
 

 

 

 

 
Friederike Pannewick and Georges Khalil together with Yvonne 

Albers: 

Commitment and Beyond: Reflections on/of the Political in Arabic 

Literature since the 1940s 

Yvonne Albers: The Empty Chair: On the Politics of Spectatorial 

Situatedness in the Performances of Rabih Mroué 

eISBN: 978-3-95490-613-0 

 

 

Copyright 

Das Digitalisat wird Ihnen von perspectivia.net, der Online-
Publikationsplattform der Max Weber Stiftung – Deutsche 
Geisteswissenschaftliche Institute im Ausland, zur Verfügung 
gestellt. Bitte beachten Sie, dass das Digitalisat 
urheberrechtlich geschützt ist. Erlaubt ist aber das Lesen, das 
Ausdrucken des Textes, das Herunterladen, das Speichern 
der Daten auf einem eigenen Datenträger soweit die 
vorgenannten Handlungen ausschließlich zu privaten und 
nicht-kommerziellen Zwecken erfolgen. Eine darüber 
hinausgehende unerlaubte Verwendung, Reproduktion oder 
Weitergabe einzelner Inhalte oder Bilder können sowohl zivil- 
als auch strafrechtlich verfolgt werden. 

http://www.perspectivia.net/


 

The Empty Chair:  
On the Politics of Spectatorial Situatedness  
in the Performances of Rabih Mroué 

Yvonne Albers 

[T]he reader I am addressing […] has not the ignorance of the noble savage to whom everything 
has to be explained on the basis of principles; he is not a spirit or a tabula rasa. […] I reveal cer-
tain aspects of the universe to him; I take advantage of what he knows to attempt to teach him 
what he does not know. Suspended between total ignorance and all knowingness, he has a definite 
stock of knowledge which varies from moment to moment and which is enough to reveal his his-
toricity. In actual fact, he is not an instantaneous consciousness, a pure timeless affirmation of 
freedom, nor does he soar above history; he is involved in it. (Sartre, “For Whom Does One 
Write?” 69) 

‘Not-knowing’ is [...] my starting point. When I present a work, I come with no knowledge to 
give to, or to impose upon, the audience. […] I continuously reveal my shortcomings and lack of 
knowledge by sharing my questions and doubts with the audience, as I think this is precisely the 
confrontation with my own and others’ lack of knowledge that makes one want to question the 
world we live in. (Mroué qtd. in Hlavajova, Winder, and Costinaş 13) 

The Probable // Intro 

How can an artist engage in a kind of work that supports “a diverse, complex, and compre-
hensive dialogue,” that emphasizes differences rather than “simplifies thorny issues into 
easy binaries,” and that puts forward “abstract ideas such as justice, freedom, or humanity 
without falling into the trap of formulating closed concepts that serve power politics” 
(Mroué, “What Has Slipped Away” 115)? 

In an essay published in an anthology on the artistic legacy of the Syrian dramatist 
Saʿadallah Wannous (Saʿdallāh Wannūs), Lebanese actor, director and visual artist Rabih 
Mroué (Rabīʿ Mrūwah) elaborates on these questions and arranges them around a central 
concern: The social and therein political significance of theater today. Mroué here defines 
the political potential of theater in terms of its capacity to transgress the real as “a space of 
probability, […] in which one can play with the law, […] to break taboos and destabilize 
rigid beliefs” (ibid.). Especially in countries where “the civil state finds itself weakened in 
the presence of the security state,” the importance of theater is grounded, as Mroué explains 
elsewhere, in its relationship to the court trial: “In theater as in courts, the trial takes place 
in front of an audience, the only difference being that the theater, at least in principle, does 
not issue any judgements in favor of this or that party” (“Foreword” x). 

The 1960s can be seen as the period in which what can be called a ‘political theater’ 
was formed in Lebanon (Bellan 30). Since then, we find other approaches that also place 
particular attention on the audience by drawing a link between theater and the trial, using 
the stage as a space for public contestation. During the civil war in the 1970s and early 
1980s, the experimental and politically engaged theater artist Roger Assaf (Rūjī ʿAssāf) 
turned away from the classical stage as a springboard of the revolution to come and a like-
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minded leftist bourgeois audience, aiming to bring the theater back to the ‘ordinary people.’ 
In his Masraḥ al-Ḥakawātī (Ḥakawātī Theater), he opened his stage for the socially and po-
litically disadvantaged. Here, an audience of workers, farmers, and refugees got the chance 
to tell, discuss and contest their stories and fate by directly participating in the theatrical 
performance, an approach that sought to activate those whose voices remain usually un-
heard and to create a feeling of identity by recalling a shared, collective memory (Panne-
wick 260–70; Bellan 33–40). 

In comparison to Assaf’s idea of a committed theater that addresses a specific local au-
dience with their specific existential needs as an underprivileged part of Lebanese society, 
Mroué, as I will argue here, also centers on the spectator as the crucial element which char-
acterizes theater as a political space. But unlike Assaf and a generation of committed artists 
who became politicized in the 1960s and 1970s, Mroué, born in 1967 and part of an artistic 
milieu commonly framed as Lebanon’s ‘postwar’ or ‘post-Ṭāʾif’’ generation, approaches 
the question of the audience from a rather different angle: “Theater stresses differences 
rather than similarities; it stresses confrontation rather than agreement. It is a place for un-
certainty, a place for the struggle of ideas […] in the presence of an alert audience […]” 
(“Foreword” xi). 

The following analysis strives to explain this specific position of the spectator in the 
theatrical approach taken by Mroué. It will show how his conceptual approach undertakes a 
critical examination of spectatorial situatedness, revealing that it is not the artist and his in-
tention, but first and foremost the spectator who brings the ‘politics’ into theater. With a 
genealogical look at two of Mroué’s early stage works, I will show how spectatorial recep-
tion, as a production of knowledge that is historically and locally embedded, turned out to 
have a strong and powerful impact that influenced the ‘message’ of Mroué’s early stage 
work Three Posters (Thalāthat mulṣaqāt, 2000, together with Elias Khoury [Ilyās Khūrī]) 
and restricted the message the performance was initially meant to communicate; in a second 
step, I shall look at how Mroué’s subsequent work Looking for a Missing Employee (Al-
baḥth ʿan muwaẓẓaf mafqūd, 2003) then took this matter seriously, investigating and ac-
tively exposing how spectatorial situatedness threatens communication between an artist 
and his audience and to what extent this insight provokes a re-definition of artistic com-
mitment and its realm. Although the performance is rooted in and refers to the specific con-
text of postwar Lebanon, it questions the idea of a local spectator as addressee, an idea that 
had long characterized the discourse on artistic commitment.1 In the light of the ongoing in-
ternationalization of contemporary artistic production from the Middle East, and with the 
interest of this volume on the longevity of iltizām as a prevailing figure of thought in Arab 
cultural discourse, this chapter will thus close with a question: Is it still legitimate—or in-
deed even substantial—to define artistic commitment as necessarily addressed to a specific 
local or national audience? 

