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Redeemed from Politics:  
Notions of Literary Legitimacy  
in the Lebanese Literary Field 

Felix Lang 

“My way out of politics was literature...I could find all my answers there.” This is the an-
swer Hala Kawtharani (Hāla Kawtharānī),1 a Lebanese author in her thirties, gave me when 
we talked about her first encounter—while studying at university—with the work of the 
‘war’ generation (Kawtharani, pers. comm.).2 For anyone familiar with the novels she is re-
ferring to here—in essence the most prominent works of early 1990s Lebanese literature—, 
it might not be immediately evident how they would in fact be an avenue for leaving poli-
tics behind. Hoda Barakat’s (Hudā Barakāt) Stone of Laughter,3 Rashid al-Daif’s (Rashīd 
al-Ḍaʿīf) Dear Mr. Kawabata,4 or Elias Khoury’s (Ilyās Khūrī) The Journey of Little Gan-
dhi,5 to name just three titles explicitly mentioned over the course of the interview, deal 
with the devastating effects the country’s 1975‒1990 civil war had on individuals and soci-
ety as whole, a conflict that confirmed the failure of ideologies, shattered a host of dearly-
held truths and beliefs, and resulted in a crisis of meaning. These novels deal with what 
Terry Eagleton once called “politics killing people”; hence, one could assume that readers 
would find themselves fully immersed in eminently political situations and issues from the 
first page to the last. In order better to understand statements like Kawatharani’s, my aim 
here is to shed some light on the interconnectedness of politics, literature, and the construc-
tion of literary value in the contemporary literary field in Lebanon. 

The main argument I wish to pursue is that in Lebanon literature and the author are fun-
damentally defined in relation to politics. Drawing on interviews and data from long-term 
ethnographic fieldwork conducted in Beirut from September 2011 to April 2012, as well as 
published interviews, articles and book reviews, I will begin by showing how literature is 
cast as a way of deliverance from politics on both an individual and social level. In a sec-
ond step, I will show how the opposition to politics, one of the paramount values of the lit-
erary field, is integrated with and perpetuated through the two major models of what is con-
sidered ‘legitimate’ writing in the Lebanese literary field. In conclusion, I will then briefly 
sketch how these findings relate to the history of the Lebanese literary field.6 

Literature, Politics and the Political 

To begin with, the notion of politics needs to be clarified. Commonly, a writer like Khoury, 
an intellectual known throughout the Arab world for his regular interventions in debates 
ranging from the freedom of speech to the Iraq War and the Arab Spring, would not be 
categorized as a-political. In order to avoid misunderstandings, it seems useful to adopt a 
distinction between politics and the political that has become a pervasive feature of political 
theory and philosophy (Bedorf). In the schema of this distinction, politics denotes the insti-
tutions, mechanisms and processes of government, and political representation; the politi-
cal, on the other hand, is comprised by all those interventions concerning the polis that do 
not take place within or through this formalized and institutionalized framework. 
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In a (Western) academic context, politics and the political cover all kind of institutions 
and interventions commonly described with the adjective ‘political.’ However, my field-
work data suggest that among Lebanon’s writers the use of the attribute ‘political’ is very 
much limited to interventions pertaining to what, according to the definition above, is in 
fact the realm of politics. The political is understood in terms of party politics, character-
ized by a sectarian communitarian logic. The widespread discrediting of politics and its ma-
jor actors among the authors, and the wider secular liberal milieu to which they belong, cer-
tainly plays a role in this respect. Thus, interventions which would be characterized as 
political in the Euro-American literary field are explicitly described as a-political or supra-
political;7 authors who we would normally think of as political commentators claim a posi-
tion outside of politics.8 Therefore, my claim that literature is defined in opposition to poli-
tics is not tantamount to saying that authors shy away from pressing social and political is-
sues and devote themselves to innocuous descriptions of natural beauty or the like. 

In fact, it is often precisely by addressing issues such as these that authors assert their 
opposition to the field of politics. The following two quotes may serve to illustrate how the 
majority of Lebanese writers reject outright the Lebanese political system. Here is how the 
Francophone poet and novelist Hyam Yared (Hiyām Yārid)9 develops this thought in an in-
terview: 

Je pense [...] que la société libanaise parfaite serait une communauté d’électrons libres régie par 
un système laïque. C’est impossible au Liban où la constitution définit déjà l’emprise communau-
taire. Cela génère féodalité, clans etc. (qtd. in Chemla) 

I think that the perfect Lebanese society would be a community of free electrons regulated by a 
secular system. This is impossible in Lebanon, where the influence of sectarianism is inscribed in 
the constitution, leading to feudalism, clans and so forth.10 

Iman Humaydan (Īmān Ḥumaydān)11 has expressed a similar idea: 

I hope that this new generation realizes that we can’t go on as we are, that we can’t continue to 
define ourselves by the religious or ethnic community we belong to. We must really, with real 
commitment, try to work towards a state, a real state—which so far has never existed—a state in 
which we all see ourselves as citizens and not as sectarians—not as members of a sect, not as 
members of a community, but as Lebanese. (qtd. in Mirza) 

Both writers position themselves in opposition to politics in these statements. The logic of 
the field of politics, understood to work on the basis of sectarian divisions and patronage, is 
seen to stand in the way of the development of a viable, secular democracy. Apart from illus-
trating the rejection of the logic at work in the field of politics, these statements also provide 
us with an impression of how politics is delineated from what would be commonly under-
stood as the political. Writers are far from disinterested in things concerning the polis—they 
only reject its current institutions, political parties, and the sectarian logic they embody. 

