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Abstract 
Beyond the Nation:  

The Literary Afterlife of the Damascus Spring in the 21st Century  Syrian Novel 

by 
Linda Istanbulli 

Doctor of Philosophy in Near Eastern Studies 
University of California, Berkeley 

Professor Margaret Larkin, Chair 

Through the lens of Syrian fiction published with the advent of the new millennium, this 
dissertation reflects on the crisis of nationhood in the Arab world and on the ways in which the 
novel as a genre created the conditions of possibility for the 2011 Syrian uprising. Tracing an 
aesthetic of destabilization, I explore the artistically performed emerging consciousness that 
carves out new spaces of intellectual and aesthetic inquiry for Syrian writers. These new spaces 
establish a new era because although the twentieth-century Syrian novel that proceeded them 
professed disenchantment with authoritarianism, it continued to function within a dominant 
modernist, nationalist epistemological and political discourse that emphasized the nation’s 
homogeneity and associated the project of modernity with humanism and secularism, conceiving 
of it as an opposition to tradition. In contrast, this dissertation argues, with the unfolding of the 
new millennium, as the country was going through an intense period of vocal opposition known 
as the Damascus Spring, a young generation of Syrian novelists turned their attention to 
investigating the paradigms that had hitherto governed the country’s political and intellectual 
fields and its literary production, both reflecting and contributing to the general atmosphere that 
engendered the 2011 uprising in Syria. Their creative endeavors, which embodied demands for 
reform, freedom of speech, and an open civil society, manifested in new modes of literary 
expression through daring and controversial texts that openly explored what had long been treated 
as risky territories and taboo themes.  

This investigation uncovers the remarkable and complex involvement of women novelists, 
who further interrogate both the nation and the novel as male-constructed spaces. My interviews 
with a diverse group of young writers who fled Syria in fear for their lives allow me to outline the 
emergence of a dialogical intellectual who aims to remap the nation’s ethos, reconnect with a 
repressed cultural past, and reposition the role of literature in society. Crucially, I investigate the 
ways in which this emerging consciousness manifests itself in these avant-garde works and 
underscore how these reformulations transpire through the re-gendering of multilingual and 
multicultural spaces within the Syrian collective. Guided by close readings, I focus on two pre-
uprising novels written by women authors: Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr (As a River Should, 2007) by 
Manhal al-Sarrāj and Brūvā (First Draft, 2011) by Rūzā Yāsīn Ḥasan. I tarry with these author's 
use of intertextuality, narrative fragmentation, metafiction, and temporal distortion. It is these 
innovative literary practices, I argue, that enable the new generation of Syrian writers to contest 
history, unearth repressed memory, undermine the notion of an unquestionable author(ity), and 
highlight the embodied practices rooted in multiplicity.  
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This dissertation tends to the formative role of the literary imagination in cultivating 
reading practices and contributing to social change. In addition to literary criticism, 
(post)nationalism, and gender and women’s studies, this study engages with 
trauma theory as it investigates the literary performances of repressed traumatizing pasts 
and highlights the ways the works studied contest the universal narrative of secular 
modernity. Since the novels discussed are untranslated, this study introduces these works 
into western scholarly discussion, hoping to contribute to expanding the boundaries of 
Arabic literary studies beyond the limitations imposed by the paradigms and politics of 
translation and reception on our access to underrepresented literatures. 



i 

To the memory of Ziad 
and the future of  

Hakam & Natalia 



ii 

Table of Contents 

Acknowledgments …………………………………………...………………………………….iv 
Introduction: Writing on the Margins ………………………………………………………… 1 

Nation, Novel, and Ideology ………………………………………….………………..… 3 
The 21st-Century Syrian Novel: New Trajectories ………………………………………. 7 

Organization ……………………………………………………………………………... 8 
Chapter One: The Nation, the Cultural Field and the Ruling party  

Overview ……………………………………………………………………………….. 11 
Forging a Nation ……………………………………………………………………...… 11 

Monopolizing the Cultural Field ……………………………………………………….. 18 
The New Millennium: Cracks in the System …………………………………………… 29 

From Father to Son ……………………………………………………………… 29 
New Age, New Means ………………………………………………………….. 34 

New Market, New Competition ………………………………………………… 36 
Conclusion ……………………………………………………………………………… 39 

Chapter Two: The Syrian Intellectual: Mapping and Remapping the Nation 
Overview ……………………………………………………………………………….. 40 

The Intellectual and the Modern Literary Canon ………………………………………. 41 
The Literary Field: Cracks of Anxiety …………………………………………………. 47 

Dynamics of Criticism ………………………………………………………………….. 53 
A New Consciousness, a New Discourse ………………………………………………. 59 

Conclusion ……………………………………………………………………………… 71 
Chapter Three: Liberating Memory: The Poetics of Traumatic Space 

Overview ……………………………………………...................................................... 72 
Repressed Memory ……………………………………………………………………... 74 

Agency over the Past: Recreating Trauma ……………………………………………… 78 
A Marthiyyah to a Lost City…………………………………………………………….. 84 

Gendered Reflections on the Past ………………………………………………………. 89 
Conclusion ...……………………………………………………………………………. 96 

Chapter Four: Reclaiming the Narrative 
Overview………………………………………………………………………………... 97 

A Story of a Generation ………………………………………………………………… 98 



iii 

Unreliable Narrative, Unreliable Reality………………………………………………. 100 
Rewriting the Intellectual……………………………………………………………… 103 

A Gendered National Narrative ……………………………………………………….. 111 
Hālah: A Battle Over the Female Body…..…………………………………… 111 

Ṣibā: Carving a Space of Equality…………………………………………….. 116 
Conclusion……………………………………………………………………………... 121 

Beyond the Nation ………………..…………..………………………………………………. 122 
Bibliography …………………………..……………………………………………………… 127 



iv 

Acknowledgments 

The path that led me to a Ph.D. would not have existed without those who were by my side 
every step along the way.  

Hakam and Natalia: thank you for being the sunshine that lights my life. 
Fatima Serio, my mother, who cultivated a passion for learning in me from my earliest 

childhood: thank you for supporting me and my family in every possible way throughout this 
journey.  

Ziad, without whom none of this would have been possible: I am forever indebted to you, 
forever grateful for that day when you said to me, “go spread your wings and worry not about 
anything. I am here for you.”   

Eli: From the late night edits to my UC Berkeley application in our Beirut apartment, to 
the day you paginated this dissertation and all that’s in between, you are the force that keeps me 
going. Every bit of it all is for you and because of you. My love and gratitude are beyond words. 

***** 

This dissertation would not be here without my mentors, students, friends, and colleagues. 
I am deeply grateful for each and every one of you. 

I am indebted to the members of my committee. Margaret Larkin, my advisor: from my 
earliest fumbled attempts to articulate this dissertation’s topic to the final iteration of these 
chapters, your support, critical insights, and guidance led me here. If it were not for your 
encouragement, I would not have gone to Egypt, Lebanon, and Iraq, where the interviews I 
conducted eventually became the core that informed this dissertation. Chana Kronfeld: you have 
my deepest love, appreciation, and respect—your generosity and compassion helped me work 
through the darkest of times, and your insightful reading and intriguing comments have enriched 
my work. Chana: I aspire to become the kind of thinker, educator, and human being you are.  

Miriam Cooke: thank you for believing in my work and providing me with needed support, 
despite the physical distance. From the day we met by chance at a conference in Berkeley until 
today, you have been one of the most rigorous and generous intellects I have ever met. To Anneka 
Lenssen: you have my warmest thanks for your patience, constant encouragement and positive 
reinforcement. Finally, I cannot write these words without deeply thanking the brilliant Saba 
Mahmood, with whom I had the honor of working in the early stages of this dissertation: our 
interchanges and your nuanced, critical approach opened new ways of thinking for me and 
profoundly shaped my scholarship. Rest in peace, Saba. 

Ayelet Even-Nur: your friendship has been the highlight of my time at UC Berkeley. From 
your brilliant insights and persistent support, to your loyalty, wittiness, and honesty, I don’t even 
know where to begin in thanking you. I am grateful to UC Berkeley for allowing our paths to cross. 



v 

Aria Fani, a true friend and a spirit-lifter: thank you for all the joy, the laughter, the 
feedback and counsel, and the many meetings at the creek where you renewed my inner strength 
with your light and collaborative nature. 