Fabricating Truth 

“Please, don’t get me wrong…” 
(Khaled Rahhal in Three Posters)2 

Darkness. The audience’s gaze is captivated by the only thing visible, a monitor showing a 
young man wearing a military shirt and a black beret with a five-pointed star, sitting in 
front of several martyr posters: “I am the martyr comrade Khaled Ahmad Rahhal.” Speak-
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ing directly into the camera, Khaled openly testifies that he is ready and willing to commit a 
suicide operation the following day against the Israeli troops who are, as the spectator 
learns, still occupying southern Lebanon. In the few minutes that comprise this recorded 
testimony, the aspirant martyr relates his biographical background, such as how he joined 
the Lebanese Communist Party and the National Resistance Front after 1982, and expresses 
his whole-hearted conviction that this war against the Israeli occupation is “the war worth 
dying for.” After sending his last regards, the recording stops and starts anew: Khaled will 
present his testimony two more times, each time slightly different than before, skipping ear-
lier information, adding new passages, meandering between official rhetoric and personal 
confessions. After the third take, the stage door beneath the monitor opens and reveals 
Khaled Rahhal, alias Rabih Mroué. While the audience realizes that the testimonies just 
shown were obviously not real video documents but a live broadcast from the backroom, 
Mroué introduces himself, Rabih Mroué, as a former resistance fighter. He would now in-
form the spectators that—other than what was told on the video—Khaled did not die in the 
south fighting the external enemy, but in one of the internecine battles in West Beirut in 
1987. Mroué dedicates what follows to the martyrs of the national resistance: A second 
video testimony recorded by the martyr Jamal al-Sati’, who committed suicide during the 
war in 1985. Again, the monitor starts by showing a young man in a similar surrounding—
but this time the video appears to be ‘real’ historical footage. Similar to before, this young 
aspirant is introducing himself and detailing his motifs for the envisaged suicidal operation 
against the enemy (Israel and its Lebanese allies), now and then stumbling over his own 
words while facing the camera. And again, the audience will see and hear three different 
takes of Jamal repeating his last testimony, in each of which he modifies subtle details. 

Conceived as an intrinsically self-critical work clearly addressing Lebanon’s civil war 
past (1975–1990), the mixed-media performance Three Posters, created and performed by 
Lebanese writer Elias Khoury and theater artist Rabih Mroué, presents a view on the defeat 
of the Lebanese Left during the civil war by revealing the role the Left had played in the 
process of ‘making martyrs.’ As the example of Khaled Rahhal shows, many leftist suicide 
missions targeted the ‘brother enemy,’ hostile Lebanese groups, and served as a key 
weapon in fighting the civil war. Ensuing from this, the performance considers the para-
doxical status of the video document: It is a form of testimony that bears witness to some-
one who de facto does not yet ‘exist’; the martyr-to-be presents herself as a martyr before 
the event of martyrdom (i.e. the mortal self-sacrifice) has even actually taken place. By 
merging factual, fictitious, historically preserved and recently produced documents, the 
spectator gains an insight not only into the process of how martyrs, but also how history is 
made: All these documents, more or less trustworthy, more or less authentic, are just one 
small part of a huge ‘data base’ that was able to percolate to the surface of discourse, while 
the rest of the footage containing all the other historical truths decays in storage.3 This ap-
plication of historical video footage in combination with both recorded and live broadcast 
video material challenges the viewer’s intuitive trust in the cogency and self-evidence of 
documentary images—a strategy Mroué will pursue in his later works, for example Looking 
for a Missing Employee.4 

With its trip into the archives, the performance pursues a critical historiography that will 
become a key feature of Lebanese artistic production of the postwar period: Since the Ṭāʾif 
agreement failed to unify the competing memories of the different sectarian groups after the 
war, increased attention was paid to the archive as the location for storing latent memory, 
resulting in a remarkable creativeness in the field of documentarist artistic strategies.5 Three 
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Posters can be characterized as an early attempt at experimenting with archival material, 
aiming to deconstruct “documentarism as politics of truth” (Steyerl): It focuses on the per-
spective of the Lebanese Left and its specific postwar narrative, but refuses to uphold one 
of “the myths of [Lebanon’s] false victories” (Mroué, “Histories”). Instead, it points the 
finger at the movement’s involvement in the internecine warfare and the ultimate failure of 
its leading mission—obviously the unpleasant elements in its auto-narrative. 

Despite its appeal to a specific historical and regional context, the performance also 
seemed to have hit a nerve beyond Lebanon’s borders: After its premiere at the Ayloul 
Theater Festival Beirut in September 2000, the performance soon left the Lebanese stage, 
invited to many international festivals over the course of the ensuing years.6 On the one 
hand, this success may be explained with regard to a conceptual concern that links Three 
Posters with contemporary attempts in the international art and theater scene, especially re-
garding its post-dramatic style7 and its documentarist approach described above, which in-
troduces art as a locus of critical historiography and enables the performance to be related 
to, as Hito Steyerl has put it, a “documentary turn” that took place in the field of the visual 
and performative arts in the 1990s.8 On the other hand, the travels of the performance coin-
cides with a hitherto unprecedented interest in the subject of political martyrdom and the Is-
lamic world in general caused by the events of 9/11. Unsurprisingly, the strong religious 
dynamic that was subsequently adjudged to be intrinsic to the phenomenon of suicidal op-
erations also greatly impacted on the Western reception of Three Posters: The audience was 
reading the performance against the background of recent global political developments, 
disregarding the specific historical situation it was referring to (see also Bleeker 197). Ab-
surdly, Three Posters hence itself fell prey to a medial representation whose constricted fo-
cus seemed to be more convincing than everything the performance was offering. 