None of the writers I spoke to had much to say in defense of Lebanon’s political sys-
tem;12 quite generally, it was considered to be undermined by sectarian structures, to be cor-
rupt and undemocratic, in short a failure that in the long run will prove unable to provide 
the Lebanese people with lasting peace. In itself this view is far from extraordinary and 
likely to be shared by a fair number of Lebanese and foreign observers alike. What is more 
remarkable, however, is just how central the theme of politics is in defining ‘legitimate’ lit-
erature in the Lebanese literary field. 
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Literature as Redemption from Politics: The Individual 

When we look at the way Lebanese novelists have talked and written about literature over 
the past twenty years, we find that one of the most persistent and widespread tropes is how 
writing is cast as a personal deliverance from politics. Literature and the author are not 
simply set at a distance from the machinations of the field of politics: they are directly op-
posed to it. Thus, the idea of a redemption through art features constantly in the biographies 
of writers in Lebanon, irrespective of their age. Many of the younger writers who experi-
enced the civil war as children or adolescents (what I term the ‘second generation’) locate 
the stirring of their interest in writing and literature in the seemingly endless hours spent in 
shelters or their homes while the conflict raged outside. When schools were closed and their 
parents forbid them from playing outside, reading remained one of the few ways to pass the 
time—also during power cuts when the television failed to work (Abirached, pers. comm.; 
Najjar).13 Rabee Jaber (Rabīʿ Jābir)14 also places his first memory of writing in the context 
of the civil war, when he produced a series of philosophical texts during the long days of 
shelling in 1983 (al-Nahār). In many of the accounts given by writers, the reading/writing 
child is juxtaposed to the exploding shells, constructing an opposition between the world of 
war and the world of letters. 

The idea of literature as a means to deal with the experience of war, itself seen as a 
product of the essentially incomprehensible laws of the field of politics, is also reflected in 
the notion, stressed by many authors, of writing as a cathartic experience. “J’écris parce 
qu’un jour, j’ai commencé à écrire sous la pression de la guerre” (‘I write because one day I 
started writing under the pressure of the civil war,’ Zein, “Il n’est de vie” 183), writes Ramy 
Zein [Rāmī Zayn],15 while the novelist Humaydan believes that “writing and publishing 
gave [her] another life after the war” (pers. comm.): 

I wrote B as in Beirut and, by doing so, I was extracting this pain out of me and putting it on pa-
per, extracting the violence that war did to me and to my mind, and my general state of being. 
(ibid.) 

Yared thought that “l’écriture et la littérature m’ont sauvés des non-dits et du silence” 
(‘writing and literature saved me from the silence and what was left unsaid,’ pers. comm.). 
Elias Khoury also sought refuge in the world of letters from a political reality that had be-
come increasingly oppressive in its incomprehensibility: 

In 1976 I stopped fighting. […] I think it had a lot to do with the feeling that there was nothing to 
be seen any more. The socio-political reality was a nightmare. Nobody knew any more what he 
was doing, who was fighting whom, why we were fighting each other...I began my work as an in-
tellectual. (qtd. in Mejcher 133) 

Eventually it was literature, Khoury claims, which opened his eyes for the shortcomings of 
political ideology or what we might call the logic of the field of politics: 

[In my novels critical of the war] I used to write the opposite of what I was living but I used to 
really believe in the ideology of politics and I used to think that literature was something else. 
Then I discovered that life and literature cannot be separated so much, and that there must be 
something wrong in our optimistic ideological approach. […] Ideology cannot work in literature, 
and it cannot really work in life either because it covers reality and it covers atrocities and I can-
not be part of that. (134) 
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The redemptive quality of literature is premised on a dichotomy between culture and na-
ture. The war is cast as a return to a primordial, natural state of being—“primitive,” 
“tribal,” “hors de l’histoire” (primitive, tribal, out of history) in the words of the author and 
cultural editor at al-Safīr, Abbas Beydoun (ʿAbbās Bayḍūn) (pers. comm.). It is, in one 
word, uncivilized; an idea expressed by distinguished critic Youmna al-Id (Yumnā al-ʿĪd) in 
an early work on Lebanese Civil War literature: 

وهبذا املعىن ال ميكن احلرب ٔان تكون عامًال . واحلضارة، احلياة واذلاكرةلبرش وما بنوه، التارخي  :تدمري لك يشء...احلرب فعل تدمري
احلرب خارج الثقافة وضدها، وما هو يف الثقافة ومن ٔاجلها، ٔاو معها،  يف الثقافة، ٔالن ما يدمر هو ضد وخارج، وليس يفرئيسـيًا 

  (15) .هو املقاومة، مقاومة احلرب
War is destructive...it destroys everything: humans and what they built, history and civilization, 
life and memory. In this sense war cannot be a major factor of culture, because that which de-
stroys and is aimed ‘against’ it lies ‘outside,’ and not ‘in’ culture. War is outside culture and 
against it, and what works ‘in’ culture, with it or for its sake, is the resistance, the resistance 
against war. 

