Both Jabra and 
Munif chose the genre of the novel as a major means of expression, the means of expression, 
an art practice that offered an outlet for political dissent and an anchor for hopeful dreams at 
once. Whereas Jabra conceived of the novel as “the meeting point of the creative arts known 
to man since earliest times” (“On Interpoetics” 210), Munif described it as giving voice to 
“the history of those who do not have a history” (Munīf, Al-kātib wa-l-manfā 43). These de-
pictions of the novel, one foregrounding its aesthetic characteristics, the other its documen-
tary qualities, point to differences between the writers in their views on the complex relation-
ship of aesthetics and politics that this paper sets out to examine—differences within a 
spectrum of shared interests and anxieties. 

In the first part, the paper examines the role of exile ascribed by Jabra and Munif to the 
formation of the intellectual. In the second part, it turns to notions of homelessness in the 
form of the novel, engaging with theories of the novel by Georg Lukács and Mikhail Bak-
htin. As Edward Said says, “the exile’s life is taken up with compensating for disorienting 
loss by creating a new world,” a world that resembles fiction. Referring to Lukács’ notion of 
transcendental homelessness, he points out that “[i]n the epic there is no other world, only 
the finality of this one. […] The novel, however, exists because other worlds may exist, al-
ternatives for bourgeois speculators, wanderers, exiles” (181–82). As I argue in this paper, 
commitment in Jabra and Munif is closely tied to depicting such alternative, other worlds in 
the novel, and thus with the act of creation. The paper focuses on two novels in particular: 
Jabra’s Al-baḥth ʿan Walīd Masʿūd (1978; trans. by Roger Allen and Adnan Haydar as In 
Search of Walid Masoud, 2000) and the first volume of Munif’s five volume Mudun al-milḥ 
(Cities of Salt, 1984–1989) entitled Al-tīh (1984; The Wilderness trans. by Peter Theroux as 
Cities of Salt, 1989).2 
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Exile 

Born in Bethlehem and having studied at the Arab College in Jerusalem then at Cambridge 
University, Jabra found exile in Baghdad after the nakba of 1948. As a literary writer (of 
novels and poetry alike), translator (of Shakespeare, Faulkner, Beckett and others), univer-
sity professor of English literature, lover of classical music, art critic, artist, and intellectual, 
he became a well-respected figure in Baghdad’s cultural life. Familiar with both Arabic and 
Western cultural traditions, it was in literature and art that he saw the hope for a better world. 
Embracing many ideas from the nahḍa, the so-called Arab renaissance or awakening of the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth century, he firmly believed in the necessity to modernize 
Arabic culture, taking from the Arabic-Islamic heritage that which is alive and leaving aside 
what is dead.3 He ascribed a special role to intellectuals who feature prominently in his nov-
els. As he explains in an interview with Elias Khoury (Ilyās Khūrī) in 1978, intellectuals, and 
more broadly the field of cultural production, play a key role in the Arab world as “agents of 
change.” 

 الثوريـون وھـم ناملغـريو ھـم املثقفـني يزال ال .حاولت بعض القوى جحبه عهنم مھام كبريا دورا العريب العامل يف للمثقفني فاأن ٔارى ٔان
 عن جعزت قد تكون تغري مل و ٕاذا النھاية، يف تغري اليت ھي الثقافة حيملوه، مل ٔاو التغري ھذا سبيل يف السالح محلوا سواء احلقيقيون

 .دورھا اداء
I think that the intellectuals play an important role in the Arab world that those in power have tried 
to conceal from them. The intellectuals continue to be the agents of change and the true revolution-
aries, whether they carry arms for the sake of this change or not. In the end, culture makes a differ-
ence. If it does not make a difference, it fails in the performance of its role. (Khūrī 188) 

Munif, celebrated after his death as “Arabian master” (Hafez) and “Arab citizen par excel-
lence” (Anis), was more interested in politics than in literature when he first met Jabra in the 
early 1950s in Baghdad. Of Saudi and Iraqi background, he grew up in Amman where he 
had joined the Baath Party in the late 1940s, becoming a member of its regional command, 
before he started his studies in Baghdad. He left the party when it seized power in Syria and 
Iraq in 1963. Looking back at the turbulent years in Baghdad preceding the Baghdad Pact 
and foreshadowing the Revolution of 1958 that brought down the British-backed monarchy, 
he sets himself and his political comrades apart from an older generation of “men of letters” 
whom he describes as meeting at the Brazilian Café in the buzzing al-Rashīd Street and 
dreaming about changing the world. Describing them as “dreamers,” Munif accentuates their 
detachment from the very reality that surrounds them, counting among them the Iraqi poets 
Badr Shakir al-Sayyab (Badr Shākir al-Sayyāb), ʿAbd al-Wahhab al-Bayati (ʿAbd al-Wahhāb 
al-Bayātī), Qazim Jawad (Qāsim Jawād), and Buland al-Haydari (Buland al-Ḥaydarī), as 
well as the Iraqi sculptor Jawad Salim (Jawād Salīm)—and right in their very midst Jabra 
(Munīf, Lawʾat al-ghiyāb 111).4 Munif’s sketch-like description was not devoid of humor 
but it came with sincere reverence. Over a decade older, Jabra was to become a close friend 
when Munif returned to Baghdad in the 1970s. Together they wrote ʿĀlam bi-lā kharāʾiṭ (A 
World without Maps, 1982), a novel that has been described as a novel on the art of novel 
writing (al-Mūsawī 282). The hazīma, the Arab defeat in the June war of 1967, had not only 
alerted Munif to the Palestinian cause and the profound crisis facing the Arab world, it had 
played an important role in his taking up writing. It was in Beirut that Munif started to pur-
sue his interest in writing—first in journalism, then in literature—in a serious way. His first 
novel Al-ashjār wa-ightiyāl Marzūq (Trees and the Assassination of Marzuq, 1973) opened a 
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new world to him. Different from his youthful political activism and far from political 
power, it presented a new and compelling means to contribute to the dream of “a more hu-
mane, free, and just society.” 