To my classmates and cohort at UC Berkeley. To Pei-Chen Tsung’s kindness and 
compassion, Anna Cruze’s dedication and sense of justice, Elizabeth Saylor’s generosity and 
positivity. Each and every one of you has been a true source of inspiration.  

Many faculty members at UC Berkeley have played a vital role in my academic journey. 
Gretchen Head: you had my back when I most needed it. Your dedication to your students is a rare 
gift. Muhammad Siddiq, Asad Ahmed, Niek Veldhuis, Rutie Adler, Jaleh Pirnazar, and John L. 
Hayes: you have all supported me in more meaningful ways than you know. Thank you. 

I want to also express my gratitude to everyone at the Department of Near Eastern Studies 
at UC Berkeley. Deanna Kiser-Go and Rania Shah: you supported me in every possible way, and 
I am grateful for it. Shorena Kurtsikidze: your optimism and resourcefulness helped me manage 
the stress of a new place and a new system. Thank you Elsa El-Mehdi, Amel Belguith, Nathalie 
Khankan, and Haitham Mohamed: your passion and creativity have enriched me and made me a 
better teacher.  



1 

Introduction 

Writing on the Margins 

In an interview I conducted as a part of my research, the Syrian novelist Rūzā Yasīn Ḥasan 
told me, “my generation lives and writes on the margins: the margins of history and the margins 
of literature itself. We dwell in the shadows of others.”1 Ḥasan’s words highlight a shared 
sentiment of her generation, but also the dominant paradigms that inform our approach to Arab 
and Arabic literatures, the power structures at play in the processes of canonization, and the politics 
of translation and reception. Taking insights from Ḥasan and her contemporaries and from a 
nascent body of scholarship that recognizes the limitations of approaches that attempt to write a 
single literary history for the Arabic novel, this dissertation focuses on the margins of Arabic 
literary studies, attending to Syrian literature, which has been, for many reasons, understudied. 
Until recently, the cultural and literary history of Egypt was the preferred model for the 
development of the novel in the Arab world, and the dominant research paradigms disregarded 
genres and sub-genres, regions and their cultural particularities and critical approaches. A new 
generation of scholars have turned their attention to previously overlooked regions and literatures 
in order to expand the scope of Arab/Arabic literary studies and redraw the literary map of “center-
margin” relations not only between the west and the rest of the world, but also within marginalized 
literatures themselves. Wail Hassan argues that a reconsideration of the novel as an Arab 
phenomenon with tremendous geographic and linguistic diversity expands current patterns of 
comparison and the classic (post)-colonial paradigm that sees modern Arabic literature in relation 
to Europe. “The East-West dichotomy inherited from Orientalism and lying at the heart of this 
paradigm, both as a major theme and as an organizing principle, falls apart once we acknowledge 
the plurality of each pole of that duality.”2  

Highlighting insights from interviews with Ḥasan and other recently published authors, 
considering this new body of scholarship, and thinking through continuities alongside ruptures, I 
turn my attention to Syrian literature, which is often described in terms of fear, silence, and 
ideological conformity. Excellent and seminal scholarship from Miriam Cooke sheds light on 
oppositional artistic voices and the contradictions that govern the cultural field in Syria,3 as do the 
works of Elizabeth Vauthier, Max Weiss and Anne-Marie McManus, who have turned their 
attention to contemporary Syrian literature,4 pointing out that literary production preceding the 

1 Rūzā Yasīn Ḥasan, interview by author, Skype, September 2018. 
2 Wail Hassan, “Introduction” in The Oxford Handbook of Arab Novelistic Traditions, ed. Wail Hassan 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 14.  
3 See for example, Miriam Cooke, Dissident Syria: Making Oppositional Art Official (Durham: Duke 

University Press, 2007); “Ghassan al-Jabaʿi: Prison Literature in Syria after 1980,” World Literature Today Vol. 75, 
No. 2 (Spring, 2001), 237-245; and “The Cell Story: Syrian Prison Stories after Hafiz Asad,” Middle East Critique 
Vol. 20, No. 2, summer 2011, 169-187. 

4 See Elisabeth Vauthier, La création romanesque contemporaine en Syrie de 1967 à nos jours (Damascus: 
IFPO, 2007); Max Weiss, “Who Laughs Last: Literary Transformations of Syrian Authoritarianism,” in Middle East 
Authoritarianisms: Governance, Contestation, and Regime Resilience in Syria and Iran, eds. Steven Heydemann and 
Reinoud Leenders (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2013), 143-165; “What Lies Beneath: Political Criticism 
in Recent Syrian Fiction,” in Syria from Reform to Revolt, Volume 2: Culture, Society, and Religion, eds. Christa 
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“Arab Spring” has not been thoroughly examined as an episode, or a link in a chain of 
developments within a discursive cultural field. Focused on the first decade of the twenty-first 
century, I focalize the Syrian novel, and specifically the pre-2011 novel, reading it against recent 
cultural, social, and political developments and transformations in the Arab world, including the 
crises of the project of Arab modernity, the crumbling of nationalist ideologies, and the subsequent 
emergence of visions of difference and multiplicity.  

The ability of literary imagination to see into the present and to communicate and galvanize 
has always presented a threat for the ruling elite. Further, the rise of oppressed people and the 
toppling of dictators are often accompanied by literary works that imaginatively and intellectually 
reflect on the complexities that fuel such transformations. The Syrian uprising, and the Arab spring 
in general, may have taken politicians as well as political scientists and sociologists by surprise, 
but it did not take Syria’s young authors by surprise. The uprising did not come from nowhere; a 
new critical consciousness had been fomenting in many places, not least of which was on the pages 
of Syria’s new novel. Fādī ʿAzzām’s prophetic words in his 2011 novel Sarmadah clearly reflect 
what was bubbling under the surface: 

 
 ةدیدج ةنجأ دلوتل صلقتت تأدب ةمخض محرب رعشیس قراحلا فیصلا اذھ يف بورغلا ا اذھ ىلإ رظنی نم
 سكعنت بوحشلاب عبشملا ناروح لھس ً.اكیشو تاب هراجفناو لبق نم ضرلأا هذھ اھفرعت مل ىرخأ تلالاسو
 ةمئاھلا ةریقفلا ةعقبلا هذھ ھجو ىلع دتمم ضیرم رارفصاب ةدوصحملا لوقحلاو ةسبایلا تاتابنلا ایاقب ھیلع
 .ناكملا دیس رابغلا لعجتل ةدحاو ةمسنو ... ءيش لك لعشیل دحاو باقث دوع يفكی ... بونجلا يف ةیسنملا
 مھتبغر ظقیتل ةدحاو ةرارش يفكت .داح قزنب نیسومغم رشبلاو ،نیعلأا نم حضنی ىسلأا ،هوجولا يطغی رابغلا
 ضھنتسی .دلابلا هذھ يف تماص ضاخم ةمث .دبلأا ىلإ ریغتیل ناكملا حونج نم ةدحاو ةراشإ يفكت ،ةایحلا يف
 5.روخصلاو حاورلأاو ءامدلا

Anyone who watched the sun set during that fiery summer would feel a great womb 
contracting, getting ready to give birth to new creatures and lineages the earth had 
never seen before. You could tell it was on the verge of erupting. The Hauran plain 
and its spirits were reflected in the remnants of dried out plants and harvested fields, 
yellow as if sickly, stretching across the surface of this poor, confused, forgotten 
place in the south … all it takes is one match to set everything alight… And all it 
takes is one breeze to make dust the ruler of the place. Dust covers faces, despair 
shows in their eyes, and the people are slaves to the most acute thoughtlessness. 
One spark is enough to revive their desire for life. One clue from the place is all it 
takes to change things forever. Silent labor pains echo through places, summoning 
up blood, and souls, and stones.6  

Through the lens of pre-uprising Syrian fiction, this dissertation reflects on the capacity of literary 
practices to undo monophonic notions of self and nation, creating parallel discourses that, although 

 
Salamandra and Leif Stenberg (Syracuse, N.Y.: Syracuse University Press, 2015), 16-35; “Sight, Sound, and 
Surveillance in Ba`thist Syria: The Fiction of Politics in Rūzā Yāsīn Ḥasan’s Rough Draft and Samar Yazbik’s In Her 
Mirrors,” Journal of Arabic Literature Vol. 48, No. 3 (2017), 211-244; and Anne-Marie McManus, “Sentimental 
Terror Narratives: Gendering Violence, Dividing Sympathy,” Journal of Middle Eastern Women’s Studies Vol. 9, No. 
2. (spring, 2013), 80–107. 