The resistance to war is equated with resisting a sectarian political system seen as lying at 
the heart of the vicious circle of recurring violent conflict. While the 1975‒1990 civil war 
may have been the formative conflict for most Lebanese novelists alive today, we also need 
to keep in mind that the conflict is not seen as having ended with the Ṭāʾif Agreement of 
1990: it has just continued in various guises throughout the authors’ lives.16 It is through 
war and violence that the field of politics makes its influence felt in the lives of the authors 
and the Lebanese population at large. Yared, in the following extract from an interview, 
makes clear the relationship she sees between writing and the socio-political system: 

Chez moi [l’écriture] a commencé par la révolte, au moment où je me suis opposée à des imposi-
tions familiales, sociales, culturelles, des stéréotypes de toutes sortes. Après, il faut décider de 
faire un choix: choisir cette écriture pour elle-même, après qu’elle se soit construite contre des or-
dres archaïques de penser. (qtd. in Chemla) 

For me, writing began as a revolt, at the moment where I opposed myself to familial, social and 
cultural impositions and all kind of stereotypes. Afterwards, you have to make a choice: choose 
writing for its own sake, after it has constructed itself in opposition to archaic patterns of thought. 

Common to all these accounts is how the civilizing force of literature makes it possible for 
the authors to go transcend the state of savagery into which their compatriots had de-
scended. In the last decade of war, while other youths might have been out on the streets 
bullying neighbors or harassing women, killing or getting killed, Rabee Jaber was writing 
philosophical texts, Ramy Zein penning a first novel he would later denounce (pers. 
comm.), and Zeina Abirached listening to her neighbor reading Balzac (pers. comm.). 
While other erstwhile militants might suffer from repressed traumata, harboring feelings of 
revenge which may feed into the next outbreak in the cycle of violence, Iman Humaydan 
and Rashid al-Daif are committing their grievances to paper, extracting the venom and 
breaking the vicious circle of aggression and counter-aggression. 

Literature as Redemption from Politics: Society 

As we have seen, writing and reading are understood as a personal, individual mode of re-
sisting ‘the war’ and hence, by extension, the field of politics. In reading and writing the au-
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thors contest the dominion of the forces of politics by retreating into a “world apart” 
(Bourdieu 48), a world in which the laws of politics are suspended. It is in and through lit-
erature that wounds can be healed and a certain degree of agency attained.17 

However, the belief in the redeeming qualities of literature and culture generally goes 
further. At various times Lebanese writers have professed their belief in the power of cul-
ture to redeem, as it were, the political from politics. This idea probably became most clear 
in the aftermath of the civil war in the 1990s, when writers, critics, and artists were at the 
forefront of a movement arguing for a thorough debate on the country’s past; in stark con-
trast, the economic and political elites—the players in the field of politics—were deter-
mined to let bygones be bygones and look ahead to the future. As best they could, the play-
ers in the cultural field, be they journalists, architects or directors, made the war a subject of 
their work in the hope to kick start a truly national debate on the violent past, a debate that 
was always connected to a secular democratic political project (Haugbolle 74–84). 

Although the debate on remembering the war lost steam towards the end of the 1990s, 
and never had much purchase beyond the country’s intellectual elite, the idea that literature 
had a role to play in salvaging Lebanese society was still very prominent in interviews, es-
pecially with younger writers in 2011. Consider the following quote from a talk by Humay-
dan: 

During the war, we got afraid of the idea of losing what we thought we possessed. As a result, lit-
erature was transformed into an attempt to archive the country, piece-by-piece, place-by-place, 
fragment-by-fragment. It was the fear of loss that made our literature take the nature of an archiv-
ing device, where one needed to register the slightest detail, as if literature had a mission of salva-
tion. (“Writing and Memory”) 

It is not only her explicit use of the word “salvation” but the idea expressed: literature in a 
way makes up for the failures of politics, which has led to the destruction of the country in 
the first place. Going a step further, Francophone novelist Yared sees art and culture as in-
dispensable for human liberation: 

Culture and art can lead us to freedom, or at least put us on its road. Walking on it is a matter of 
constant breaking free. Therefore only creativity as human beings, artists, and politicians can take 
place, can be defined, and can define humanity and societies. If art gets us free, then a free nation 
can be born. (“Writings from Lebanon”) 

The “free nation,” we may assume, is one whose citizens are no longer subject to those “ar-
chaic patterns of thought” Yared had criticized in the previous quote. 