 الطريـق ھـذا مـن و ٕاّين  طريقـي، اكتـشفت ٔاّين  تأكّـدت ، 1971ربيـع يف مـرزوق واغتيـال...أالجشـار أالوىل، يترواي ٕاجنازي منذ
 عـاملي ھـي الرواية ٔانّ  ٔاجد االٓن و حّىت  التارخي ذكل منذ وعداةل، وحّرية ٕانسانية ٔاكرث جممتع وخلق اجملمتع تغيري يف ٔاسھم ٔان ٔاسـتطيع
 غنّيـة حبيـاة ٔافـضل، بعـامل ؤابـّرش  والتخلّـف، والھمجّيـة والقـسوة القـبح ٔاحـارب ٔان ميكـن الوسـيةل ھذه طريق عن و ٕاّين  احلقيقي،
 .القادمة لٔالجيال ابلنسـبة خاّصة تعاش، ٔان تسـتحّق 

Since the completion of my first novel, The Trees…and the Assassination of Marzuq in spring 
1971, I became convinced that I discovered my way to contribute to changing society and to creat-
ing a more humane, free, and just society. From that time until today, I find that the novel is my real 
world and that by means of the novel I can combat ignominy, cruelty, savagery, and backwardness 
and bring news of a better world and a rich life that deserves to be lived, especially with respect to 
the coming generations. (qtd. in Campbell 1274)  

With the publication of Sharq al-mutawassiṭ in 1975 Munif established his name as a novel-
ist and became known for his commitment to the qaḍāyā al-insān, the causes of man. He 
went back to the novel in the early 1990s with Al-ān ... hunā: Aw sharq al-mutawassiṭ marra 
ukhrā (Now and Here, or East of the Mediterranean Once Again, 1991), political dictator-
ship and prison having remained a harsh reality of everyday life. As the novel’s title indi-
cates, most of Munif’s novels are located East of the Mediterranean, in which city or country 
exactly is left open. This ambiguity is telling. “[T]he Arab calamity is the same everywhere,” 
says Munif, “it goes hand in hand with poverty, terror, and annulled passports” (“Clashing 
with Society” 11). Munif remained outspoken about his political ideas, even when he de-
voted himself entirely to writing—in his literary work as well as in his socio-political publi-
cations. A good example is Al-dīmuqrāṭiyya awwalan, al-dīmuqrāṭiyya dāʾiman (Democracy 
First, Democracy Always, 1992) in which he expresses his commitment to democracy not as 
a magic key or a solution in itself but as a means to keep political power in check. So too is 
the thrust of his book Al-ʿIrāq: Hawāmish min al-tārīkh wa-l-muqāwama (Iraq: Sidenotes of 
History and Resistance, 2003), which describes Iraq’s modern history as a national struggle 
against colonial rule, recalling Iraq’s will to independence in light of renewed war and occu-
pation. Munif was a fierce critic of Saddam Hussein, while at the same time he condemned 
the Iraq war of 2003 which re-ignited his political radicalism of former days. Jabra, who 
never partook in any form of organized political action and continued his life in Baghdad un-
til his death in 1994, tried as much as possible to stay out of political debates.5 Nevertheless, 
he and Munif found common ground in their belief that change is possible in and through 
cultural production. 

Both Jabra and Munif were at home in more than one city in the Arab world, and yet at 
the same time they remained homeless. No matter how much Jabra participated in the cul-
tural life of Baghdad and indeed other cities—notably Beirut where he was a known figure 
in the literary field, with most of his books published there and his regular contribution to the 
literary journal Shiʿr—his Palestinian identity and exile from Jerusalem remained a central 
fact of his life. He asserts: 

 .شيئاً  لست فاأن فلسطينياً  ٔاكن مل ٕاذا
If I was not Palestinian, I would be nothing. (Khūrī 181) 
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The centrality of exile in his intellectual endeavors, overpowering yet empowering him, can 
be compared to Said’s notion of exile as contrapuntal, as Zeina G. Halabi has convincingly 
outlined in her contribution “The Day the Wandering Dreamer Became a Fidaʾi: Jabra Ibra-
him Jabra and the Fashioning of Political Commitment” to this volume. While by no means 
diminishing the loss exile always entails, Said nonetheless maintains that it makes possible 
an originality of vision and thus carries the promise of change. 