5 Fādī ʿAzzām, Sarmadah (Beirut: Al-Dār al-ʿArabiyyah li’l-ʿUlūm, 2011), 125. 
6 Fādī ʿAzzām, Sarmada, trans. Adam Talib (London: Arabic Books, 2012), 105. 
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they emerge and dwell on the margins of dominant narratives, make possible the reimagining of 
personal and national belonging. I engage with these questions through the literary techniques that 
Syrian novelists mobilize to (re)construct their national, gender, and religious identities, asking 
what configurations of self and subjectivity become possible when the “nation-state” can no longer 
remain the guiding framework for cultural and political projects; what effects are realized when 
political protest against oppression becomes a mode of aesthetic engagement; and how 
contemporary literary practices incorporate elements of activism and socio-historical 
reconstruction, providing new perspectives on notions such as truth, history, authorship, and 
narration. I argue that although the twentieth-century Syrian novel professed disenchantment with 
authoritarianism, it continued to function within a dominant modernist, nationalist epistemological 
and political discourse that emphasized the nation’s homogeneity and associated the project of 
modernity with humanism and secularism, conceiving of it as an opposition to tradition. In 
contrast, with the unfolding of the new millennium, a new generation of Syrian novelists turned 
their creative endeavors to dismantling the frameworks that had governed the country’s modern 
literary production, repositioning the place of the novel and the intellectual in society and both 
reflecting and contributing to the general atmosphere that engendered the 2011 Syrian uprising.  

 

Nation, Novel, and Ideology 

 
With his 1983 seminal work, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread 

of Nationalism, Benedict Anderson began what has become a continuous debate on the idea of the 
nation by defining it as an “imagined political community—and imagined as both inherently 
limited and sovereign.”7 Anderson argues that a transformation in three fundamental cultural 
conceptions was what made possible the imagining of the nation—the decline of the belief that a 
sacred text irrevocably embodies truth, that “society was naturally organized around and under 
high centers-monarchs who … ruled under some form of cosmological (divine) dispensation,”8 
and a transformation of our understanding of temporality as a space where cosmology and history 
were indistinguishable. Contrary to the medieval mind, we now conceive of history as an endless 
chain of cause and effect. An idea of a “homogeneous, empty time” has developed, in which “a 
sociological organism moving calendrically through [it] is a precise analogue of the idea of the 
nation, which also is conceived as a solid community moving steadily down or (up) history.”9  

Since the nation is imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign, the limited and 
independent aspects of the nation, then, are its most imagined/forged characteristics. The 
constructedness of the nation as such (limited and independent) becomes clear when juxtaposed 
with the nation’s subjects, whose identities are fluid and unfixed, and their temporalities do not 
necessarily comply with the secular time of the nation. Constructing and imagining the nation-
state as fixed, independent, and secular entails a national discourse that shapes national identity 
and the national imaginary. This discourse emphasizes national uniqueness and intra-national 
uniformity, while largely ignoring intra-national differences. It also strives to construct a collective 

 
7 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, revised 

edition (London, New York: Verso, 2006), 6. 
8 Ibid., 36. 
9 Ibid., 26.  
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past, and a collective present and future,10 a process that involves appropriating the nation’s 
collective memory. Therefore, in countries with plural memories, a constant conflict exists 
between the official narrative constructed by the national discourse, and the living collective 
memories of the nation’s subjects.  

The novel, alongside newspapers, Anderson argues, is a powerful site on which the nation 
is imagined and constructed, because it provides the technical means for ‘re-presenting’ the nation. 
The novel depicts “the movement of a solitary hero through a sociological landscape of a fixity 
that fuses the world inside the novel with the world outside.” 11 Homi Bhabha has also drawn 
attention to the centrality of narrative in the construction of the nation. “Nations, like narratives,” 
Bhabha asserts, “lose their origins in the myths of time and only fully realize their horizons in the 
mind’s eye. Such an image of the nation – or narration – might seem impossibly romantic and 
excessively metaphorical, but it is from those traditions of political thought and literary language 
that the nation emerges as a powerful historical idea.”12 Timothy Brennan further infers that 

[i]t was the novel that historically accompanied the rise of nations by objectifying 
the “one, yet many” of national life, and by mimicking the structure of the nation, 
a clearly bordered jumble of languages and styles. Socially, the novel joined the 
newspaper as the major vehicle of the national print media, helping to standardize 
language, encourage literacy, and remove mutual incomprehensibility. But it did 
much more than that. Its manner of presentation allowed people to imagine the 
special community that was the nation.13 

Regardless of the debate on the origins of the genre, the Arabic novel, as Samah Selim 
points out in her work “The Narrative Craft: Realism and Fiction in the Arabic Canon,” is closely 
connected to the nation-state, for “its structural and discursive features and its representation of 
time and place are all located within the new historical space of the emergent nation-state.”14 Sabry 
Hafez makes the case in the Genesis of the Arabic Novel that the emergence of the concept of 
waṭan (nation), as opposed to that of ummah or millah (the community of Muslims), was a 
cornerstone in the development of a new worldview that helped produce new forms of literary, 
social, and political discourse. The advent of modernization and the destruction of traditional 
communities, Hafez argues, resulted in the emergence of a modern self that now belonged to a 
nation-state. “The genesis of narrative discourse in Arabic culture,” he writes, “is … synonymous 
with the genesis of a new way of rationalization and perception of both the self and the other. As 
a process, it is inseparable from the emergence of the new social and cultural experiences which 
gave rise to a new perception of national identity.”15  

 
10 Ruth Wodak, The Discursive Construction of National Identity, trans. Angelika Hersich (Edinburgh: 

Edinburgh University Press, 1999), 3-5. 
11 Anderson, Imagined Communities, 30. 
12 Homi Bhabha, Nation and Narration, ed. Homi Bhabha (London; New York: Routledge, 1990), 1. 
13 Timothy Brennan, “The National Longing for Form,” in Nation and Narration, 49.  
14 Samah Selim, “The Narrative Craft: Realism and Fiction in the Arabic Canon,” Edebiyat, 2003, Vol. 14, 

No. 1 & 2, 113. 
15 Sabry Hafez, The Genesis of Arabic Narrative Discourse: A Study in the Sociology of Modern Arabic 

Literature (London: Saqi Books, 1993), 22. 
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As in nineteenth century Europe, the rise of modern narrative genres in the Arab world, as 
many critics have shown, is closely connected to changes within the social order and the rise of a 
new bourgeoisie enmeshed in nation-state ideologies. “In the same way that ‘society’ came to be 
understood as a distinct and abstract field of human knowledge constructed around a subject/object 
relationship,” Selim remarks, “so the act of narration itself came to reproduce the split implied in 
this new ontology.”16 In the Syrian case, the critic Fayṣal Sammāq also attributes the emergence 
of the novel to the rise of the petite bourgeoisie. Sammāq  argues that when tracing the emergence 
and development of Syrian fiction, one notices that literature was developing in parallel with 
social, cultural, and economic awareness. The petite bourgeoisie led the struggle of people in urban 
areas, and established, between 1930 and 1936, many industrial projects. The masses began to 
develop awareness of who they were, and to realize how different they were from the West. People, 
who had read the principles of the French revolution, were disappointed by the performance of the 
French in Syria. The combination of this newly emerging awareness, and the disappointment in 
the French contributed to the rise of romanticism in literature.17 

Accordingly, the Syrian, and the Arabic, novel as a modern genre became one of the key 
venues through which national imaginary was shaped, and precisely because of its ability to 
“mimic” the structure of the nation, it turned, over time, into a powerful site for competing 
narratives, ideologies, and actors. As in other parts in the postcolonial world, however, the short-
lived optimism and hope that followed independence in Arabic speaking countries had all but 
disappeared by the following decades. Dreams of independence were crushed by the repression of 
police states that exposed the delusion of the promise of a democratic, independent, post-colonial 
nation-state. The repressive post-colonial realities also uncovered the structural paradoxes inherent 
in the modern nation-state and its secular project, for, as Saba Mahmood reminds us,  

its claim to religious neutrality notwithstanding, the modern state has become 
involved in the regulation and management of religious life to an unprecedented 
degree, thereby embroiling the state in substantive issues of religious doctrine and 
practice. [Further], despite the commitment to level religious differences in the 
political sphere, modern secular governance transforms, and in some respects 
intensifies, pre-existing interfaith inequalities, allowing them to flourish in society, 
and hence for religion to striate national identity and public norms.18 