Politics and Literary Value 

The self-fashioning of the authors and their notions of literature and culture show that the 
opposition to the field of politics is central among what Bourdieu calls the values of the 
field. In his model these values are certain principles over which the struggle for symbolic 
capital is waged. In order to gain recognition, authors must show themselves and their texts 
to be in agreement with these values. It is this agreement which confers legitimacy on lit-
erature and writers alike. Thus, independence from politics becomes an important element 
in the definitions of legitimate literature currently prevalent in the Lebanese literary field. 

The definitions of legitimate literature explicitly and often implicitly advanced by writ-
ers and critics do not necessarily add up to consistent models. Defining literature, in the 
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present context, is best understood as a social process: It is a way of relating to other writ-
ers, drawing lines between different groups, and defining one’s position in the world of lit-
erature. Here I am following Bourdieu, who, in his seminal study of the nineteenth century 
literary field in France, noted that “the majority of notions which artists and critics employ 
to define themselves or to define their adversaries are weapons and stakes in struggles” 
(297). Literary value in this case is not a quality inherent to a text, but a function of social 
relations between writers, publishers, the book market, and critics.18 

In Lebanon it is possible to discern two major models for legitimate literary production. 
A neo-realist paradigm19 wherein author and text are an integral part of a socio-political re-
ality and the literary value of the texts is a function of its relationship to this reality; and 
secondly, a universalist paradigm where the author-figure is dissociated from social reality 
and literary value is absolute. While the former is more closely associated with the local lit-
erary field, the latter is more in touch with the notions of legitimate literature prevailing at 
the center of the global literary field. These two paradigms for literary production with their 
rather different ways of constructing literary value do not always sit comfortably with each 
other. In fact, they are contradictory in many points. In criticizing literature in particular, 
authors will freely rely and draw on elements from both paradigms. Yet, as long as we see 
the defining of literature as a social practice rather than an enterprise with the aim to con-
struct an abstract and coherent ideal model of literature, this fact is hardly surprising. What 
might be more revealing and fruitful is that independence from the field of politics is of 
central importance in both paradigms. 

The Neo-Realist Paradigm 

In the Lebanese literary field, and possibly in the wider Arab literary field, the dominant 
model for literary production can be described as ‘neo-realist.’ Richard Jacquemond, who 
coined this term in his study of the Egyptian literary field, lists the following elements: 

[...] an attempt to grasp ‘reality’, notably in its marginal aspects and those ignored by other forms 
of social discourse; the use of dialogic or polyphonic narrative methods that express the plurality 
and fragmentation of reality; the impossibility of giving a totalizing or univocal representation of 
reality; the refoundation of identity through the exploration of either elite and literate or popular 
forms of heritage [...]; and the liberation of the potential of Arabic language by bringing idiolects 
and sociolects together in the literary language. (Conscience 219) 

All these elements are used in Lebanese authors’ definitions of what makes good or legiti-
mate literature and what the role of the writer should be. The “grasping of reality” and es-
pecially its marginalized aspects is maybe one of the most important criteria, one frequently 
used for positioning in the literary field.20 In fact, a closer relationship to reality is what is 
taken to be the distinguishing feature of the new Lebanese literary tradition that developed 
during the civil war. As such, it is contrasted to the Romantic idealizing image painted of 
Lebanon in the prewar years. In the words of Abbas Beydoun, himself an eminent represen-
tative of this new literary tradition, prewar literature “did not embrace completely Lebanese 
reality,” failing to deal with the “religious conflicts, social divides, the social tensions. Lit-
erature avoided to talk about reality.” The first novels on the war reveal “a much more inti-
mate, a much closer connection to reality” however: “Lebanon is no longer idealized, it’s a 
fierce, bloody, abominable reality” (pers. comm.). 
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But realism is not only called upon to mark the break between artistic generations and 
support the consecrated authors’ claims to dominant positions in the field. It is also used as 
a means for precisely marking one’s position within the field. Thus, the novelist Ramy Zein 
bases his criticism of Francophone literature on the fact that its authors, mostly part of the 
Francophone bourgeoisie, belong to “a different planet” and write “in a language which 
does not reflect the country’s cultural diversity” (pers.comm.). 

As a further example we might cite a newspaper article by the Arabophone novelist and 
journalist Rabee Jaber in which he voices the same idea, postulating the duties of the fiction 
writer as follows:  

  (Jābir) .ٔان يكتب ليك يكون مرآة العامل. جل الكتابةأ ٔان يكتب من . ٔان يكون صادقاً  :ال يُطلب من الاكتب غري هذا
Nothing is being demanded from the writer save this: that he be sincere. That he write for the sake 
of writing. That he write in order to be a mirror to the world. 