Finally, Mroué and Khoury came to the decision to cease showing their work, as it ob-
viously could not be understood other than through this lens. In 2004, Mroué instead pro-
duced the video lecture On Three Posters: Reflections on a Video Performance which 
serves less as a kind of substitute than “a supplementary text that introduces a secondary 
layer of critical reflection on the challenges of appropriating a videotape that was never in-
tended to be shown in public” (Elias, “Stage and Screen”). Recorded by a camera, Mroué 
reflects retrospectively on this experience: 

Many aspects of the performance were lost when it traveled—but this is natural because we did 
not, in any way or form, expect the foreign audience to comprehend the nuances in our critique of 
our experience. We had produced the performance with a Beirut audience in mind and we knew 
that a foreign audience would have little knowledge of the details of our history, and of our civil 
war. […] In retrospect, especially with regard to the media coverage we received, we failed in 
communicating this crucial distinction. (Mroué, On Three Posters) 

It is this ‘failure’ of the communicative process between an artist and his (foreign) audience 
that is of interest in this quote, and it is crucial when reflecting on the question as to what 
exactly defines artistic commitment today. So could they, the artists, have done better in 
communicating their ‘message,’ their political intention to the people? An intention that—
though self-critical—clearly locates the artwork (and the artists themselves) in Lebanon’s 
political landscape, and that means taking a stand on a specific national phenomenon? If the 
belief in the possibility of a clear-cut and unblemished translation is already abandoned, 
and if the failure of transmitting a certain artistic idea is a priori accepted as an ineluctable 
fact, this begs the question as to how far we are able to ultimately define the commitment of 



The Empty Chair 321 

an artist as politically motivated intention, since the result is totally dependent of an act of 
reading that, in turn, is itself conditional on cultural, political, and social knowledge. Taking 
Three Posters as an initial experience of this concern, it would be thus legitimate to read 
Mroué’s subsequent work as exploring the role of the spectator in the process of knowledge 
production. In his lecture performance Looking for a Missing Employee (2003)9 it is thus 
not primarily the authenticity of a specific truth that is at stake, but the truths which are 
produced by the spectators in the course of the very activity defining them: Spectating. 
Here, the experience of failure is rendered and elaborated into failure as a conceptual ap-
proach. 

Looking for a Missing Actor 

“I am not sure … I can’t find it … At this point, I was getting confused.”10 
(Actor 1 in Looking for a Missing Employee) 

Again: Darkness. And again, the audience would not find a person on stage, but instead two 
screens at the back, one television screen up the front, placed on a table, behind an empty 
chair. Actor 1 (Rabih Mroué) sits in the middle of the auditorium at a rest table with a 
bunch of notebooks. They contain the results of extensive and meticulous newspaper re-
search which he will present in the course of the next two and a half hours, relating the very 
dubious and opaque story of Rifaat Sliman, a former employee of the Lebanese Ministry of 
Finance who disappeared one day in September 1996. Actor 1’s account is complemented 
by Actor 2 (Hatim Imam [Ḥātim Imām]) who sits in the back row: Synchronously to the 
narrative, he offers illustrations, drawn live in real-time at the performance, as a second, 
visual representation of the main plot and its actors which is shown on one screen, while the 
other screen features the content of Actor 1’s notebooks and the television screen broadcasts 
an image of his face. However, the story of this employee turns out to be a proper political 
scandal: Rifaat Sliman was accused of having embezzled a large amount of money with 
which he tried to flee across Lebanon and Syria, an incident Lebanon’s rivaling political 
camps and officials immediately tried to misuse for their own political ends. Actor 1’s ar-
chived media footage covers not only the chase after Sliman, but also the mudslinging in 
the high ranks of parliament, all the while complemented by private statements from Sli-
man’s family members. 

Apart from the scandalousness of his story, Sliman is introduced as just one example 
from thousands of individuals who ‘vanished’ during and after the civil war and have never 
reappeared again. Due to the passing of the amnesty law in 1991 that exempted former 
members of militias from criminal prosecution in the name of national reconciliation, no  
serious measures have ever been undertaken to address the killing of 100,000 civilians and 
the disappearance of approximately 17,000 persons; no one has ever been prosecuted for 
these abuses. The complete absence of any serious governmental enquiry into the fate of the 
missing, which basically informs Looking for a Missing Employee, has, as mentioned ear-
lier, inspired—or maybe even forced—many Lebanese artists who started being active after 
the Ṭāʾif agreement, to “provide platforms for the critical examination and recovery of col-
lective memory in Lebanon” (Elias, “Artistic Responses”).11 

At the beginning of the performance, Actor 1 implicitly points to this dark chapter of 
Lebanon’s (post)war history and explains to his audience the reasons for his obsession with 
this specific missing employee: Even though, as the spectators will learn in the course of 
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the exhaustive criminological journey, a fragmented corpse identified as that of the em-
ployee was found three months later, these mortal remains could never really prove Sli-
man’s actual death, for the corpse was headless. Similar to the martyr comrade Khaled 
Rahhal, whose life is captured on hold on videotape, Sliman remains in a state “between 
life and death” (Mroué, “Fabrication” 114), in which neither one of the two is proven. The 
only option, Actor 1 suggests, to bring to an end this Godot-like state “that delivers us from 
the pain of waiting, the thought of waiting, the thought of searching,” is the deliberate dis-
posing of any memory of the person, for “such death cannot take place unless it’s inside 
one’s head.” As consequence, it is the story of the missing person that has to be retold “in 
order to kill it and put it to rest” (Mroué, “Looking”). 

It is exactly this early sentence that clandestinely announces the spectator’s exceptional 
role during the next few hours: Only the act of narration itself, as the statement of Actor 1 
suggests, can bring back the order of things, i.e. the logical and ontological difference be-
tween death and life. But this act can only serve as a legitimate declaration of death since it 
is witnessed by a public: It is they who, through their witness, authorize the facticity that 
results from this act.12 The order of things can thus only be brought back as far as the narra-
tion conducted proves itself reasonable for this community of witnesses. In the following 
paragraphs, we will see that it is not the missing employee Rifaat Sliman, but the spectator 
and her specific situatedness as a witness who will turn out to be the true protagonist of the 
performance. A performance which, by the way, Mroué mainly presented outside Lebanon 
and was thus, similar to Three Posters, mostly attended by non-Lebanese audiences.13 

Narration 

The spectator has, however, quite a hard time justifying her position as a witness, for she is 
only the last one in a chain of transmitters, taking into account that she is only third in line 
after the primary witnesses, whose conflicting narratives are published in the daily newspa-
pers, and Actor 1, the secondary witness who himself has never actually seen the employee 
but is responsible for the choice of particular articles used and those now disregarded, de-
pending on how much reliability he attributes to the respective material. 