Scholars of postcolonial African, Arabic and Latin American literatures have been 
occupied with the depiction of this disillusionment and trauma. Addressing the experience of 
African writers and nations, for example, Emmanuel Yewah, traces different subversive practices 
through which African writers attempt to de-center the nation and question established national 
discourses, pointing out that postcolonial writers, “disillusioned by the broken promises of ‘les 
soleils des indépendances,' betrayed by postcolonial rulers who have appropriated national 
discourses, conscious of dictators’ human rights abuses within their imagined sovereign space, 

 
16 Selim, “The Narrative Craft,” 112. 
17 Fayṣal Sammāq, al-Riwāyah al-sūriyyah: nash’atuhā taṭawwuruhā madhāhibuhā (Damascus: Maṭābiʿ 

al-Idārah al-Siyāsiyah, 1984), 21 
18 Saba Mahmood, Religious Difference in a Secular Age: A Minority Report (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 2016), 2. 
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have turned their creative endeavors into weapons to challenge, indeed to deconstruct … ‘any 
signified that could correspond to the nation.’”19  

Squarely located within the colonial/postcolonial condition and experience, the Syrian 
novel which, during the first half of the twentieth century helped to forge the new national identity, 
gradually grew disillusioned with the nationalist discourse constructed and appropriated by the 
country’s authoritarian regime. This disillusionment reached its height with the naksa, the Arab 
military defeat by Israel, which inflicted a deep wound on Arab subjectivity.20 The trauma caused 
by the naksa overlapped with an unprecedented consolidation of authoritarianism, and was 
followed by a series of political defeats. From the descent of Lebanon into civil war in 1975, and 
from Egypt becoming the first Arab state to recognize Israel by signing the Camp David Accords 
in 1978 to the Islamic uprising in Syria and the massacres that the regime committed to crush it, 
the Syrian intellectual’s operating paradigm was now in a state of crisis. Backdropped with this 
landscape, as Elizabeth Vauthier demonstrates in La création romanesque contemporaine en Syrie 
de 1967 à nos jours,  

le roman syrien raconte sans relâche les innombrables défaits subis : collectives lors 
des différents conflits qui ont traversé la période el l’échec du nationalisme ; 
quotidiennes et individuelles, subis par la population ordinaire que domine un ordre 
social, politique et économique perçu comme aliénant. [Ces] ouvrages … 
témoignent de cette permanence dans l’histoire syrienne et en font un thème 
primordial omniprésent dans le récit romanesque.21  
the Syrian novel constantly tells of the innumerable defeats suffered—collective 
ones during the various conflicts that took place during the nationalism era and its 
failure, and daily and individual defeats suffered by the ordinary population 
dominated by a social, political and economic order perceived as alienating … these 
works bear witness to this ever-present [defeat] in Syrian history and make of it an 
omnipresent and primordial theme in the story of the novel.  

However, despite the ensuing emergence of disparate sensibilities among Syrian intellectuals and 
writers, the post-naksa 20th-century Syrian novel, as I show in this study, was confined by 
interconnected internal and external factors and frameworks. On the one hand, Syrian writers had 
to function within the demarcated, yet hazy, boundaries put in place by the authoritarian regime 
that strove to appropriate the country’s literary production— from co-opting and regulating the 
cultural field and silencing dissident voices to promoting conformist voices, it sought to leverage 
the novel, and all other literary genres, as tools for mobilizing the masses and promoting the state’s 
agendas and ideologies. On the other hand, the literary field continued, for the most part, to be 
governed from within by intellectual and political frameworks and discourses that, despite the 
prevalent disillusionment, favored grand, totalizing political ideologies and reflected the ethos of 

 
19 Emmanuel Yewah, “The Nation as a Contested Construct,” Research in African Literatures, Volume 32, 

Number 3, Fall 2001, 45.  
20 On the political and intellectual response to the defeat of 1967 in the Arab world, see Fouad Ajami, The 

Arab Predicament: Arab Political Thought and Practice since 1967, updated 2nd edition (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999). On the impact that the defeat had on Syrian literature, see Alexa Firat, “Post-67 discourse 
and the Syrian novel: The construction of an autonomous literary field,” PhD diss., The University of Pennsylvania, 
2010. 

21 Vauthier, 343 
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the nahḍa and the ḥadātha projects, emphasizing the nation’s homogeneity and conceiving of the 
project of modernity as an opposition to tradition. In his work on the experimental novel in the 
Levant, Stephan Meyer reflects on the intense politicization of literature in Syria and the enduring 
use of the novel to draw a collective portrait of society. Though Meyer does not thoroughly 
examine the diverse and intricate key elements that contributed to shaping Syria’s literary 
movements in the twentieth century, he rightly points to the role that the ideological affinity 
between the Baʿth party and the Soviet Union played in informing the development of the Syrian 
novel, and identifies a close relationship between literary movements in Syria and three political 
movements: The Arab nationalist movement—that is the Nasserite movement, which espoused a 
pan-Arab philosophy, the Syrian nationalist movement, represented by the Baʿth party, and the 
communist movement. 
 

The 21st-Century Syrian Novel: New Trajectories  

 
A new generation of intellectuals began to question the epistemological and political 

stances prevalent in 20th-century literary field in Syria. The internal investigation into the 
principles and premises that had framed the intellectual discourse slowly gained momentum in the 
late 1990s with sharp debates that took place on the pages of newspapers and literary journals. 
This cohort of intellectuals proposed that the nahḍa and the ḥadātha projects and the ideologies to 
which they had given rise were themselves responsible for the contemporary crisis in Arab 
intellectual culture, because, they reasoned, any cultural project that imposes an ideology, whether 
modernist or traditional, necessarily leads to dismantling culture as a source of self-creation and 
innovation. Such deliberations overlapped with the emergence of a new generation of writers, the 
majority of whom were born and raised under the rule of Hafez al-Asad. Unlike previous 
generations of modern Syrian intellectuals who participated to varying degrees in the political life 
of the country, this generation had no such political agency but rather experienced the full effects 
of failing ideologies, and social and economic exclusion. Their frustrations mounted, and in the 
year 2000, when Hafiz al-Asad died and his son, Bashar al-Asad, took power, they boiled over in 
a period of intense oppositional activity known as the Damascus Spring. This movement was led 
by novelists, poets, artists, journalists, and filmmakers, and over the following decade, new literary 
discourses and avant-garde novels emerged.  

Unlike the Syrian intellectuals that preceded them, this generation of novelists ventures 
beyond exposing the repressive daily practices of the system in place and the effects of these 
practices on the individual. At its core, their work dismantles the political and intellectual 
discourses along the lines of which the 20th-century Syrian novel had developed and functioned 
and the image of the nation and modernity they had forged. What transpires on the pages of these 
works are nuanced identities that embody the fragmentation of the modern nationalist subject and 
to which the nation-state is not the only frame of reference. My interviews with a diverse group of 
young writers who fled Syria in fear for their lives allow me to outline the emergence of a 
dialogical intellectual who aims to remap the nation’s ethos, reconnect with a repressed cultural 
past, and reposition the role of literature in society. Working against rigid and monolithic 
worldviews and ideologies, these writers turned their creative endeavors to dislocating the image 
of the prophet-like intellectual of the 1950s and 60s, who had created, as Kamal Abu Deeb argues, 
“a totalizing discourse that was utterly certain and confident in the absolute validity of its 
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premises,”22 and held an intellectually elitist stance that ended up entrenching paternalism as it 
called on the enlightened few to reject the prevailing culture and lead society onto a new path of 
progress.  

Embodying a new consciousness, a new critical and aesthetic sensibility that meditates on 
the crisis of nationhood in Syria and in the Arab world, the 21st century novel interrogates the 
paradigms that had hitherto governed the intellectual field. Both reflecting and contributing to the 
general atmosphere that engendered the 2011 uprising, these new literary discourses were 
spearheaded by a new generation of novelists who published for the first time in the 2000s, and 
are characterized by an unprecedented contribution of women novelists, whose involvement was 
remarkable not only in terms of numbers, but also in light of the gender sensibility that informs 
their works as they also contest both the nation and the novel as male-constructed spaces. In order 
to place this emerging discourse into perspective, and to understand the paradigm it shifted away 
from, I first investigate the intellectual and political frameworks within which the 20th-century 
Syrian novel developed, and the discursive processes through which the country’s literary canon 
was organized. I then examine how this emerging consciousness manifests itself in two novels 
written by women novelists, carving out new spaces of intellectual and aesthetic investigation. As 
I explore their use of intertextuality, narrative fragmentation, metafiction, and temporal distortion, 
I argue that these innovative literary practices enable these authors to contest history, unearth 
repressed memory and cultural heritage, and highlight the complex temporalities of embodied 
practices rooted in multiplicity.  