As a part of this project of grasping reality, introducing different socio- and idiolects, ac-
companied by the general ambition to rejuvenate literary language which Jacquemond 
marks out as constitutive of the neo-realist paradigm, is also important in Lebanese postwar 
literature. Elias Khoury’s introduction of colloquial Arabic into his novels, not only on the 
level of dialogue but of syntax more widely, is a perfect example. He explained his motives 
in an interview with Sonja Mejcher, making clear the connection between a fuller, more re-
alistic depiction of the world and the use of the colloquial: “[a]s long as the official, written 
language is not opened to the spoken language, it is a total repression because it means that 
the spoken, social experience is marginalized” (Mejcher 138). 

Not only the veterans of civil war literature but younger authors as well, such as the An-
glophone The Amazin’ Sardine,21 who often renders dialogue in Lebanese dialect, take up 
this line of reasoning: 

When an English person thinks what the fuck am I thinking, he writes: what the fuck am I think-
ing. When I think: shū ʿam bfakkir, I can’t write that. I have to retranslate my words into some 
kind of obscure archaic Arabic that does not really speak for me. Mā hādha alladhi ufakkiru fīhi 
and I would never say that, I wouldn’t even think that. (pers. comm.) 

Like Khoury, Amazin’ Sardine criticizes the use of a certain language—fusḥā Arabic in this 
case—on the basis of its inability to fully reflect his experience of the world. 

The idea of literature or the writer as a mirror of society, which we encountered in Ja-
ber’s text above and is very common in the local literary field,22 seems to point to a rather 
positivist notion of reality. But writers in fact actually agree that fictional writing should 
encompass more than just objectively observable phenomena. Indeed, it is literature’s abil-
ity to convey a wider vision of reality, capable of including different and at times contra-
dicting narratives, offering different points of view without having to establish one as 
‘right’ or ‘correct,’ which ensures a somewhat privileged access to reality. As Jaber writes: 

 يرى ىل اخليال حىتإ الواحد حيتـاج  :فالسفة القرن التـاسع عـرش دامئاً تـذكْر . وال تنَس اخليال. ىل هذا العامل ؤاكتْب ما ترىإ ٔانظْر 
  (Jābir) . ومل تسـتطعٔايضاً يف أالشـياء ال ما صنعته الطبيعة ابلفعل ولكن ما حاولت صنعه 

Look at this world and write what you see. And don’t forget the imagination. Always remember 
the nineteenth-century philosophers: one needs imagination to see in the things not only what na-
ture really made, but also what she tried to make and wasn’t able to. 
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On the formal literary level, this view of reality is translated into the “dialogic or poly-
phonic narrative methods” Jacquemond counts amongst the elements of the neo-realist 
paradigm. 

Literature, we realize, is conceived of as a specific mode of apprehending and knowing 
the world. Here the neo-realist understanding of literature draws from a traditional Arab 
idea of al-adab, which assigns literature the double function of instruction and entertain-
ment (Jacquemond, Entre scribes 25). As Jacquemond remarks, the novel in particular has 
traditionally drawn its legitimacy from its claim of being a “truthful discourse” (Conscience 
88), an idea still present in contemporary Lebanon.23 Contemporary Lebanese writers might 
prefer to speak of a discourse of ‘truths’ rather than a singular, monolithic truth; they might 
have replaced the idea of educating their readers with the idea of offering different perspec-
tives, most notably those perspectives obscured by the dominant forces in the field of poli-
tics. Yet, ultimately they have remained committed to writing and reading as an emancipa-
tory undertaking. Writing is a mode of critique, a way of “questioning preconceived ideas” 
(Humaydan, pers. comm.). Offering counter-hegemonic readings of history, different per-
spectives and truths, literature in general and the novel in particular “permits societies or 
groups to think about themselves” as Khoury put it in an interview in the early 1990s 
(“Politics and Culture”). As the neo-realist paradigm claims, it is through literature that we 
arrive at a fuller understanding of the world. 

In the neo-realist paradigm literary value is created in and through the relationships the au-
thors and their texts have to a concrete historical and social reality. The use of colloquial lan-
guage is not commendable as such; it is valued because it is necessary for adequately repre-
senting a specific social reality. Counter-hegemonic truths only make sense vis-à-vis precisely 
defined hegemonic truths related to a specific historical situation. Text and author are thus tied 
to a specific social context. Of course the text, as a product of art, can and does transcend this 
situation. This, however, is not essentially required in the neo-realist paradigm. 

It is not difficult to see how this model for legitimate literary production integrates the 
values of the field and, in particular, the opposition to politics: The different elements of the 
neo-realist paradigm implicitly formulate a social role for the writer. The value of literature 
is—not exclusively but to a considerable part—determined by its power to contest the logic 
operating in the field of politics. The power it has to give a voice to those silenced by the 
dominant discourses of the literary field and the power it has to furnish a more complete 
picture of reality come together to form the basis of an emancipatory project, offering a 
mode of knowing and understanding of the world—purportedly—uncorrupted by political 
and religious ideologies, by communitarian and confessional thinking. Legitimate literature 
is literature that contests the hegemony of the field of politics. 