Thus, quite soon it turns out that the most disturbing factor which massively impedes 
the comprehensibility of Sliman’s story is not the excessive material but the narrator him-
self, who seems to trust neither the documentary sources he has chosen nor his own capaci-
ties as a collector/narrator, accentuated by the fact that he seems to possess only limited 
powers of memory. What remain completely opaque are the criteria the narrator has set for 
choosing his material: Not only the process of collecting this information seems to be ran-
dom and generally unfiltered, but also the collection finally presented to the public seems 
quite arbitrary. In most of the cases, Actor 1 painstakingly mentions both the name of the 
paper and the date of publication, creating a timeline of the story’s most crucial events. In 
other cases however, without warning he jumps back and forth in this timeline, or might 
causelessly skip place and date or other basic facts of the report, and instead delve into mi-
nor matters, or suddenly throw in curious but totally unrelated facts that have nothing to do 
at all with the case. 

At other times, he stresses that many of the articles he is presenting is not original mate-
rial, but photocopies which were very often hard to obtain, for the original material has 
been either already taken by somebody else before him or used as a cleaning rag, so that the 
stains have made these texts extremely difficult to decipher or indeed even unreadable. 



The Empty Chair 323 

Thus, he warns his audience not to view this material too naïvely: “One should never trust a 
photocopy!” (Mroué, “Looking”). This recommendation that it is better to mistrust the reli-
ability of unoriginal material is already absurd, for it is mediated through unoriginal mate-
rial itself: Actor 1’s video image on stage. 

What is basically at stake in these examples is a narrative strategy that plays fact and 
fiction against each other by fictionalizing authentic documents and authenticating fictitious 
facts, thus making them indistinguishable. Similar to Three Posters, Mroué again plays 
with the idea of evidence as the basic characteristic we usually ascribe to historical docu-
ments which are taken to prove the past existence of a specific historical truth. But unlike in 
his earlier work, interrogating the constructedness of knowledge is at play in not only a 
quite amusing, but also a very eidetic form: What is exposed is a narratology that is based 
on collecting, copying, cutting, collaging, and gluing. This strategy not only reveals the ma-
teriality of knowledge and therefore its perishability, but also the reproducibility and arbi-
trariness of what we perceive as ‘truth.’ 

Moreover, as Actor 1 never hesitates to ‘uninstall’ his own person as actor/artist in front 
of an increasingly confused public, the focus of the examination shifts from the causality of 
the story to the trustworthiness of the narrator himself. Mroué’s absolute mistrust in his 
own capacity to find and present evidence for the ‘true story’ he claims to be searching for 
only leads to another piece of evidence i.e. his refusal to represent himself, the artist, as in-
tellectually and morally superior to his audience, means that he instead positions himself as 
the spectator’s accomplice in the process of a joint investigation (Husemann 87).14 

Translation 

The strategic revelation of knowledge gaps is continued on the level of translation. At the 
beginning of the performance, Actor 1 leaves his first trace. Looking straight into the cam-
era, his image on screen explains to the audience: 

As you see, I am not a good translator and I am not a qualified one, and all my documents here 
are in Arabic, but I decided to speak in English so we can skip the subtitles and this will allow me 
to look into your eyes and you look into my eyes. (Mroué, “Looking”)15 

Over the course of the performance it becomes clear that the decision to offer a complete 
translation of the performance text into a language promising the broadest common ground 
for an international audience will not enable fluent, barrier-free communication between ac-
tor and audience; on the contrary, it will reveal its very impossibility. 

Time and again, Actor 1 exposes his own inability to transfer the figurative and poetic 
style of the Arabic language properly: “This is really difficult to translate to English!” 
(Mroué, “Looking”). 

Additionally, he only rarely explains the Lebanese socio-political context (e.g. the po-
litical affiliation of the three newspapers to respective political camps) and forgoes intro-
ducing the main political actors and their affiliations to a specific party bloc. While the 
lesser-informed spectator will already miss many of the allusions and scarcely understand 
the context, fully reliant on his individual background knowledge, the linguistic diffusion 
exacerbates this predicament. Since the documents presented are without exception in Ara-
bic, the relationship between the spectators and Actor 1 is characterized by a reinforced de-
pendency, for they are forced to rely on the latter’s English translation: The Arabic docu-
ments, which should prove the facticity of the story, remain—similar to a song of Fayrouz 
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he would sing at some point—illegible hieroglyphics, an unreadable representation of 
‘something’ the spectator is not able to compare to what Actor 1 claims as its content. This 
strategy expands the play between factuality and fictionality on the level of language. And 
this strategy also proves itself effective vice versa: Though an Arabic-speaking audience 
would be able to read the presented documents, it would not necessarily be able to verify 
the English translations offered by Actor 1 and the conclusion he draws from them.16 

With the question of language and translatability, we come to an important point: Al-
though the artist has chosen a language characterized as the most global of all contempo-
rary languages, it is exactly its pretended transnational compatibility which calls attention 
to a Derridean différance that takes place in each and every act of translation, be it linguis-
tic or contextual. Lebanese artist Joana Hadjithomas describes the nature of translation and 
its importance in the realm of contemporary Lebanese artistic production (Cotter 27): La-
tency, a leading concept of postwar Lebanese artistic investigation, following Hadjithomas, 
signifies an absent existence, a second world, after which we aspire, but which will escape 
our presence. Mroué takes up this thought: “Maybe this is one of the roles of translation, to 
be too late, to delay things. […] If we accept this very simple definition of translation, we 
have to accept that there are borders and there is what is called ‘here’ and ‘there’” (30). 

As such, it is not only the missing employee who is—as Khaled Rahhal before him—
“here and [ ] not” (Mroué, “Looking”), or all these other missing people whose stories are 
hidden in the archives of Lebanon’s untold history. By exposing the nature of translation to 
be that of a deferral, it is also the act of communication between actor and spectator that is 
condemned to be deferred and, therefore, not to succeed. But the failure of the communica-
tive act does not necessarily lead to a recipient who is at the mercy of an unreliable actor: 
By dethroning language, one of the most powerful orders, the spectator is invited to over-
come the translational gap individually by building her own bridges of comprehension. 
That said, whatever the actor might say and whatever the spectator might understand, it will 
neither be a congruent representation of the actor’s original intention, and nor will there be 
a congruent, equivalent reception between one spectator and another. 