Jabra’s first book of poetry Tammūz fi-l-madīna (Tammuz in the City, 1959), published by 
Dār Majallat Shiʿr in Beirut, places the promise of change, here embodied by the Mesopota-
mian God of vegetation, into urban culture. Jabra was introduced to the journal’s founder Yu-
suf al-Khal (Yūsuf al-Khāl) through their common friend, the Palestinian poet Tawfiq Sayigh 
(Tawfīq Ṣāyigh), whilst on a Rockefeller scholarship at Harvard University in the early 1950s. 
The journal’s liberal outlook corresponded more to his ideals of individual freedom than the 
political overtones of the literary journal al-Ādāb, which was more closely influenced by 
ideas of literary engagement as formulated by the French philosopher Jean Paul Sartre.6 Like 
other Arab poets at the time, Jabra enthusiastically made use of myth in his poetry, inspired by 
ideas of rebirth as they circulated in English literature, in particular in T. S. Eliot’s The Waste-
land. As Jabra points out in his article “Modern Arabic Literature and the West,” Eliot drew 
on the very myth that enabled Arab poets to establish a link with their region’s tradition while 
calling for new beginnings, the myth of Tammuz as rendered popular by James G. Frazer’s 
The Golden Bough, which Jabra translated partially into Arabic (82–83). Referring to modern 
Arab poets as “voices crying in a wide intellectual wilderness” (Al-nār wa-l-jawhar 157), 
Jabra saw in their call for rebirth a moment of truth anticipating the self-criticism that came to 
the fore after the Arab defeat in the June war of 1967. “Spring after spring in the deserts of ex-
ile,” as reads the first line of his poem “Fī bawādī al-nafī” (“In the Deserts of Exile”), he held 
on to the memory of his homeland Palestine in his writing. In his novel Al-safīna (1970; trans. 
by Roger Allen and Adnan Haydar as The Ship, 1985), he depicts a group of Arab intellectuals 
on a cruise in the Mediterranean. Surrounded by the sea, the past takes hold of them through a 
series of flashbacks, which draw them back to the land—“land as both the heritage of the past 
and aspiration for the future,” as Roger Allen points out in The Arabic Novel (178). This con-
nectedness with the past, the importance of cultural memory for the future, was anticipated by 
the modern art movement in Baghdad in which Jabra, a founding member of the Baghdad 
Group for Modern Art (Jamāʿat Baghdād li-l-fann al-ḥadīth), next to the Iraqi artists Jawad 
Salim and Shakir Hasan Al Said (Shākir Ḥasan Āl Saʿīd), played a leading role. He writes in 
the group’s second manifesto from 1955: 

 ھـذا لتمنيـة العـرايق اجلـو اســتلھام يف يتفقـون ولكـنھم. املعـني هٔاسـلوب لـلك وحنـاتني رسامني من احلديث للفن بغداد جامعة تتألف
 فيـه ازدھـرت اذلي الـبدل ھـذا حليـاة ومالحظـاتھم ٕادراكھـم حيـدده جديـد، شـلك يف النـاس حيـاة تـصوير يريدون  فھم.أالسلوب
 العـامل، يف الـسائد الفين ورابلتط وأالسلويب الفكري ٕارتباطھم عن يغفلون ال ٕانھم .جديد من ٔازدھرت مث ٕاندثرت و كثرية حضارات
 .ممتزيةً  وخشصيةً  خاًصا طابًعا العرايق الفن عىل تضفي ٔاشاكل خلق يبغون نفسه الوقت يف ولكنھم

The Baghdad Group for Modern Art consists of painters and sculptors. Everyone has a specific 
style but agrees that in order to develop this style you have to draw inspiration from the Iraqi at-
mosphere. They want to represent the life of the people in a new form, based on their understand-
ing and observation of the life of this country in which numerous civilizations have flourished, 
fallen into oblivion, and flourished again. They do not ignore their intellectual and stylistic ties to 
the prevailing artistic development in the world but, at the same time, they seek to create forms 
that grant Iraqi art a special mark and a distinctive character. (qtd. in Āl Saʿīd 29) 



The Arabic Novel between Aesthetic Concerns and the Causes of Man 147 

The group’s interest in merging tradition (turāth) with modernity (ḥadātha) in order to pro-
duce art of international significance yet local character, caught on not only among artists 
but also architects and writers (Jabra, A Celebration of Life 169). Jabra himself draws a par-
allel between the Baghdad Group for Modern Art and the group of poets associated with the 
literary journal Shiʿr in Beirut (Khūrī 184–85). As I shall elaborate below, the insistence on 
the local character also proved crucial for Munif and his understanding of the Arabic novel. 

The great extent of Munif’s symbolic capital, accumulated over the years and carried 
like a suitcase full of books and papers from one Arab city to the other, gave him a pre-
eminent position in the literary field. His political outspokenness and intellectual integrity 
had gained him much respect among the younger generation of Arab writers but it also 
caused him serious trouble. In 1963, the year the Baath Party seized power in Syria and 
Iraq, his Saudi citizenship was revoked. He subsequently held different passports but was 
unable to solve the problem of citizenship permanently. 