The Universalist Paradigm 

The model of literature sketched above is the dominant one in the literary field. Yet, it is in-
sufficient to explain a whole set of tropes writers used in defining legitimate writing in in-
terviews and conversations. Arguably, these tropes can be grouped in what I propose to call 
a ‘universalist’ paradigm for literary production, a paradigm that, in its basic assumptions, 
differs markedly from the neo-realist one described by Jacquemond. 

The universalist paradigm shares many elements with models of literary production 
prevalent at the center of the global literary field. In the contemporary Euro-American field, 
literature is not commonly understood to have any precise political function. As Pascale 
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Casanova argued in her study of the global literary field, these central literary spaces dis-
playing a high degree of autonomy have become depoliticized, while the literatures of the 
periphery are more likely to embody the notion of a political function of writing: 

The political dependence of emerging literary spaces is signaled by the recourse to a functionalist 
aesthetic and, taking the criteria of literary modernity as measurement, the most conservative nar-
rative, novelistic and poetical forms. Conversely, […] the autonomy enjoyed by the most literary 
countries is marked chiefly by the depoliticization of literature: the complete disappearance of 
popular or national themes, the appearance of ‘pure’ writing—texts that, freed from the obligation 
to help to develop a particular national identity, have no social or political ‘function’—and, as an 
aspect of this, the emergence of formal experimentation, which is to say of forms detached from 
political purpose and unencumbered by nonliterary conceptions of literature. (199–200) 

The neo-realist model of literature prevalent in the Lebanese literary field is clearly at odds 
with the “dehistorisized, denationalized, and depoliticized conception of literature” (Casa-
nova 23) posited as universal by the institutions of consecration in the global literary field. 
Nonetheless, recognition by the institutions of the global literary field remains one of the 
major aims of Lebanese and, more generally, Arab writers. The struggle for recognition in 
Paris, London or New York is fought, however, on the basis of a different notion of legiti-
mate literature. In order to lay claim to a position in the global literary field, Lebanese au-
thors have to profess as their own the values underpinning what is considered legitimate lit-
erary production.24 

The basic difference between the two models for legitimate literary production lies in 
the way they construct literary value. As we have seen, writing and reading in the neo-
realist paradigm are very much a means to achieving a specific end: In writing counter-
hegemonic views of reality are produced with the aim of subverting the narratives produced 
by the dominant players in the field of politics. In this paradigm literary value depends to a 
significant extent on its relationship to a specific socio-political context; it is relative. In the 
universalist paradigm on the other hand, the literary value is posited as absolute. Whether a 
novel is deemed good does not depend on the social, economic or historical context in 
which it was written; nor does it depend on the text’s capacity to redeem its author from the 
traumata of war or to present the stories of the marginalized. Rather, it retains its value out-
side the context of its inception. 

To become absolute, and by the same token universal, the texts need to be dissociated 
from the author as a social being, otherwise they remain bound to a specific socio-economic 
reality, a literary market, and the struggle for recognition played out amongst the players in 
the literary field. The author, no longer a social actor, is now replaced by a mythical author-
figure, what Bourdieu calls the “uncreated creator” (190–91). Lebanese writers and critics 
display what we could call tropes of self-effacement, indicating the importance of the no-
tion of this “uncreated creator” in the literary field. Quite generally, the authors I inter-
viewed were more eager to talk about their novels than about themselves: “it is not impor-
tant how I conceive myself” Elias Khoury advised me a couple of minutes into our 
interview, adding that he thought I had come to talk about the characters in his novels (pers. 
comm.). Interestingly, this tendency was more pronounced amongst the consecrated writers, 
possibly oriented more towards the global literary field. 

That the necessity of self-effacement is also used for positioning in the literary field is 
witnessed by Rabee Jaber’s remark dismissing self-important fellow writers: 
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هنا  :ٔايضاً والغالف أالخري . هنا يكتبون امسك :فقط الغالف أالول همم. غري همم كثريًا ما حيويه كتابك بني الغالفني أالول وأالخري
  (Jābir) .حد يقرٔا كتبًا هذه أالايم ٔاصًال أ ال . هذا هو أالسايس. يتحدثون عنك

It doesn’t really matter what your book contains between the front cover and the back. Only the 
cover is important: that’s where they put your name. And the back as well: that’s where they write 
about you. That’s what is essential. Nobody reads books these days anyway. 

Across the board, writers saw interest in the person of the author as a sign of poor or “mun-
dane” cultural journalism. Ramy Zein, for instance, who collaborated in the first couple of 
issues of the Francophone literary monthly L’orient littéraire, identified the emphasis 
placed on interviews at the expense of reviews as one of the main reasons for his quitting 
the project; book-signings—the “landmark events of Beirut literary life” as Zein called 
them with a fair dose of irony (pers. comm.)—were widely regarded as unpleasant but nec-
essary concessions to the publishers’ financial interests. 

Arguably, the operation of dissociating the text from its author as a social being equally 
contributes to defining the Lebanese literary field in opposition to politics. Conceiving of 
the author as a lone genius and “uncreated creator” effectively removes them from the field 
of politics and the purview of its sectarian communitarian logic. In literature a family name 
or a religious affiliation, which in many ways determine the lives of Lebanese people, are 
supposed to be irrelevant. 