Space 

As we have just seen, Looking for a Missing Employee deals with an ontological state that 
characterizes the protagonist Sliman’s ‘being-in-the-world’ but is also constitutive of this 
performance’s specific situation: Absence. The missing person, who once belonged to the 
sphere of presence, is now “here and [is] not,” “present, but invisible,” “not dead and not 
quite alive” (Mroué, “Looking”). The state of absence is not to be understood as a state of 
not-being, for then we would confound its counterpart presence with existence. In contrast, 
“in the notion of absence there still lies, as the term suggests, a kind of being, therefore a 
presence that is already implied and presupposed” (Siegmund 63).17 Absent is a person or 
an object with whom or which the subject is unable to communicate or enter into an unme-
diated relationship with, since it lies beyond the realm of the subject’s presence. 

But absent is not only the missing employee, but also the actors who have made their 
exit a priori, who have left the space assigned to them empty, namely the stage, and relo-
cated themselves in the space of the auditorium. Through this arrangement, Mroué with-
draws one of the theatrical situation’s defining characteristics, the presence of a sensually 
perceivable body on stage that enters into a co-presence with the spectators, who become 
part of a live event. Thus, the absence of the body on stage first renders the state of absence 
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physically experiencable, and secondly, it challenges the spectator’s disposition: Because 
the division between the stage and the audience usually defines the binarity of those who 
are watching and those who are acting, the empty stage—now home only to images—blurs 
the borders between these two subject categories. When the pretended actor, now situated 
among the spectators, faces the stage and the images shown there, the spectator’s eye and 
hence attention, conventionally fixated on the stage, are split: Flickering back and forth 
from the bodiless stage towards the mediated image of the absent actor and onto the actors’ 
present body situated in the auditorium. The line of the spectatorial gaze now depends on 
the individual prioritization of each spectator. The audience’s traditional view as one col-
lective view towards the stage is now multiplied into a multitude of lines of sight which 
may also eventually cross each other. So even if the coordinates of the performance are still 
directing the gazes, they reveal what is usually hidden behind the phantasm of representa-
tion: It is the eye of the spectator only which creates coherence and endows what is happen-
ing with meaning: “The spectator watches himself and the others watching. Here, theater as 
a realm of experience becomes also a laboratory of vision, as the look at the look of the 
others is part of the process” (Deck 17). 

The priority of sight, considered the most developed and therefore most reliable sense 
faculty of human beings, is also indicated in the English translation of the performance’s ti-
tle18: Looking for a Missing Employee deconstructs our belief in the sense of sight we usu-
ally confidently and unquestioningly follow. Through this, the performance enables its 
spectator to appreciate the other individuals who are present in the same space and who also 
have to make their own choice, namely to decide which perspective might promise the 
highest level of authenticity. Due to the withdrawal of an actor from the stage, his absence 
marked by his video image, who then relocates his physical presence in the audience, the 
conventional mode of reception is interrupted. Finally, the spectator is released from his 
traditional dependency on the actor or the action on stage as the source of a higher truth that 
is transmitted down to her. 

Fully aware that they are in fact the only present entity in this performance, the specta-
tors’ consciousness of this situation is taken to its extreme in the final sequence of the per-
formance. After being briefly interrupted by a video trailer, Actor 1’s face reappears for the 
last time on screen, addressing his closing sentences to the audience. Then the image sud-
denly freezes and stares into the audience hall. The spectator, up until now always able to 
correlate the visual representation with the present actor as its origin, will this time not find 
anybody sitting next to her: Actor 1’s chair is empty. In retrospect, the spectator realizes 
that the final image is a pre-produced video tape, whose place and time of origin has es-
caped notice and is no longer bound to the physical presence of the actor. Through the dis-
solution of physical reference, viewing the origin of representation is rendered impossible 
and deferred into absence. It is exactly this rendering impossible of the look back to a sup-
posed beginning that Mroué understands to be one of the core aims of his artistic research, 
be it the origin of an image or a story told: “Looking for the beginnings is a form of assas-
sinating the present and its experiences, accusing of betrayal, in order to annihilate any alter 
vision” (Mroué, “Histories”). 

Dissolving the physical actor with a document of his bygone presence finally removes 
the physical co-presence of actor and spectator, and along with it the already dysfunctional 
dichotomy of these two subject categories. After the employee and then the actor (Mroué, 
“ʿAn al-baḥth”), it is now the spectator who finally vanishes. The only remaining subjects 
are a group of individuals, whose relationship to each other is heterogeneous but otherwise 
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undefined. After ‘the true story’ is deconstructed as a myth, and the artist as the privileged 
holder of exclusive knowledge is dethroned, it is only this individual, released from the 
spectacle, who in the end remains without any instance to rely on—except the other indi-
viduals around her. This final resolution leads the spectator’s attention to what she always 
does but is usually never aware of: her situatedness is now rendered visible, but not as a 
passive position as part of an audience collective, but an always active positioning in a 
community of other individuals. 

The Empty Chair // Outro 

As we have seen, Looking for a Missing Employee offers a three-step answer to the politics 
of spectatorial situatedness in Three Posters, allowing us to now return to the question of 
commitment. 

First, the artist’s deconstruction of interpretational sovereignty results in an epistemo-
logical complicity that releases the spectator from a hitherto hierarchical relationship based 
on the qualitative difference between ‘looking’ on the one side and ‘acting’ on the other, 
creating instead an equal relationship between the two. This is the first crucial difference to 
former artistic positions such as Assaf’s Ḥakawātī, who integrated the audience into the 
theatrical process, albeit forgoing any reflection on the hidden power structures shaping the 
construction of this process, and thus perpetuating the artist’s epistemological sover-
eignty.19 Instead, it is the insight into aesthetic experience as an equally valuable form of 
activity that enables French philosopher Jacques Rancière to identify it as the genuine 
emancipatory and thus political potential of theater, a reconfiguration he describes in his es-
say “The Emancipated Spectator”: 

Emancipation starts from […] the principle of equality. It begins when we dismiss the opposition 
between looking and acting and understand that the distribution of the visible itself is part of the 
configuration of domination and subjection. It starts when we realize that looking also is an action 
which confirms or modifies that distribution, and that “interpreting the world” is already a means 
of transforming it, of reconfiguring it. (23)20 