I have been travelling with an Algerian passport, or one from Yemen, or one from Iraq, since 1963 
until today. I’ve been unable to solve this problem, which is overwhelming, if only for the sake of 
my children, not mine. Where others look for sustenance alone, I search for identity and belong-
ing which are part and parcel of my character and work. (Munif, “Clashing with Society” 9)  

Although Munif was at home in the Arab world at large, he was aware of the harsh realities 
of exile, opening his essay Al-kātib wa-l-manfā (Writer and Exile) with the words: 

 .مّهتم ٕانسان البداية، منذ ٔانك، يعين منفياً  تكون ٔان
To be exiled means, to begin with, that you stand accused. (85) 

Whereas Jabra and Said stress an exile’s originality of vision while not diminishing the loss 
exile always entails, for Munif an exile does not only “feel [his] difference” (Said 182), he 
stands accused. Munif points to the severe accusation an exile is faced with no matter 
where he turns. According to him, the exilic intellectual is an agent of change who stands 
accused because of the very potential of change he embodies, the threat his dreams, once 
put onto paper and held up to the faces of those wielding power, represent. 

Homelessness 

Both Jabra and Munif wrote autobiographies, engaging in a genre that played a key role in 
the formation of the Arabic novel (Reynolds; Ostle, de Moor, and Wild). While their texts re-
call the authors’ childhoods in their cities of birth, Bethlehem and Amman, these locations 
can hardly be called places of origin. Despite the love and comfort provided by the close 
network of family ties in these accounts, the locations are sites of movement and travel in a 
rapidly changing world. This holds true especially for Munif’s Sīrat madīna (1994; trans. by 
Samira Kawar as Story of a City: A Childhood in Amman, 1996), which already in its title 
foregrounds urban change and turns the city into the protagonist. Born to a father from Najd 
in today’s Saudi Arabia and a mother from Baghdad, the traditional trade routes Munif’s fa-
ther embarked on in search of a living had vanished as national borders were drawn onto the 
map of the Arab world after World War I, paving the way for new routes of travel, expulsion, 
and exile. As James Clifford points out in Routes: Travel and Translation in the Late Twenti-
eth Century, “[i]t is impossible to think of transnational possibilities without recognizing the 
violent disruptions that attend ‘modernization,’ with its expanding markets, armies, tech-
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nologies, and media. Whatever improvements or alternatives may emerge do so against this 
grim backdrop” (10). On the borderline of historiography and fiction, Jabra’s first autobiog-
raphy Al-biʾr al-ūlā: Fuṣūl min sīra dhātiyya (1987; trans. by Issa Boullata as The First Well: 
A Bethlehem Boyhood, 1995) is a captivating account of life in Palestine prior to the nakba 
of 1948.7 Similar to other autobiographies written by Palestinian authors of Jabra’s genera-
tion, such as Hala Sakakini (Hāla al-Sakākīnī) or Hisham Sharabi (Hishām Sharābī), and 
Walid Khalidi’s (Walīd Khālidī) ground-breaking study Before their Diaspora: A Photo-
graphic History of the Palestinians, 1876–1948, it reclaims a history that has been negated 
by the Zionist propaganda of describing Palestine as “a country without a people for a people 
without a country.”8 Published at the outset of the Palestinian intifada and read against the 
context of Israeli occupation, its many references to oral traditions of storytelling, schools, 
newspapers, magazines, and books attest to the rich cultural heritage and spread of education 
in Palestine prior to 1948. Giving voice to seemingly marginal events and people swallowed 
up “by the ocean of life, which does not give many the chance to stop to catch their breath” 
(Munif, Sīrat madīna 13; Story of a City 5), Jabra’s and Munif’s autobiographies partake in 
writing “the history of those who do not have a history”—a task Munif ascribes to the novel 
(Al-kātib wa-l-manfā 43). Written from the perspective of the second half of the twentieth 
century back onto the realities of life prior to 1948, they not only aim at recovering a past 
forcibly erased by Zionist propaganda and Israeli occupation, in leaving traces for future 
generations they explore other, alternative worlds. 

Whereas Jabra contributed to a number of literary forms, Munif focused on the novel, 
which in its “transcendental homelessness” best suited his aesthetic as well as political 
needs. In The Theory of the Novel, Lukács describes “transcendental homelessness” as a key 
feature of the novel, which he defines as “the epic of a world that has been abandoned by 
God” (88), a world that grants no homecoming, a prosaic world marked by the traumata of 
the modern world, in particular World War I. In the Arab world, World War I was a traumatic 
experience as well. It explains much of the hardship and poverty Jabra describes in Al-biʾr 
al-ūlā. The turning point however came with the nakba of 1948, mercilessly shattering peo-
ple’s hopes and dreams. It comes as no surprise then that Munif describes the second half of 
the twentieth century as “the era of the novel” (Al-kātib wa-l-manfā 40), explaining its rise 
against the backdrop of the Arab defeats since the nakba, in particular in the June War of 
1967. 