The “de-socialization” of text and author is complemented by the act of situating them 
in the wider tradition of world literature, which amounts to a claim to universal literary 
value. When Elias Khoury told me he felt he belonged to the generation of Dostoevsky 
(pers. comm.), this was mainly a jocular way of criticizing a narrow understanding of the 
notion of the generation, which he felt was too biological. But in doing so he replicated a 
pattern that emerged in all my interviews with writers and those published in the local cul-
tural press: Whenever writers were asked about their influences, most of the authors named 
would be part of the canon of Euro-American literary tradition. The names of Russian writ-
ers, such as Gogol, Chekhov, or for that matter Dostoevsky, and French authors such as 
Gide, Balzac, Racine and Corneille would be the most frequently mentioned. While Fran-
cophone writers emphasized the French literary tradition, Arabophone writers would occa-
sionally include classical Arab poets in their list. 

Cultural journalism, and reviews in particular, offer other instances of how Lebanese lit-
erature is incorporated into the dominant Euro-American literary tradition. Comparisons 
were frequently drawn between a Lebanese author’s work and the canonized writers of the 
global literary field. For example, one reviewer placed Jaber’s novel Al-iʿtirāfāt (Confes-
sions, 2008) into the tradition of autobiographical writing from Rousseau, Gide, Sartre, 
Yourcenar, and De Quincey (ʿĪd, Rāshīl). In another case, Lebanese Civil War literature 
more widely is compared to canonized war literature such as the work of Malraux, Bar-
busse, and Tolstoy (Dūrliyān, “Riwāʾī yasḥar al-tārīkh”). 

The claim to universality is yet another way of asserting distance to the field of politics. 
Writers claiming to be part of the universal tradition of World Literature are in fact joining, 
as it were, an abstract lineage removed from political and economic power relations. In this 
world a writer’s success does not depend on their nationality, religion, financial means, or 
the color of their skin. Nor is it essential that they lend their voice to the marginalized. As 
an “uncreated creator,” the writer is mysteriously endowed with the capacity to produce lit-
erary value. 
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Politics and the History of the Literary Field 

The literary field in Lebanon is fundamentally defined by its relationship to the field of 
politics: Evident in the way the reputedly redemptive power of literature is emphasized by 
writers from all sections of the field, the role it plays in their autobiographical narratives 
and more generally their self-fashioning as writers, as well as the prominence given to cer-
tain elements of the paradigms for legitimate literature. 

This importance of politics presents an interesting twist to Bourdieu’s model. The main 
threat to the autonomy of the literary field in nineteenth-century France, he argues, resided 
in a production geared towards marketability (121–27). In Lebanon however, we do not 
find a comparable segment of low-brow literature profitable enough to enable the writer to 
make a living. Historically, the literary field has been concerned, at least since the 1980s, 
with asserting its autonomy vis-à-vis the field of politics. The appearance of the civil war 
novel, which later rose to become the dominant mode of literary production, a position it 
arguably still holds today, has been crucial in the formation of the literary field. Widely 
thought to represent the beginning of a distinctly Lebanese novelistic tradition,25 the civil 
war novel was the child of a group of leftist writers and erstwhile combatants like Elias 
Khoury and Rashid al-Daif, who, as little as ten years earlier, might have endorsed fer-
vently an idea of literature as an instrument of class struggle—a literature at the service of 
politics.26 However, witnessing Lebanese society slide into a class-war gone wrong, the au-
thors increasingly distanced themselves from all kinds of ideologies and absolute truths. In 
the words of Abbas Beydoun, the country’s writers and intellectuals formed a “third sector” 
in the divided city of Beirut and “condemning the war [became] the duty of a writer in 
Lebanon” (pers. comm.). In other words, the writers took a step back from the field of poli-
tics. They no longer positioned themselves as players in the field of politics but in opposi-
tion to it. They thereby asserted the relative autonomy of literary production, in Bourdieu’s 
model a precondition for constituting the literary field as a space with its own set of values 
and rules. In this sense, the Lebanese literary field in its present form is very much founded 
on this opposition. Its hard-won autonomy, its very existence as a “world apart” is premised 
on the rejection of politics. 

Notes 
 

1 Hala Kawtharani, born 1977, has published three novels to date. Her first novel, Al-usbūʿ al-akhīr (The Last 
Week, 2006), dealt with the issue of civil war memory. 

2 Interviews I conducted during my fieldwork are referenced with the date they took place in the reference list. 
Quotes are from interview protocols, as most authors did not wish to be recorded. 

3 Hoda Barakat, born 1952, is one of Lebanon’s most highly acclaimed female novelists writing in Arabic. 
4 Rashid al-Daif, born 1945, is one of Lebanon’s best-known novelists. Among many other novels he is the au-

thor of Dear Mr. Kawabata (1995), a work regarded as one of the most important examples of Lebanese post-
civil war literature. 