Second, this emancipatory experience now not only affects the relationship between art-
ist/actor and spectator, but also the relationship between one spectator and another, part of a 
community temporally assembled in the same space. The experience of being part of a 
community results from the insight into the equality between the individuals’ different 
comprehensions of an event, be it the performance itself, a contradictory story of a missing 
employee, or the video of a suicide bomber shown after 9/11. It stands in contrast to former 
audience approaches like that of Assaf, who decisively addressed in his Masraḥ al-
Ḥakawātī a specific social collective with a shared collective memory/identity (e.g. south-
ern Lebanese villagers, Palestinian refugees), assuming a common epistemological ground 
of this collective and thus a common reception of the performance. On the contrary: Specta-
torial situatedness here is defined by the very impossibility to define this group a priori or 
address it in its specificity. Instead, it is conceived as a gathering of individuals, character-
ized by the dissonance of their altering heterogeneous ‘knowledges’ and thus the ungiven-
ness of a common ground. Their individual acts of looking are understood as a practice of 
translating that is, as Mroué defines it in his essay quoted at the outset in terms similar  
to Rancière’s terminology, basically a “dissensual” practice (Mroué, “What Has Slipped 
Away” 119).21 
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Conceived as a practice, the situatedness of the spectator is thus, third, never a passive 
position but an always active positioning that takes responsibility and raises ethical ques-
tions. This brings us back to the trial and the spectator as witness: Western audiences’ ‘al-
ternative reading’ of Three Posters, differing from its intended meaning and drawing an 
analogy to the Islamist martyrs who attacked the World Trade Center, offered a striking ex-
ample of how spectatorial situatedness (as both spatial and discursive locatedness) is al-
ways bound to a specific knowledge that shapes our reception of mediated events. Finally, 
it is not the long-missing employee the spectator found, but herself as a perceiving individ-
ual/citizen producing meaning and fabricating truth. Someone who for that however, fully 
realizes that the act of spectating and the knowledge that derives from it can never be de-
tached from the presumptions, beliefs, convictions, the different ‘truths’ this individual 
brings to the act of spectating and the politics inherent to these truths. 

* * * 

So the dilemma now faced is: If spectatorial situatedness subverts the idea of “art with a 
cause,” since the belief in the homogeneity of cause (artistic intention) and effect (aesthetic 
reception) needs to be abandoned, what remains left of the concept of artistic commitment? 

It is important to stress that—although Mroué refuses to uphold any “essential truths” 
(“Histories”)—a performance like Looking for a Missing Employee is not at all detached 
from a specific local context nor interest, i.e. the situatedness of the artist: Like most of 
Mroué’s works, the performance relates to a chapter of Lebanon’s tumultuous history, tack-
ling the effects of state-ordered collective amnesia and prevailing sectarian thought, while 
inquiring into the necessary preconditions for a functioning democratic state based on the 
idea of the equality of the citizen as an individual. Especially in societies defined by a 
“complete absence of democracy and the rejection of pluralism and difference of opinion” 
(Mroué, “What Has Slipped Away” 115), theater may become an experience of a temporal, 
transient “performative democracy” (Weibel qtd. in Berger 308), an enactment of a yet-to-
come democratic society through the empowerment of the spectator as a citizen.22 Although 
Mroué’s approach can be considered as locally ‘rooted’ because it draws on a specific local 
archive, he refuses to address a specific local audience: 

[T]hinking about the audience as a theatre-maker is a problematic issue. If you start to put an au-
dience into your mind, you will start to work for these people, either to provoke them or to con-
vince them or to satisfy them. Either way it would mean making a compromise. If you think about 
a specific audience, you are getting yourself into a trap. (“It’s a Total Experiment”) 

Is his refusal to conceive of a specifically defined addressee tantamount to again calling for 
an aesthetic universality, an “art for art’s sake”? It seems useful here to remember that Sar-
tre in his discourse-founding texts on literary engagement (What is Literature?, 1949), ini-
tially abandoned the idea of an “abstract universality” (“For Whom Does One Write” 154), 
resorting to the nature of the subject as “being situated” (150). “Situatedness,” a key term in 
existentialist philosophy as the “essential and necessary characteristic of freedom” (ibid.), 
is—as discussed above—defined by a specific historical and cultural context the subject is 
‘thrown into’ and which he shares with other subjects of his time and place. But unlike what 
we have seen in Mroué’s approach, Sartre’s concept of situatedness presupposes a common 
ground to which the knowledge of a community collectively relates. For Sartre, not only the 
engaged writer, also the engaged playwright is thus asked to refer to this situation in his 
theater work, aiming to “fuse all disparate elements in the auditorium into a single unity by 
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awakening […] the things which all men of a given epoch and community care about” 
(“Forgers of Myth” 39). Although he now conceived the activity of the reader—as well as 
that of the spectator (“Why Write?” 47)—not as passive consumption but a creative act 
(which Mroué in principal might support), he installs the writer as a guiding instance, ren-
dering reception into a productive process of “directed creation” (45). 

Mroué obviously disagrees with these two premises, firstly that of the artist as a guiding 
voice who directs the spectator by referring to, secondly, a supra-individual historical situ-
atedness. Still, his approach converges with Sartre in a crucial third point: The inevitability 
of the situatedness of both artist and spectator evokes a shared responsibility in “an unjust 
world,” a responsibility that becomes visible in the aesthetic event through a “moment of 
reflective consciousness” (Sartre, “For Whom Does One Write?” 159). Thus, instead of re-
claiming universality, Mroué’s focus on the situatedness of both artist and spectator is char-
acterized by its very opposite, a conviction as to art’s absolute contingency. An approach 
that is not so much relativist (the classical accusation leveled against the ‘postmodern’) as it 
is relational and, as such, concerned with the inter-personal relations which shape both the 
moment of art/theater as well as the life of the polis.23 Interestingly, the rejection of the 
congruence between a fictitious spectator (who is conceived a priori, and pre-located by the 
artist in a specific region and cultural context) and a factual spectator (who remains with a 
blind spot regarding nationality, local belonging and cultural knowledge) turns into a retry 
of one of Sartre’s core questions which sparked the iltizām discourse in the 1950s: “For 
Whom Does One Write?”24 But now, it is supplemented by a second interest: “And how do 
we do so?” 