 

Organization 

 
The first chapter of this dissertation, titled, “The Nation, the Cultural Field, and the Ruling 

Party,” addresses the intricate relationship between the state and the cultural field in Syria. It first 
unpacks the totalizing discourse of the ruling Baʿth Party and the image it projected of the nation, 
and explores the complex mechanisms by which the state, during the second half of the twentieth 
century, attempted to appropriate literary production in the country to conform with its vision of 
the nation. Building on the work of André Lefevere, I suggest that the state formed an 
undifferentiated patronage system, through which it strove to confine the country’s literary 
production and maintain the dominance of its own discourse. As I contend that the cultural field 
continued to be a site of contestation and dynamism, I also demonstrate that Syrian writers 
developed a precise sense of which lines were not to be crossed. I finally turn to the new 
millennium and the diverse local, global, and regional gravities that occasioned the displacement 
of the country’s undifferentiated patronage system, allowing new, critical voices to gain readership 
and momentum. 
 Titled, “The Syrian Intellectual: Mapping and Remapping the Nation,” the second chapter 
takes the work of Pierre Bourdieu on fields as an organizing principle, examining the ways in 
which Syrian intellectuals—their ideological and epistemological stances and agendas— have 
defined and legitimized the twentieth-century Syrian novel within a complex process of literary 

 
22 Kamal Abu-Deeb, “The Collapse of Totalizing Discourse and the Rise of Marginalized/Minority 

Discourses,” in Tradition, Modernity, and Postmodernity in Arabic Literature: Essays in Honor of Professor Issa F. 
Boullatta, ed. Kamal Abdel-Malek and Wael Hallaq (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 347. 
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canonization that constructs a cultural discourse through which power is deliberately allocated in 
the social world. Alternating between close reading of literary texts and the critical discourse 
around them, the chapter outlines key discursive changes in the interconnections between the 
Syrian intellectuals’ positions and the project of nation-building. It first unpacks the genealogy 
that post-independence Syrian intellectuals fashioned for Arab modernity and the ways in which 
this genealogy informed the organization of the modern literary canon. The chapter then contends 
that instead of questioning the validity of the model they had proposed, many of the modernist, 
progressive Syrian intellectuals blamed the failure of modern Arab culture on the authoritarian 
political systems, which never allowed the modernization project to come to fruition. I finally turn 
to the new millennium to investigate the emergence of a new consciousness among Syrian writers, 
and an ensuing transformation in the way they perceived themselves and their relationship to both 
society and the field of power. Sharing insights and opinions from a group of Syrian writers, the 
chapter highlights their critique of the revolutionary, all-knowing, prophet-like intellectual of the 
fifties and sixties and their complete loss of faith in any grand unifying narrative. 
 Chapter three focuses on Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr (As a River Should), a 2007 novel by 
female writer Manhal al-Sarrāj. Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr is one of the first Syrian novels to openly 
break the silence on the “1982 Hama massacre,” during which the Syrian regime launched a 
military campaign that put an end to a five-year armed insurgency led by Sunni Muslim groups, 
destroyed the city, and killed thousands of its people. Before delving into the novel, the chapter 
examines the various mechanisms by which the Syrian regime established a public discourse 
marked by collective silence and conformity, as well as the role that Syrian intellectuals played in 
solidifying that silence. With an interdisciplinary approach, the chapter then explores the ways in 
which al-Sarrāj’s novel textually investigates denied collective and individual memory. Building 
on works of scholars such as Cathy Caruth in trauma theory and Pierre Nora on lieux de mémoire 
(sites of memory), I argue that by embracing a trauma aesthetic, the novel identifies and textually 
performs a wounded subjectivity at the heart of national memory, engendering its own narrative 
of a traumatic past that has been denied through forced public amnesia. Placing Kamā yanbaghī 
li-nahr within the discursive space of the Arabic literary heritage, I demonstrate how the narrative 
engages in a complex dialogue with the traditional poetic genre of rithāʾ (elegy) to reconstruct 
Hama upon the remnants of earlier losses, and reproduces the intricate relationship between 
mourning, violence, and gender, dislocating the binary lines around which official narratives of 
armed conflicts are typically constructed. 

The fourth chapter, “Reclaiming the Narrative,” discusses Rōzā Yāsīn Ḥasan’s 2011 novel, 
Brūvā (First Draft), which, through innovative literary techniques challenges the notion of 
authorship as well as the legitimacy of the authority it metonymically represents. Relying on 
allusions and cross-genre, intertextual practices, Brūvā delivers a critique of the project of ḥadātha 
as a rupture with the nation’s past. It announces the metaphorical death of the savior, prophet-like 
writer and with him, the rejection of the worldviews he held, enabling the emergence of multiple 
humanized and individualized images of intellectuals who are characterized by uncertainty. 
Reflecting an emerging feminist literary discourse in Syria and the Arab world, Ḥasan’s text 
exposes the ways the nation has been narrated into modern self-consciousness by male writers who 
more often than not cast women as symbols, rather than as literal national subjects. Following the 
stories of two main female characters, I highlight how the masculine-feminine binary that had 
governed the imagining of the nation is subverted from within, and how agency and desire are 
intertwined in the narrative, allowing for new articulations of female sexuality and subjectivity. 
Drawing on Michel Foucault’s analysis of the relations between power, the body, and sexuality, 
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this chapter further underlines how Ḥasan exposes the gendered dynamics of power in place and 
the gender politics of nationalism in times of crisis.  
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Chapter One 

 The Nation, the Cultural Field, and the Ruling Party 
 

Overview 
In order to place the new Syrian novel into perspective and understand the epistemological 

break it embodies, this chapter outlines the dominant intellectual and political frameworks that had 
governed the literary field in Syria. In the first section of this chapter, “Forging a Nation,” I explore 
the image of the nation created and promoted by the ruling party, suggesting that this image was 
not static—it constantly changed, albeit to serve the changing realities, ideologies, and interests of 
the party and its leader. The second section of this chapter, “Monopolizing the Cultural Field,” 
explores the complex mechanisms by which the ruling Baʿth Party attempted to appropriate literary 
production in the country to comply with the party’s vision of the nation-state it was forging. From 
co-opting and regulating the cultural field and silencing dissident voices to promoting conformist 
discourse, the state created, I argue, an undifferentiated patronage system through which it 
attempted to curtail the literary imagination and maintain the dominance of its own discourse. 
Certainly, despite all the efforts made to monitor and censor the cultural field in Syria, it remained 
a site of contestation and dynamism. However, both the regime and those who criticized it 
developed a precise sense of which lines were not to be crossed. The third and final section, “The 
New Millennium: Cracks in the System,” turns to the new millennium and the diverse local, global, 
and regional pressures that opened cracks in the country’s undifferentiated patronage system, 
allowing for new, critical voices to gain readership and momentum. 
 

Forging a Nation 
 

The ideology of the Baʿth Party23 is rooted in Arab nationalism, a movement driven by 
many formative forces, including, as Israel Gershoni explains, “the collapse of the Ottoman empire 
and the recognition that only a new communal identity based on Arabic language, culture, and 
history would be viable in the post-Ottoman world.”24 Determined to drastically change the 
country’s social hierarchy, the party’s founders introduced an alternative to the nationalism of the 
urban notables, which was bound to the Syrian territories and whose leaders, as the party’s 
founders believed, could not see beyond their economic and family interests.25 In contrast to 

 
23 Originally named Ḥarakat al-Baʿth al-ʿArabī (The Arab Resurrection Movement), the party was founded 

in 1943 by two Damascene school teachers, Mīshel ʿAflaq and Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn al-Bīṭār, the former Christian and the 
latter Muslim. In 1947, the party amended its constitution and merged with Dhakī al-Arsūzī’s Ḥizb al-Baʿth al-ʿArabī 
(The Arab Resurrection Party), and in 1953 it merged again with al-Ḥizb al-Ishtirākī al-Sūrī (The Syrian Socialist 
Party) to become what is known today as Ḥizb al-Baʿth al-ʿArabī al-Ishtirākī (The Arab Socialist Resurrection Party).  