Reading Jabra’s and Munif’s novels against the background of the hazīma, the theme of 
homelessness clearly stands out. Jabra’s In Search of Walid Masoud starts with the disap-
pearance of its protagonist, and his absence runs through the novel as leitmotiv. His friends 
back in Baghdad set out to find explanations, as rumors spread that he emigrated to Canada 
or Australia, was murdered, returned to Palestine, or joined the fedayeen, the Palestinian re-
sistance fighters, in Lebanon. His involvement in the Palestinian resistance is mentioned 
throughout the novel and his son Marwan, who had joined the fedayeen in Beirut, is reported 
to have died a martyr in the Lebanese civil war. Walid’s friends are left with their memories, 
piles of paper, and a tape. Walid had recorded his thoughts on the tape while driving, heading 
off into the desert, towards the border crossing of al-Rutba, where he was last seen. The tape 
was found in a small Chinese tape recorder in his car, left in a no-man’s land, about fifty me-
ters from the Iraqi border. His disappearance at a border crossing recalls the situation of Pal-
estinians in exile as described in Ghassan Kanafani’s (Ghassān Kanafānī) Rijāl fi-l-shams 
(1963; trans. by Hilary Kilpatrick as Men in the Sun, 1999), where the protagonists die in 
search of a living while trying to cross from Iraq into the oil-rich Kuwait in a water tank. 
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Different from Kanafani’s focus on ordinary people, Jabra’s novel is set in the privileged 
context of Baghdad’s intellectuals, doctors, lawyers, and artists, and through their accounts 
gives “a microcosm of bourgeois society in Baghdad,” as Stefan G. Meyer says (50). Their 
conversations move back and forth between politics, art, and everyday life: from the “wave 
of arrests” in Baghdad to Gamal ʿAbd al-Nasser, the Baghdad Pact, modern poetry, the 
Baghdad Group paintings, and stories of love. Amid all this intellectual chatter, Jabra’s firm 
belief in cultural production as a “means of doing away with at least some of the chaos and 
the conflict”—to quote the ending of his essay “Modern Arabic Literature and the West” 
(91)—comes to the fore in the voice of one of Walid’s friends, Ibrahim al-Hajj Nawfal: 

رسـومك دليـل  .الفن يشري ٕاىل حترر إالنسان يف ساعات ابداعه، ليعطي مـذاق احلريـة لالٓخـرين ٕاىل أالبـد«  :كنت ٔاقول لسوسن
ٔاقـصد ابلفـن . عندما ٔاحتدث عن الفن، ٔاان ال ٔاحتدث عن رسومك وحدها، ٔاو عن الـرمس فقـط. واحد، دليل عىل حماولتك التحرر
. لكنـا عبيـد، ولكنـا نريـد ٔان نتحـرر .كتاابيت، وكتاابت لك شاعر ٔاو روايئ حسقت كيانه ّمحى اخللـق. لك ابداع، ابلصورة ٔاو اللكمة

  » .ا حنظى به يف حلظات النشوة أاللمية الهائةلؤان هنب االٓخرين م
“Art alludes to the liberation of man at the time of his creative impulse,” I used to tell Sawsan, 
“and as such it can give other people the taste of freedom forever. Your pictures are a proof of 
this, a reflection of your attempt to find liberty. When I talk about art, I’m not talking about just 
your pictures or even only about painting. By art I mean all creativity, whether in pictures or in 
words. My writings, like those of every poet or novelist, find their existence crushed by the fever 
of creation. We’re all slaves; we all want to find liberty, to give other people what we artists gain 
in those moments of incredible, painful ecstasy.” (Jabra, Al-baḥth 328–29; In Search 250) 

Creativity, expressed in pictures and words, is presented here in terms similar to Barbara 
Harlow’s definition of cultural resistance as “an arena of struggle” (2) through which libera-
tion is made possible. This signals a shift in the relationship of aesthetics and politics that 
brings Jabra’s novel written in exile close to the literature of resistance, as rendered promi-
nent by Kanafani’s study Adab al-muqāwama fī Filasṭīn al-muḥtalla: 1948–1966 (Litera-
ture of Resistance in Occupied Palestine: 1948–1966, 1966) which draws a distinction be-
tween literature written under occupation and in exile.9 Reading the novel in the historical 
and socio-political context of national liberation struggles from Palestine to Algeria, 
Walid’s transformation from intellectual to fida’i, as outlined by Zeina G. Halabi, makes 
perfect sense. In the novel, however, this transformation is left open; it is presented as one 
of a number of possible explanations to Walid’s disappearance, if the most compelling and 
heroic version. Walid’s story ends in uncertainty, suspended at the border crossing of al-
Rutba. Similar to a black hole in which the novel’s protagonist disappears, together with the 
hopes and dreams attached to the role of the intellectual in the Arab world, the border cross-
ing, and more specifically the no-man’s land between the borders, is the very opposite of 
the exile’s idealized homeland. Accordingly, the novel’s protagonist is placed in a precari-
ous situation with regard to his identity; stripped of his past, he is a no-man, unless he lives 
on in his friends’ memories as a Palestinian intellectual or finds resurrection as a fida’i—
Jabra’s words quoted above come to mind: “If I was not Palestinian, I would be nothing” 
(Khūrī 181). Different from Ulysses who identifies himself as no-man in his cunning 
scheme to escape the Cyclopes in Homer’s epic, Walid’s life is one continuous search to as-
sert his Palestinian identity. His odyssey does not come to an end; he does not regain his 
country, name, fame, and family. The open-endedness of the novel is crucial. There is no 
sense of an ending, no homecoming. As much as the novel can be read as a farewell to in-
tellectual chatter in coffee shops from the Tigris to the Mediterranean, it refrains from giv-
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ing a clear vision for future action à la Fanon. The reader, much like the other characters in 
the novel, is left with a riddle, trying to make sense of Walid’s and by extension his/her and 
our own individual and collective lives. This attempt takes place in and through the very 
form of the novel, its fragmentation and incorporation of other forms of expression, such as 
audio-visual media, the tape, Walid uses to record his life. 