Mroué’s reloading of this key question of artistic commitment starts from the presump-
tion that there is no communication process without intrinsic power structures. Accord-
ingly, power relations not only pervade every single aspect of social life (state politics, me-
dia, collective memory, etc.) but also the realm of art—an implication which clearly 
upholds the rejection of aesthetic autonomy. According to the art historian Claire Bishop, it 
should be considered the analytical “task” of art practice today to “assess the quality of the 
audience relations it produces, the subject position it presupposes and the democratic no-
tions it upholds” (Bishop 78). Even if the institutions of art and theater in particular are, as 
Mroué states, “among the rare spaces where one may be permitted to depart from the law 
and social norms,” they are also conditional of the power relations, i.e. the ‘politics’ shap-
ing sociopolitical reality, and as such can never be a space detached from the ‘world out-
side,’ but only be fully understood in relation to those factors framing, directing, and regu-
lating both its production and reception (“What Has Slipped Away” 114). Especially with 
regard to the increased interest of the international/Western art scene Lebanese and Middle 
Eastern artistic production has enjoyed over the last few decades, the ways funds are dis-
tributed and artworks are circulated have fundamentally affected cultural production in and 
from the Middle East. Asking about the quality of Mroué’s ‘committedness’ when there is 
no local audience clearly addressed by his work, it seems crucial to ask to what extent this 
conceptual abandoning of the fictitious spectator is essentially tied to the increasing interna-
tionalization of the factual spectator in the course of a globalizing art scene and its “politics 
of art,” which set the parameters of what is then labeled as “the political […] in art” (Tou-
kan 150).25 The question of the addressee in relation to contemporary artistic commitment 
becomes even more absurd when we take into consideration that the ‘crisis-ridden coun-
tries’ of the (Arab) global South (such as Lebanon, Egypt, and currently Syria in particular) 
are said to have a specific need for critical artistic undertakings that challenge a democrati-
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cally indigent local audience, and in which the artist’s national self-understanding and re-
sponsibility are a crucial part of a work’s legitimacy. It seems barely surprising, though, 
that Rabih Mroué is repeatedly interviewed about his fictitious spectator, i.e. the audience 
he has in mind (e.g. Mroué, “It’s a Total Experiment”; Hlavajova, Winder and Costinas), 
while artists from the global North are usually only rarely asked to localize their addressee 
in terms of belonging to a national group. It so happens that this prime example of blaming 
a Lebanese artist for having failed ‘his’ (i.e. local) audience and then misappropriating this 
accusation to have it serve as a rationale against the commitment of the artist, or respec-
tively to deny the political impact of the artwork, is in fact itself built on a powerful repre-
sentation: It assumes that a national (Lebanese) or regional (Arab) audience is probably 
rather weak on the level of democratization and freedom of speech and thus needs critical 
artistic inquiry if it is to continue to, quoting Kant, “emerge from his self-imposed immatur-
ity.” It is not only problematic that such a representation recalls the idea of artistic superior-
ity criticized by artists like Mroué, and implicitly sustains the coherence of cause and ef-
fect; it also upholds a neo-orientalist discourse concealed behind a normative claim of what 
defines political art in a globalized art world. 

This perspective may ultimately point to the politics inherent to the question of the 
spectator and the necessity to differentiate between a fictitious and a factual one when talk-
ing about contemporary artistic commitment from the Arab world. It leaves us with a ques-
tion however: Is it still legitimate to assess artistic commitment on the basis of the art-
work’s references to a specific national context, and thus in relation to a specific local 
audience as the exclusive group to which the work of art is purportedly addressed? It has 
been shown that also for Mroué the question “For whom does one write?” represents a 
guiding concern when fathoming the politics of art. Looking for a Missing Employee re-
veals a committed stance that relies on the necessity of radically raising this question while 
refusing to offer any answer. Thus, while this committed artist may have given up his guid-
ing role, he has not relinquished his responsibility in an “unjust world.” Instead, he has put 
it on a table between an unknown spectator and himself. His chair is empty. 

Notes 
 

1  For a discussion of literary commitment and the reader as its addressee, see Michael Allan’s contribution to 
this volume as well as his insightful analysis “Reading with One Eye, Speaking With One Tongue: On the 
Problem of Address in World Literature.” Comparative Literature Studies 44.1–2 (2007): 1–19. Print. I also 
owe him my sincere thanks for his thorough edits and encouraging comments on this chapter. 

2  As textual basis, I am using the translated performance text in Fundació Antoni Tàpies 101–13. 
3  The archive has become a key concept in recent cultural theory that came along with a Foucaultian under-

standing of historiography as archaeology. Further, I here refer to Aleida Assmann’s concept of cultural mem-
ory where she differs between two types, storage memory and functional memory. Assmann, Aleida. “Archive 
im Wandel der Mediengeschichte.” Archivologie: Theorien des Archivs in Philosophie, Medien und Künsten. 
Ed. Knut Ebeling and Stephan Günzel. Berlin: Kadmos, 2009. 165–76. Print. 

4  For a thorough analysis of the performance see Elias, In Focus: ‘On Three Posters’ 2004. 
5  One of the most prominent representatives of this documentarist approach realized mainly in lecture perfor- 

mances is Walid Raad (Walīd Raʿd) (Nakas, Kassandra, ed. The Atlas Group (1989–2004). Cologne: Kadmos, 
2006. Print). But also in the field of photography, video art and plastic arts there are other ‘archive artists’ such 
as Lamia Joreige (Lamyāʾ Jurayj), Joana Hadjithomas (Jūwāna Ḥājī Tūmā) and Khalil Joreige (Khalīl Jurayj), 
and Akram Zaatari (Akram Zaʿtarī). In 2012, Zaatari organized a symposium in which the concept of the ar-
chive as an aesthetic historiography was discussed in the context of postwar Lebanese artistic practice: “His-
tory of the Last Things before the Last: Art as Writing History” (Nov 30–Dec 1 2012, Ashkal Alwan, Beirut). 
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Wilson-Goldie, Kaelen. “Digging for Fire: Contemporary Art Practices in Postwar Lebanon.” MA thesis. 
American U Beirut, 2001. 108–69. Print. 

6  E.g. in 2001 at the Wiener Festwochen (Vienna), in 2002 at KunstenFESTIVALdesArts (Brussels), In Transit 
(Berlin), Fundació Antoni Tàpies (Barcelona), Theater der Welt (Bonn), Witte de With Festival (Rotterdam). 
From 2004 the performance was replaced by the video screening On Three Posters: Reflections on a Video 
Performance. 

7  Established by Hans-Thies Lehmann, the label postdramatic describes a tendency in Western avant-garde 
theater since the 1960s. It covers theatrical and performative approaches which are very often devoid of a 
classical dramatic text, preferring instead non-linear and/or fragmented narratives, favoring intermedial for-
mats, and aiming to tear down the fourth wall to actively expose the illusion of theatrical representation. 
Through this, postdramatic theater strives to produce an effect amongst the spectators and raises their aware-
ness of being an active part of the theatrical event. Lehmann, Hans-Thies. Postdramatic Theater. New York: 
Routledge, 2006. Print. 