24 Israel Gershoni, “Rethinking the Formation of Arab Nationalism in the Middle East, 1920 –1945: Old and 
New Narratives,” in Rethinking Nationalism in the Arab Middle East, eds. James Jankowski and Israel Gershoni (New 
York: Columbia University press, 1997), 16. 

25 Mansoor Moaddel, Islamic Modernism, Nationalism and Fundamentalism: Episode and Discourse 
(Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2005), 228.  
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materialist western socialism, their vision blended Arab nationalism with moderate and spiritual 
socialism and was driven by an anti-imperialist, Arab nationalist ideology. Conceiving of the 
physical boundaries between the Arab countries as artificial and imposed by foreign powers, 
Baʿthists proposed that Arabs must rise up and abolish these boundaries, so that Arab civilization 
could flourish and renew itself.  

The notion of Arab unity was also the Baʿth’s answer to local needs and conditions. Like 
other political parties in the country, the Baʿth developed as a reaction to a number of local 
challenges that faced post-independence Syria. In addition to a weak economy, and political 
upheaval and instability,26 the Baʿth, and other parties, led by a new generation of intellectuals, 
faced a very critical challenge: their country was in many respects a state without being a 
homogeneous nation-state. During that time, Syrian society consisted of several tribes, religions, 
and ethnic groups that were fragmented into a number of closed communities with conflicting 
loyalties, and the country lacked an all-encompassing national identity. As Albert H Hourani 
describes these communities under the rule of the Ottoman Empire, “each was a ‘world,’ sufficient 
to its members and exacting the ultimate loyalty. The worlds touched but did not mingle with each 
other; each looked at the rest with suspicion and even hatred.”27 Furthermore, these loyalties were 
later fostered by colonial powers in an attempt to suppress the rising notion of Arab nationalism. 
Nikolas Van Dam explains that under the French mandate, “the separatism and particularism of 
religious and national minorities were encouraged by the granting of autonomous status to areas 
where such minorities formed a local majority.”28  

On another level, the Baʿth Party found in secularism the perfect means through which a 
sense of national unity could be created. Because of its ability to supersede ethnic and religious 
particularities by emphasizing an inclusive political identity and creating modern, political 
subjects, secularism was perceived by Baʿthists as an essential way to unite the Arab nation.29 
From its early days, the Baʿth pressed for a state and a public space free from religious discourse 
and practices. It called on people to fight against reactionary ideologies (al-muʿtaqadāt al-
rajʿiyyah) and to embrace scientific facts (al-ḥaqāʾiq al-ʿilmiyyah). The article on education in 
Syria’s 1969 constitution exemplifies the secular and modern language of the state’s official 
discourse:  

The education and cultural system aims at creating an Arab, nationalist, socialist 
generation, scientific in its thought, tied to its history, seized of its heritage, imbued 
with the spirit of the struggle to achieve the goals of its nation in unity and freedom 
and socialism, and in the service of humanity and its progress.30  

This image of the nation, for which Arabic language and Arab history were two of the most 
important forming elements, certainly entailed a systematic restructuring of history and, 
consequently, of the status and role of Islam in Arab culture. Historical figures, events, and 

 
26 Between 1946 and 1956, Syria had twenty different cabinets and drafted four separate constitutions. 
27 Albert H. Hourani, Minorities in the Arab World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1947), 22. 
28 Nikolas Van Dam, The Struggle for Power in Syria: Politics and Society under Asad and the Baʿth Party 

(London: I.B. Tauris, 1996), 4. 
29 Ibid., 18. 
30 Quoted and translated in Line Khatib, Islamic Revivalism in Syria: The Rise and Fall of Baʿthist Secularism 

(Milton Park; New York: Routledge, 2011), 20. 
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symbols, as well as pre-Islamic traditions and civilizations were all reorganized to create one 
unified past. The secondary status given to religion in the Baʿth Party’s thinking was also 
associated with its focus on socialism, which reached its peak after merging with the Syrian 
Socialist Party in 1953. Religion was now “judged according to the principles of socialism and the 
evolutionary transformation of society, in which it was to wither away and give space to the 
scientific understanding of society and nature.”31  

The Baʿth party’s vision of Arab unity evolved and changed after a long conflict over 
policies and visions within the party itself.32 The old guard was still attached to notions of pan-
Arabism, while a younger generation of Baʿthists with rural, and often minoritarian origins 
introduced a more radical socialist ideology, and most importantly, regionalist views that saw 
Baʿth policies in terms of Syria itself. The notion of territorial nationalism intensified in the 
aftermath of the formation of the United Arab Republic (UAR), the political union between Syria 
and Egypt that lasted from 1958 until Syria seceded in 1961. Although Syrians were open to 
building a shared UAR identity, the state’s systematic attempts to obliterate Syria’s own symbols 
of identity while maintaining the centrality of the Egyptian identity ultimately led to strengthening 
their national identity. Once Syrians’ individuality was threatened, they realized that they did 
indeed possess a different identity from the Egyptians, and that being an Arab and a Syrian at the 
same time was not necessarily a contradiction in terms.33 In October 1963, the Baʿth held its Sixth 
National Congress, in which it announced a set of points of departure (munṭalqāt ḥizbiyyah) that 
introduced the party’s views on the critical and pressing issues of the time. For the party at that 
juncture, as Itamar Rabinovich remarks, “[i]t is socialism that the points of departure present as 
the central goal, while Arab unity is reduced to an instrumental role—Arab unity is an 
indispensable basis for the construction of a socialist economy. For the majority of the sixth 
National Congress, the immediate goal appeared to be the establishment of a socialist society, 
while Arab unity became a sacred slogan still deserving of proper respect.”34  

Although Arab unity continues to this day to be celebrated in the Baʿth party’s rhetoric, in 
reality, the focus on pan-Arabism weakened over time, especially when the regionalist officers 
entirely consolidated power after the coup of 1966.35 At that point, the party concentrated its 
attention on uniting Syrian society from within. Its unity plan entailed constructing the nation as a 
homogeneous community connected by citizenship. This discourse was further amplified with the 
ascendance of the first non-Sunni (ʿAlawite) president, Hafiz al-Asad, to power in 1970, which 

 
31 Moaddel, 231. 
32 For a detailed account of the intraparty struggle, see Patrick Seale, Asad: The Struggle for the Middle East 

(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1988), 86-104. 
33 For an informative analysis of the impact that the raise and collapse of the United Arab Republic had on 

the evolution of Arab politics, see Elie Podeh, The Decline of Arab Unity: The Rise and Fall of the United Arab 
Republic (Portland, Oregon: Sussex Academic Press, 1999), 195. 

34 Itamar Rabinovich, Syria under Baʿth 1963-1966: The Army-party Symbiosis (Jerusalem: Israel University 
Press, 1972), 88. 

35 On its current website, the Baʿth Party’s National Leadership explains Arab unity as a political partnership 
between Arab countries, one that is gradually realized through economic, cultural, and security collaboration. “Al-
Mawqif min qaḍiyyat al-waḥdah” ([The Party’s] Position on the Issue of [Arab] Unity), Baʿth Arab Socialist Party, 

 http://www.baath-
party.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=129:129&catid=37&lang=ar 
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was met with general discontent by the Sunni majority. The constitution of the Baʿth party paints 
a clear image of how the nation is imagined. “The national bond,” the constitution states, “will be 
the only bond existing in the Arab state. It ensures harmony among the citizens by melting them 
in the crucible of a single nation and combats all other forms of factional solidarity such as 
religious, sectarian, tribal, racial and regional factionalism.”36 

The Arab and secular characters of the nation as imagined by the Baʿth Party attracted 
members of Arabic-speaking religious minorities. Conceiving of Islam as an aspect of Arab 
national heritage and of which Arabs of all religions are equal heirs was particularly appealing to 
religious minorities. Heterodox Islamic communities, such as ʿAlawites, Druzes, and Ismaʿilis 
hoped that such reconfiguration of the nation would free them of their minority and sectarian status 
and put an end to the political and socio-economic discrimination against them. Furthermore, in a 
country where the Sunni majority had for a long time dominated the socio-economic scene, the 
socialist agenda of the party gained massive popularity in poor rural areas where religious 
minorities were concentrated. Undoubtedly, this same image of the nation was poorly received by 
both the Sunni majority and the non-Arabic speaking minorities, including the Kurds. Although 
officially recognized by the party, non-Arabic speaking minorities were considered not equal to 
Arabs in the nationalist sense and were completely excluded from the country’s political scene.37 
On the other hand, the Sunni majority believed that the party’s views and ideologies did not only 
threaten their political and socio-economic status, but also attempted to undermine the role and 
function of Islam in society.  