Similar to Jabra, Munif focused his early novels on the role of the intellectual in society. 
In his later novels, however, such as Cities of Salt, he turned to the community that is soci-
ety. Jabra’s In Search of Walid Masoud and Munif’s Cities of Salt could not be more different 
at first glance: one is set in the intellectual circles of Baghdad’s bourgeois society, the other 
in the small desert community of Wadi al-Uyoun. Nevertheless, the novels share some key 
characteristics, such as the absence of their main protagonists, who come to life through the 
narratives of others and appear like legendary figures: Walid Masoud the intellectual turned 
fida’i who returns to his homeland Palestine, as some of his friends say, in Jabra’s novel and 
Miteb al-Hathal, the Bedouin rebel who resists foreign interests and the transformation of his 
land triggered by the discovery of oil in Munif’s novel. Moreover, both novels bear witness 
to the region’s modern history, negated and effaced by colonial claims, war, occupation, and 
petrodollars. In Munif’s case, the documentary character of his novel has at times overshad-
owed its experimental zeal and provoked some to reduce Cities of Salt to “the grand oil 
novel of the lands in the Gulf” (Ajami 125). In his review of Cities of Salt in The New 
Yorker, John Updike goes so far as to accuse Munif of being “insufficiently Westernized to 
produce a narrative that feels much like what we call a novel” (117)—here, the exilic writer 
literally stands accused of breaching the very form of the novel. Munif himself however 
conceived Cities of Salt as part of a project “to fashion a novel that is uniquely ‘Arab’ in its 
view of history as well as in its narrative style,” as Meyer points out (72).  

Munif’s attentive perceptions of the desert and their meticulous rendering, for instance, 
have to be seen in the larger context of turning to the Arabic literary heritage as way of cre-
ating a narrative that does not follow Western models only but stands out for its local char-
acteristics in both content and form. The desert oasis of Wadi al-Uyoun in Cities of Salt is 
more than a geographical place. It is described as “a salvation from death,” “a miracle,” and 
“earthly paradise.” Its description shares many characteristics with the Qurʾan’s imagery of 
paradise (notably in sura 15: 45–46 and in sura 55: 46–50). It thus stands—to once more 
draw on Allen’s description of how land is represented in Jabra’s The Ship—as “both the 
heritage of the past and aspiration for the future,” and it is clearly an antipode to the border 
crossing of al-Rutba in Jabra’s In Search of Walid Masoud. Its unspoiled, heavenly charac-
ter of former days contrasts to the harsh reality after the discovery of oil, as seen through 
the eyes of Miteb al-Hathal’s son Fawaz on his return to Wadi al-Uyoun. The transforma-
tion of Wadi al-Uyoun and the surrounding desert, triggered by the discovery of oil, goes 
hand in hand with profound socio-political changes and raises crucial questions: 

 مـع يتكيـف ٔان إالنـسان يـسـتطيع وھـل عليـه، اكنوا مبا صلتھم يفقدون اليت ادلرجة ٕاىل يتغريوا ٔان وأالماكن لٔالشخاص ميكن كيف
 ذاته؟ من جزءاً  يفقد ٔان دون اجلديدة وأالماكن اجلديدة أالشـياء

How is it possible for people and places to change so entirely that they lose any connection with 
what they used to be? Can a man adapt to new things and new places without losing a part of 
himself? (Munif, Mudun al-milḥ 156; Cities of Salt 134) 
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In drawing on the Arabic literary heritage, Munif is, in fact, engaged in a larger project, 
namely trying to rescue part of his very identity. Only through its local character, he asserts, 
can the Arabic novel attain international significance. 

 يف ٔامعـق اكنت ولكام احمليل، اجلو تصوير يف الصدق ٕاىل ٔاقرب اكنت لكام آخر مبعىن عاملية، ٔاصبحت لكام حملية روايتنا ازدادت لكام
 .العاملية ٕاىل ٔاقرب ٔاصبحت لكام صغرية مجموعة اكنوا لو حىت الناس حياة

The more our novel is local, the more it becomes world-class. In other words, the closer it comes 
to sincerity in portraying the local atmosphere and the deeper it goes into people’s life, even if 
they are only a small group, the more it approaches being world-class. (qtd. in ʿĀbidīn 199) 

Munif’s concern with the Arabic novel’s local character has much in common with the 
Baghdad Group for Modern Art’s call to produce art of local identity yet international sig-
nificance. It brings Jabra and Munif, the militant and the dreamer, together in their search for 
new ways of expression, pushing the borders of the very form of the novel to new horizons. 