5 Elias Khoury was born in 1948. He published his first novel, translated as Little Mountain, in 1977. Since then 
he has become one of the most widely acclaimed Arab authors as well as an influential intellectual in the Arab 
world and beyond. His work is widely translated. 

6 My analysis is based on Bourdieu’s concept of the literary field. Bourdieu envisions the literary field as the rela-
tively autonomous space of literary production. This space is characterized by the relations between different 
authors who find themselves competing for symbolic capital. This competition is governed by a particular set of 
rules and values which are relatively independent from the logic of other fields, such as the fields of politics and 
economics. Writers who seek recognition must show themselves and their literary products to be in keeping 
with the values of the field; only in this case are they recognized as legitimate by the other players (Bourdieu). 
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7 One example is the way Hyam Yared and Iman Humaydan (on the authors see below) conceived of the newly 
founded division of the PEN club in Lebanon, which they hoped would provide a “non-political” (Humaydan) 
or “supra-political” (Yared) platform for writers (pers. comm. February and March 2012 respectively). Yared 
also said she preferred to think of her commitment as “social and humanist” rather than political, because po-
litical to her meant 14 March and 8 March (the main rivalling parliamentary blocs). 

8 This in itself is not particular of Lebanon. For Bourdieu, it is one of the defining features of the classic intel-
lectual that they intervene in the political field in the name of supposedly universal values and principles 
which are in force in the literary field: “[…] the intellectual asserts himself against the specific laws of politics 
(those of Realpolitik and reasons of state) as defender of universal principles that are in fact the result of the 
universalization of the specific principles of his own universe [i.e. the literary field]” (130). 

9 Hyam Yared, born in 1975, is one of the most prominent Francophone authors of the younger generation. She 
has so far published several collections of poetry and three novels. The latest is La malédiction (2012). She 
works for the Lebanese magazine Femme and the French radio station France Culture. 

10 All translations are, if not indicated otherwise, my own. 
11 Iman Humaydan, born 1956, is a Lebanese novelist and journalist writing in Arabic. She has published three 

novels so far. Her first novel, B as in Beirut, has been translated into a number of European languages. 
12 I conducted interviews with twenty-three Lebanese novelists, most of them resident in Beirut. 
13 Zeina Abirached (b. 1981) is a Francophone graphic novelist. Alexandre Najjar is the author of numerous his-

toric novels in French. Working as a lawyer and journalist, he is an important figure in the Francophone seg-
ment of the literary field. 

14 Rabee Jaber, born in 1972, is one of the best-known Lebanese writers of his generation. Since the early 1990s 
he has published close to twenty novels. In 2011, he won the International Prize for Arabic Fiction. He is the 
editor of the cultural supplement of al-Ḥayāt newspaper. 

15 Ramy Zein was born in 1967. He teaches Francophone literature at the Université Saint Joseph in Beirut and 
Tripoli. He has published three novels, most recently La levée des couleurs (2011). 

16 The claim that the war never ended but continued in different forms has become something of a cliché in the 
discourse of Lebanese war memory. It appeared in interviews with most writers. 

17 This point is made at length in Cooke’s work on the “Beirut Decentrists.” 
18 I am not concerned here with the single author’s notion of literature as much as with collecting a number of 

ideas and elements used in definitions of literature which are current across the literary field and are used by 
most of its writers in their bids to establish their credentials. 

19 I borrow this term from Jacquemond, who used it in his analysis of the Egyptian literary field. See Jac-
quemond, Conscience. 

20 Arguably, the ‘grasping of reality’ comprises all other elements of the neo-realist paradigm rather than being 
one of them, as Jacquemond seems to suggest. Eventually, polyphonic narratives, the use of idiolects, heritage 
or the rejection of ‘univocal representations of reality’ all form part of the endeavor to truthfully portray reality. 

21 The Amazin’ Sardine is an Anglophone author born in 1984. He has published two collections of poetry. At 
the time of my fieldwork, he was working on a novel and gave regular readings/performances. He teaches 
English at the Lebanese American University. 

22 See Yared; Khoury, “Politics and Culture”; for reviews see Abū Nāḍir, Rayḥānī. 
23 See, for instance, the following review of a novel by Jaber: Dūrliyān, “Al-ḥarb.” 
24 Translation was a central issue for most authors I spoke to. Writers would routinely inform me about the num-

ber of languages into which their work had been translated as a way of establishing their credentials; untrans-
lated writers saw translation as the only way to fulfill their dream to be able to live from writing. The fact that 
two of the most prestigious awards for Arabic literature, the International Prize for Arabic Fiction and the Na-
guib Mahfouz Medal for Literature include the translation of the winning works into English also points to the 
importance of translation. 

25 While novels were written in Lebanon before 1975, authors and many academics now agree that the civil war 
novel marked the beginning of a distinctly Lebanese novelistic tradition. 

26 In his novel Dear Mr. Kawabata al-Daif uses passages from his own early work in which he glorified political 
martyrdom (Neuwirth). 
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