Clearly, the Baʿth’s radical conceptualization of and approach to the notion of Arabism did 
not help create the hoped-for national equality and cohesive identity. Instead, it played a significant 
role in producing new forms of polarization that led, over time, to violent upheavals. However, it 
must be noted that, as recent literature on religion and secularism demonstrates, this polarization 
is also rooted in the structural paradoxes of the secular project. As Saba Mahmood points out, the 
issue of minorities is intrinsically tied to the establishment of the nation-state. Since the nation-
state seeks to represent “the people,” united by shared history, culture, and territory, the concept 
of national minority naturally creates a fundamental tension. 

On the one hand, it signifies the membership of a minority group in a national polity; on 
the other hand, the minority group also represents an incipient threat to national unity, by 
virtue of its differences from the majority. This threat is intrinsic to the ideology of 
nationalism because the modern concept of nationhood regards linguistic, ethnic, and 
cultural characteristics as a legitimate basis for people’s claims to self-determination and 
independent statehood.38 

Therefore, constructing a homogenous image of Syria necessarily entailed suppressing differences, 
memories, in addition to religious, ethnic, and tribal ties. A set of modern social institutions, 
syndicates, and collective organizations was established with the aim to discourage “reactionary” 

 
36 Quoted and translated in Van Dam, 15. 
37 After Hafiz al-Asad became president in 1970, the Baʿth Party opened its membership to all Syrians 

including non-Arabs. However, non-Arab ethnic minority members had to accept Arabization (i.e. they officially had 
to give up their original ethnic identity in favor of the Arab identity) and they could not advance politically the way 
members of Arab religious minorities did. Van Dam, 18. 

38 Mahmood, 52-53. 
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ideologies and promote the establishment of a “progressive” culture, rallied around no other 
affiliation but citizenship. Although minorities and people from poor, rural areas rose to power 
under the rule of the Baʿth party and gained representation in the country’s newly emerging 
powerful institutions, in exchange, they lost their own particularities within the cultural space. The 
measures launched by the state were so radical that even geographical names with ethnic or 
religious indications were changed—Jabal al-Durūz (Mountain of Druzes), for example, was 
changed to Jabal al-ʿArab (Mountain of Arabs) in the government’s Statistical Abstract, Jibāl al-
ʿAlawiyyīn (Mountains of ʿAlawites) to al-Jibāl al-Saḥiliyyah (Coastal Mountains), and Wādī al-
Naṣārā (Valley of Christians) to Wādī al-Naḍārā (Blooming Valley).39  

The deep tension between peripheral particularisms and the Baʿth’s conceptualization of 
both the nation-state and Arabism required various formulas of conflict-resolution. Not only did 
the nature of these formulas depend on the particular history of each minority, but it also shaped 
the role and the image of these minorities within the project of nation-building. Arabic-speaking 
and non-territorial minorities such as the Druze and the ʿAlawites went through a multi-faceted 
process of integration into the national narrative and were projected as active forces in building 
the nation-state.40 On the other hand, they lost in the process their particularity within the Syrian 
cultural space. In her study of Druze identity in the Middle East, Bernadette Schenk argues that 
the project of nation-building, backed by a radical and subjective process of secularization, reduced 
the Druze religion to a mere realization of a common history, and threatened to break down 
traditional communal structures and strip the community of its distinctive identity.41 Patrick Seale 
also suggests a similar process within the ʿAlawite community itself.  

The names, values and tribal organization of the ʿAlawis derive both from their 
distant nomadic background and from the experience of life in the mountains over 
the last few centuries. Today’s ʿAlawi tribal structures reflect what is left of this 
heritage … ʿAlawis today are not always comfortable with the subject of tribal 
affiliations as the Baʿthist state has striven to replace such categories with the 
modern notion of citizenship, but if pressed every village boy could tell you to 
which tribe his family belongs. Asked to name the leading tribes and families of 
Qurdaha, the head of the municipality replied, “we have no tribes or families here. 
We are all members of the Baʿth family under the leadership of Hafiz al-Asad.”42 

By contrast, the Kurdish community in Syria, a territorial minority that aspires to its own 
homeland, represented a particularly poignant threat to the sovereignty and identity of the nation. 

 
39 Van Dam, 7. 
40 These minorities were not only integrated into the Arab nation, but also into the world of Islam. In 1959, 

an Azhar fatwa backed by the pan-Arab Egyptian president Nasser admitted Shiʿī Muslims, ʿAlawites, and Druzes, 
who had been considered heretics and idolaters for hundreds of years, into mainstream Islam. Some scholars argue 
that whether the Druzes and ʿAlawites actually believed in the Islamism of their religion was rather doubtful and that 
perhaps they congenially employed the accommodating rule of taqiyyah, the precautionary dissimulation of religious 
belief and practice in the face of persecution. See for example, Mordechai Nisan, Minorities in the Middle East: A 
History of Struggle and Self Expression (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company Inc, 2002).  

41 Bernadette Schenk, “Druze Identity in the Middle East: Tendencies and Developments in Modern Druze 
Communities Since the 1960s,” in The Druze: Realities and Perceptions, ed. Kamal Salibi (London: The Druze 
Heritage Foundation, 2005), 79-94. 

42 Seale, 9. 
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The anti-Kurdish attitude of the Baʿth is well exemplified in Dirāsah ʿ an muḥāfaẓat al-jazīrah min 
al-nāḥiyah al-qawmiyyah wa’l-ijtimāʿiyyah wa’l-siyāsiyyah (A Study about al-Jazeera Province 
in Terms of Arabism, Society and Politics), a secret report submitted to the party in 1963 by 
Muḥammad Ṭālib Hilāl, the Head of the Secret Services in the Kurd-majority city of al-Ḥasakah 
in Eastern Syria. Discussing the Kurdish threat Hilāl states, “we must regard the Kurds as a people 
putting their efforts and everything they possess into creating their imaginary homeland. They are 
therefore our enemies, and religious ties notwithstanding, there is no difference between them and 
Israel, for “Judastan” and “Kurdistan,” so to speak are the same species.”43  

Seeing the Kurds as a threat, the Baʿth party implemented many repressive policies that 
aimed to eradicate the Kurdish presence from Syrian life. These policies not only violated the 
Kurdish people’s cultural and linguistic rights, but even stripped many Kurds of their civil rights 
as citizens, since the Syrian government refused to grant them citizenship.44 The names of Kurdish 
villages and towns were all Arabized after the 1977 decree of Arabization of toponyms; celebrating 
Kurdish national and cultural holidays was banned; and teaching or even using the Kurdish 
language was prohibited. Additionally, Kurdish cultural symbols were reinterpreted and 
appropriated. The most striking example of such practices was the appropriation of Nūrūz (New 
Year’s Day), which after the 1960s became somewhat of a ritual of Kurdish nationalism celebrated 
through songs and dancing. In addition to imposing an official ban on celebrating Nūrūz, in 1988 
the Syrian authorities attempted to eclipse it by issuing a decree announcing the day as a holiday 
honoring Syrian mothers.45 

The ascendance of Hafiz al-Asad to power in 1970, after a bloodless coup d’état, changed 
the face of the country for decades to come. Drained by years of political instability and lack of 
economic improvement, and traumatized by the 1967 war, most Syrians welcomed the advent of 
a new government. Asad immediately launched what he termed al-Ḥarakah al-Taṣḥīḥiyyah (The 
Corrective Movement), a campaign of political and economic reforms, which had positive impacts 
on people’s lives, and many people soon had reasons to be thankful for Asad’s accession.46 
However, as Patrick Seale remarks, “[Asad] wanted to restore national unity but, his temperament 
being authoritarian rather than democratic, without taking undue risks. He seems to have had no 

 
43 Quoted and Translated in Ismet Cheriff Vanly, “The Kurds in Syria and Lebanon,” in The Kurds: A 

Contemporary Overview (London and New York: Routledge, 2015), 122.  
44 According to a special report published in 2009 by The United States Institute of Peace, “since 1962, the 

Syrian state has divided Kurds in Syria into three major demographic categories: Syrian Kurds, foreign Kurds, and 
‘concealed’ Kurds. Syrian Kurds have retained their Syrian nationality. Foreign Kurds were stripped of citizenship 
and registered in official archives as foreigners; in 2008, there were about 200,000 of them. Concealed Kurds are 
denationalized Kurds who have not been registered in official records at all and whom Syrian authorities characterize 
as concealed. Nearly 80,000 people belong to this category … In addition, there are about 280,000 undocumented 
Kurds who reside in Syria but have no citizenship, according to Kurdish sources. No government statistics are 
available on this group.” Radwan Ziadeh, “The Kurds in Syria Fueling Separatist Movements in the Region?” U.S. 
Institute of Peace, Special Report 220, April 2009, 2. 