In its transcendental homelessness, the novel as a form granted homecoming to Jabra and 
Munif. Their novels, however, brake away from the melancholic longing for a lost homeland 
as described by Lukács; rather, in the Bakhtinian sense of homelessness they show a reckon-
ing with exile as a condition of loss yet intellectual freedom and creativity, no matter how 
much the exile stands accused.10 Challenging the given order of things, Walid Masoud in 
Jabra’s novel and Miteb al-Hathal in Munif’s novel are true if absent heroes, larger-than-life 
images of unrealized potential—and as such they carry the promise of a better world in line 
with Bakhtin’s optimistic reading of the form of the novel as unravelling seemingly stable 
systems of power by means of heteroglossia, the diversification and fragmentation of speech 
types and voices in the novel whose hybrid nature stands in opposition to authoritative dis-
course (Bakhtin 37 and 342–43). Read in this light, Jabra’s and Munif’s novels undo existing 
power relations in content and form, offering visions of hope through their larger-than-life 
heroes. While their heroes’ traces are lost in a no-man’s land in Jabra’s novel and in the vast 
deserts of the Arabian Peninsula in Munif’s, a multitude of narrative voices come to the fore, 
drawing a powerful if fragmentary picture of their respective societies. 

Conclusion 

With In Search of Walid Masoud Jabra embraced ideas of political commitment and the 
revolutionary context of his time, in particular the Palestinian resistance, coming close to 
Munif’s much more pronounced political stance and the rebel Munif envisioned with Miteb 
al-Hathal in Cities of Salt. In opting against any sense of ending and homecoming, leaving 
the outcome of his novel and its protagonist’s fate open, Jabra, at the same time, held on to 
his belief that change can only take place in and through cultural production. Coming from 
political activism, Munif met Jabra in this belief with his insistence on leaving traces. In 
contrast to the great Abbasid poet al-Mutanabbi (al-Mutanabbī), who placed the pen and the 
sword on equal grounds into one hemistich, Jabra and Munif were left with only the pen to 
write against power. In the end, not the pen but the sword held out misleading promises, as 
Jabra implies when referring to the so-called Tammuz-poets (al-shuʿarāʾ al-tammūziyyūn) 
as “voices crying in a wide intellectual wilderness” (Al-nār wa-l-jawhar 157), reversing 
Abu Tammam’s (Abū Tammām) often quoted saying that the word cannot stand up to the 
sword due to its false promises. It was in fiction, and more precisely in the form of the 
novel, that Jabra and Munif placed their hopes for a better world. In “The Rebels, the 
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Committed, and the Others,” Jabra describes the rebel as “an undigested element” in society 
whose “concern remains with individual dignity and freedom whenever threatened, regard-
less of the source of such a threat” (196). His marginality is at the basis of Walid Masoud’s 
and Miteb al-Hathal’s disappearances in Jabra’s and Munif’s novels. There is no place left 
for rebellion, neither in the bourgeois society of Baghdad, faced with growing political au-
thoritarianism, nor in the new societies of the Arabian Gulf, built on petrodollars. In the 
form of the novel, however, rebellion is possible; the larger-than-life images of Walid 
Masoud and Miteb al-Hathal do hold a promise. 

Commitment in Jabra’s and Munif’s novels is more closely tied to changes in art, espe-
cially the advance of the novel in the second half of the twentieth century, rather than to a 
programmatic political vision. Commitment is expressed through artistic innovation. There 
is a close relation between the act of creation and an act of resistance, as Gilles Deleuze ar-
gues in his famous essay “What is the Creative Act?” (328). Between aesthetic concerns 
and the causes of man, Jabra’s and Munif’s novels offer a poetics of leaving traces, of re-
cording and documenting our lives for future generations while opening up to alternative, 
other worlds. Both Walid Masoud and Miteb al-Hathal are compelling characters because 
of the potential they embody to take up political action and armed struggle, at a time when 
grand narratives of revolution and resistance figured prominently—but also, and possibly 
more importantly, because of the change in artistic practice that made them possible to be-
gin with, such as the narration’s increased fragmentation through which their larger-than-
life images take shape against the background of their absence. Walid Masoud stands out 
here because he chose to record his life on tape, heading off into an unknown future, em-
barking for another world, while his intellectual friends back home—much like Jabra in his 
“second well” in Baghdad—still struggle with the written word to reconstruct, if in frag-
mentary and contradictory ways, the story of his life, and by extension the stories of their 
own lives. With this shift from verbal expression to audio-visual media, which the novel in-
corporates as “a meeting point of the creative arts known to man since earliest times,” Jabra 
might have gone way beyond the historical context of his time, opening up to other 
worlds—different from this world in political and artistic terms. 

Leaving behind the sixties generation of intellectuals and their debates about commit-
ment in coffeehouses and literary journals alike, he points to the idea of documentation, as it 
came to the fore only with the so-called documentary turn in artistic practices of the nineties 
generation.11 I would like to end with an example of the documentary turn in artistic prac-
tices, in which a tape also figures prominently: Walid Sadek’s 1997 installation Ākhir ayyām 
al-ṣayfiyya (Last Days of Summer). Here, we have an actual tape, a cassette box, which fea-
tures a photograph of Sadek and his younger brother as children dressed in militia clothes 
and carrying guns, Sadek a real one and his brother a toy. The photo was shot during the 
early years of the Lebanese civil war, maybe a couple of years before Jabra’s novel was pub-
lished. The tape is empty but its booklet contains the lyrics of well-known songs by the 
Lebanese musical diva Fairuz (Fayrūz), modified by Christian militia at the time of the 1976 
siege and massacre of Tel al-Zaatar (Tal al-Zaʿtar) refugee camp in Beirut to defame their 
political adversaries, the fedayeen, and more generally the Palestinians. As we look at 
Sadek’s tape, the lyrics modified by the Christian militia resume in our ears, no matter how 
much we might have tried to erase them from memory. Whereas Jabra used words to evoke 
the audio-visual medium of the tape to incorporate it into his novel, in Sadek’s installation 
the material object of the tape stands as a reminder of words, engendering manifold narra-
tives in our minds.12 
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Notes 
 

1  If not otherwise indicated all translations from Arabic are my own. 
2  A number of ideas put forward in this article can be found in my book Reading across Modern Arabic Litera-

ture and Art. Reichert: Wiesbaden, 2012. Print; examining Jabra’s and Munif’s views on the complex relation-
ship of aesthetics and politics in comparative perspective, however, further accentuates their takes on com-
mitment. 