8  It seems rather telling regarding Mroué’s position in the field of international contemporary performance art 
that in 2012 he and Hito Steyerl presented a joint lecture-performance at the Tate Modern: “Probable Title: 
Zero Probability” in which the two artists try to develop a narrative on ‘probability,’ a mission which (expect-
ably) turns out to be a hopeless endeavor. 

9  The performance was funded by the Beirut-based Association for Plastic Arts Ashkal Alwan and shown for the 
first time in November 2003 during the association’s second edition of Home Works, by now the most impor-
tant festival on arts and cultural discourse in Lebanon. An excerpt of the performance text was subsequently 
published in the festival’s documentary book Home Works II. A Forum on Cultural Practices. Ed. Christine 
Tohme. Beirut: Ashkal Alwan, 2005. 132–39. Print. Mroué’s much-praised work has been regularly invited to  
numerous international art and theater festivals, most recently in 2014 to Vancouver’s Performing Art Festival 
PuSh. 

10  Throughout this paragraph I am quoting from the unpublished English translation of the performance text 
handed over by the artist (no page numbers inserted). 

11  For further insight refer e.g. to Young, Michael. “The Sneer of Memory: Lebanon’s Disappeared and Postwar 
Culture.” Middle East Report 217 (2000): 42–45. Print. 

12  I here refer to John L. Austin’s theory of speech acts, more specifically the category of the “illocutionary act” 
that depicts speech acts in which we “do something in saying something.” As an intrinsically performative act, 
it only functions in a communication structure, which makes Austin’s premises of utmost importance for the 
analysis of theatrical communication. See also Fischer-Lichte, Erika. The Transformative Power of Perfor- 
mance: A New Aesthetics. London: Routledge, 2008. Print. 

13  The following three paragraphs are an abbreviated and modified version of my analysis in: Albers 37–66. 
14  German dramaturge Pirkko Husemann locates here the characteristic effect of the lecture performance, in which 

“the audience questions its own perception” caused by the self-questioning of the directors, actors, or choreog-
raphers, which in turn ideally leads to a complicity between production and reception: “This two-sided self-
reflexivity locks production and reception together as accomplices into one relationship, in that both sides take 
part simultaneously and sometimes of equal measure in the production of sense and knowledge” (Husemann 87; 
trans. in Bleeker 182–83). 

15  This explanation was added by Mroué for the English translation of the performance text and is skipped in its 
Arabic version. Mroué stresses that Looking for a Missing Employee is the only one of his performances he 
wanted to have translated completely into English for the international guest performances. 

16  Of course, this strategy of ‘linguistic diffusion’ may also be read as an allusion to the multilingual background 
of Lebanese society, who are, depending on the individual’s social and ethnic background, either French, Eng-
lish, or Arab educated. The Lebanese frequently describe themselves as not being at ‘home’ in any language. 

17  All translations are—if not indicated otherwise—my own. 
18  The Arabic original title Al-baḥth ʿan muwaẓẓaf mafqūd is most probably a reminiscence to Marcel Proust’s 

cycle of novels’ In Search of Lost Time, respectively Remembrance of Things Past (orig.: À la recherche du 
temps perdu; arab.: Al-baḥth ʿan al-zamān al-mafqūd), in which the role of memory and its boundedness to 
material objects is central. As a conceptual thought, this is not only at stake in Looking for a Missing Em-
ployee, in which the reconstruction of a past event is itself reconstructed through documentary material, but 
also, as mentioned earlier, in the overarching discourse of postwar Lebanese artistic production. 

19  I have demonstrated elsewhere the difference between Assaf’s and Mroué’s audience approach by referring to 
their differing conceptualization and implementation of the Ḥakawātī-figure. See Albers 61–66. 
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20  In this essay Rancière discusses the position of the spectator in theater who was, throughout the history of  
theater, perceived as a (compared to the actor) passive, ignorant subject that either needs to be educated, 
enlightened, or at least activated. He deconstructs this still prevalent discourse as one of epistemological  
inequality and as another example for the “partition of the sensible,” a theory he developed in his same-titled  
essay (Le partage du sensible, 2000). 

21  Rancière’s writings on aesthetics have attracted much attention in discussions on the politics of contemporary 
art and also gained discursive importance in the field of Lebanese contemporary artistic production. In 2005, 
he was invited to give a lecture in the course of the third edition of Home Works. For Rancière’s lecture “Some 
Paradoxes of Political Art” see the festival documentary book Home Works III. A Forum on Cultural Practices. 
Ed. Chaza Charafeddine, Masha Refka, and Christine Tohme. Beirut: Ashkal Alwan, 2008. 44–57. Print; for 
the position of his thought in the current discourse of the Lebanese artistic field, see Toukan 136. 

22  The conceptual analogy of spectator = citizen / audience = society is to be understood not only in distinction to 
former attempts of artistic commitment in Lebanon and Arab art history, but also in connection to a strong  
tendency in Western performance art since the 1970s, where the question of participation and activating the  
audience was a core issue of political/artistic intervention (Berger 308–10). Mroué has often referred to these 
avant-gardist attempts as one of his main artistic influences, dealing with some of their works in his performance 
Who is Afraid of Representation? (2004). For a thorough analysis of this performance, see Bellan 145–54. 

23  In this interest Mroué’s approach can be interrelated to a tendency in the field of international visual and  
performative arts Nicholas Bourriaud has described as “relational aesthetics” (Relational Aesthetics. Paris: 
Presses du Réel, 2002. Print), addressing artistic attempts which “seek to establish intersubjective encounter in 
which meaning is elaborated collectively” and thus “entirely beholden to the contingencies of its environment 
and its audiences” (Bishop 54). Such artistic attempts are closely interlocked with the question of political  
participation as a basic democratic right oppressed in societies that are defined by a “complete absence of  
democracy and the rejection of pluralism and difference of opinion” (Mroué, “What Has Slipped Away” 115). 

24  For the historical debate between Taha Husain (Ṭāhā Ḥusayn) (“Al-adīb yaktubu li-l-khāṣṣa” [The author writes 
for the elite]) and Ra’if Khoury (Raʾīf Khūrī) (“Al-adīb yaktubu li-l-kāffa” [The author writes for the people]), 
see Klemm, Verena. Literarisches Engagement im Nahen und Mittleren Osten: Konzepte und Debatten. Würz-
burg: Ergon, 1998. Print. 77–80; Di-Capua, Yoav. “Arab Existentialism: An Invisible Chapter in the Intellectual 
History of Decolonization.” American Historical Review 117.4 (2012): 1061–91. Web. 24 Nov. 2014. 

25  See also Toukan’s contribution to this volume. 
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