3  This idea is further elaborated in Jabra’s article “Modern Arabic Literature and the West,” as well as in Elias 
Khoury’s interview with Jabra “Ḥiwār maʿa Jabrā Ibrāhīm Jabrā” (Khūrī 192).  

4  The passage is also quoted in Zeina G. Halabi’s contribution to this volume, “The Day the Wandering Dreamer 
Became a Fidaʾi: Jabra Ibrahim Jabra and the Fashioning of Political Commitment,” in which she employs 
Munif’s description of Jabra as dreamer to trace the transformation of the Palestinian intellectual to resistance 
fighter in In Search of Walid Masoud. 

5  An exception is his 1989 interview available on YouTube praising Saddam Hussein. “Jabra Ibrahim Jabra 
Praises Saddam Hussein.” Interview by Jeff Harmon. YouTube. 30 July 2010. Web. 30 Apr. 2015. It has to be 
pointed out that Jabra, who was on a state scholarship and continued his life in Baghdad, did not usually give 
such interviews. Rather than criticizing the interviewee, we might want to criticize the American interviewer 
Jeff Harmon instead. In the end, Jabra was neither a man of politics and state, nor a man of social, economic, 
or military reform but a man of literature and art, as Issa J. Boullata (ʿĪsā Bullāṭa) points out in Nāfidha ʿalā 
al-ḥadātha: Dirāsāt fī adab Jabrā Ibrāhīm Jabrā. Beirut: Al-Muʾassasa al-ʿArabiyya li-l-Dirāsāt wa-l-Nashr, 
2002. 51. Print. See also Boullata, Issa J. “Living with the Tigress and the Muses: An Essay on Jabrā Ibrāhīm 
Jabrā.” World Literature Today 75.2 (2001): 214–23. Print. 

6  See Klemm, Verena. “Different Notions of Commitment (Iltizām) and Committed Literature (al-adab al-multa- 
zim) in the Literary Circles of the Mashriq.” Arabic and Middle Eastern Literatures 3.1 (2000): 54. Print. See also 
her longer study Literarisches Engagement im arabischen Nahen Osten: Konzepte und Debatten. Würzburg:  
Ergon, 1998. Print. Mitteilungen zur Sozial- und Kulturgeschichte der islamischen Welt 3. 

7  He wrote a second autobiography about his first years in Baghdad, when he met his wife, entitled Shāriʿ al-
amīrāt: Fuṣūl min sīra dhātiyya. Beirut: Al-Muʾassasa al-ʿArabiyya li-l-Dirāsāt wa-l-Nashr, 1994. Print. 

8  The slogan was coined by Israel Zangwill, a devoted supporter of Theodor Herzl, in “The Return to 
Palestine.” New Liberal Review 2 (Dec. 1901): 627. Print. It did not claim that Palestine was uninhabited. The 
Zionist movement was well aware of the sociopolitical reality in Palestine. But it linked the political to a reli-
gious discourse, as Albert Hourani points out in “The Decline of the West in the Middle East II.” International 
Affairs 29.2 (1953): 158–60. Print.  

9  Jabra explicitly refers to the Palestinian literature of resistance in “Modern Arabic Literature and the West” 
(87).  

10  On the different notions of homelessness in Lukács and Bakhtin, see Neubauer, John. “Bakhtin versus Lukács: 
Inscriptions of Homelessness in Theories of the Novel.” Creativity and Exile: European/American Perspec-
tives II. Spec. issue of Poetics Today 17.4 (1996): 531–46. Print. 

11  The documentary turn has been described mainly in regard to Lebanese post-civil war artists. See especially 
Cotter, Suzanne. “The Documentary Turn: Surpassing Tradition in the Work of Walid Raad and Akram 
Zaatari.” Contemporary Art in the Middle East. Ed. Paul Sloman. London: Black Dog, 2009. 50–1. Print. Ar-
tistic practices by artists, such as Khalil Rabah in Palestine, or Hanaa Malallah, Sadik Kweish, and Kareem 
Risan in Iraq, however, suggest that it is a larger trend in the region. On the generation of the 1990s in Iraq, 
see my article “Contemporary Book Art in the Middle East: The Book as Document in Iraq.” Art History 35.4 
(2012): 816–39. Print. 

12  I have discussed Sadek’s installation briefly in my article “Art and Political Dissent in Postwar Lebanon: 
Walid Sadek’s Fi ananni akbar min Bikasu (Bigger Than Picasso).” IJMES 45 (2013): 535–60. Print. 
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