45 For further information, see Jordi Tejel, Syria’s Kurds: History, Politics and Society, trans. Emily Welle 
and Jane Welle (London and New York: Routledge, 2009).  

46 Seale reports that, “the price of basic foods was cut by 15 per cent. The hated security police were purged 
and curbed, while responsibility for dealing with a number of crimes was transferred from the army to the police. 
Detention orders and many confiscation orders of property were revoked. Restrictions on travel and trade with 
Lebanon were lifted, restoring to Syrians their natural space. Assurances were given to the private sector, and exiles 
and immigrants were encouraged to bring home their money and their skills.” Seale, 171. 
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ambition to create a pluralist society or to return to the chaotic democracy of 1955-8 which had 
brought Syria to the brink of disintegration. Rather he wished to mobilize Syrian energies for the 
battles ahead, seeking a national consensus cemented in his leadership.”47  

Although Asad continued to rule in the name of the Baʿth party, he built in the following 
years a cult of personality in which he was projected as the country’s idealized, heroic president. 
In other words, the nation was now constructed around an omnipresent and omniscient leader. The 
state’s official discourse, backed, as will be demonstrated later, by extreme corporatism, presented 
Asad as the “father,” the “combatant,” the “first teacher,” the “eternal leader,” and the “hero of the 
people.” Photographs, religious iconography, and historical events and figures were all mobilized 
in order to place the leader at the very center of the national narrative. Every Syrian had to serve 
Asad’s cult with whatever talent they had. Poets, university professors, novelists, dramatists and 
artists were required to help maintain the cult by producing and reproducing its rhetoric. The state 
completely controlled the symbolic world in order to manage systems of signification, and every 
Syrian, even children, became fluent in the symbolic vocabulary of the Syrian state.  

In Asad’s Syria (sūriyyah al-Asad), as the country was often referred to in the official 
discourse, the eternal leader became the center of the national narrative, and the cornerstone in the 
process of nation building. It was to him that citizens were loyal, and through him that they bonded, 
for he now embodied and represented the nation-state. In her study of Asad’s cult, Lisa Wedeen 
emphasizes the crucial role that cults of personality play in the process of nation building: 

In the postcolonial context, where regimes are often forced to build an effective state and 
enforce their dominance while cultivating a sense of national identification, political cults, 
in particular, may serve to redefine the terms of national membership by both occasioning 
the enforcement of compliance and also generating the shared experience of that 
compliance … Cults may also contribute to nation-state building by helping to territorialize 
official politics. It is generally within the boundaries of the nation-state that people from 
the Syrian capital and its hinterlands, for example, are exposed to countless photographs 
of Asad and are expected to chant the slogans and listen to the panegyrics lauding the 
president's accomplishments. National membership is expressed through people's facility 
with the vocabulary and the regime's ability to reproduce the symbolism of Asad's rule. 
The nation-state, in this sense, extends as far as the cult does.48 

Following the work of contemporary scholars of political science who have adapted Freud’s 
conception of the “family romance” to suggest that political rhetoric can be inspired by familial 
structures, Wedeen further suggests that Asad’s cult personifies power by situating it within the 
gendered and generational constructions of patriarchal family life. “Asad’s role as national 
patriarch,” Wedeen explains, “positions him symbolically as the dominant figure in the 
hierarchical national community; citizen-children owe him their obedience.”49  

Constructing a secular, and homogeneous Syria in which the eternal leader was of central 
importance also involved controlling and molding the different interpretations of the country’s 
contemporary history and politics. Some contemporary historical moments were glorified and 

 
47 Ibid., 172. 
48 Lisa Wedeen, Ambiguities of Domination: Politics, Rhetoric, and Symbols in Contemporary Syria 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 157. 
49 Ibid., 51. 
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groomed to boost the image of a nation built around its leader, while others were suppressed to 
virtual nonexistence. Following the 1973 War with Israel, the official Syrian narrative rendered 
Asad as modern day Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn al-Ayyūbī50 and as the national father who substituted for 
biological fathers killed in battle. As for literary production, novels, stories, and plays celebrating 
the victory flooded the market, while many others with the slightest reference to casualties were 
granted neither publishing nor distribution rights. For example, the censorship department rejected 
two novels by Nabīl Sulaymān; Jaramātī (Proper Name, 1977) and al-Misallah (The Obelisk, 
1978), because they mentioned the impact that the war left on people’s lives. Although Sulaymān 
managed to publish his novels in other countries, the Syrian government banned their distribution 
within the Syrian market.51 The bloody conflict between the Syrian regime and the Muslim 
Brotherhood is perhaps the most striking example of the regime’s suppressing of memory. As will 
be discussed in detail in the next chapters, despite the intensity of the traumatic events and the 
massacres that the country witnessed, the public and literary discourses were engulfed in sheer 
silence, and the Syrian regime allowed one and only narrative, insisting that no massacres against 
civilians had taken place, but rather that a few terrorists had been eliminated.  
 

Monopolizing the Cultural Field 

 
Journalists, intellectuals, and broadcasters have fought against the reactionary 
imperialist campaign. They never hesitated and constantly exposed its goals. For 
that, they deserve our appreciation. 52 

           Hafiz al-Asad 
The decades-long endurance of the authoritarian Baʿthist regime and of Hafiz al-Asad 

himself was striking to many of the country’s observers. Many scholars of contemporary Syria 
have paid much attention to how the populist authoritarian regime of Asad achieved and 
maintained its power, not only in the face of local challenges but also during a period of history in 
which populism had declined and similar authoritarian regimes had yielded to more popular 
systems of rule. In addition to the regime’s systematic coercive practices, adaptive capacities,53 

 
50 Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn al-Ayyūbī, who led the Muslim military campaign against the Crusades, is an example of how 

Asad and the Baʿth party appropriated history in service of Asad’s cult. As Wedeen reports, in Asad’s 1991 referendum 
campaign, a poster with the caption “min Ḥiṭṭīn ilā Tishrīn” (From the Ḥiṭṭīn Battle to October Battle) was widely 
distributed. The poster identifies Asad’s October 1973 War with Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn’s legendary military victory in the battle 
of Ḥiṭṭīn. Interestingly, although Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn was elevated to the level of a national symbol, no mention was ever 
made of his Kurdish origin. Wedeen, 3. 

51 For more details and examples, see “Malaf ʿan al-raqābah fī Sūriyyah,” al-Ādāb, vol. 50, n. 7-8, 2002. 
52 Musṭafā Ṭlās, ed. Kadhālika qāla al-Asad (Thus Spoke al-Asad) (Damascus: Dār Ṭlās, 2001), 346. 

Kadhālika qāla al-Asad, whose title invokes Friedrich Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra and which compiles a 
collection of Syrian president Hafiz al-Asad’s sayings, was published by Musṭafā Ṭlās, Syria’s Minister of Defense 
from 1972 to 2004 and the owner of a Dār Ṭlās publishing house, an important patron of Syrian literature. 

53 Steven Heydemann and Reinoud Leenders define the regime in Syria in terms of what they call 
recombinant authoritarianism, that is systems of rule that possess the capacities to re-order and reconfigure instruments 
and strategies of governance to reshape and recombine existing institutional, discursive, and regulatory arrangements 
in order to create recognizable but nonetheless distinctive solutions to shifting configurations of challenges. Steven 
Heydemann and Reinoud Leenders, “Authoritarian Governance in Syria and Iran: Challenged, Reconfiguring and 
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and sectarian character, which provided it with a high degree of internal coherence and stability, 
scholars have emphasized the role of authoritarian corporatism in producing compliance and 
obedience.54  

Authoritarian corporatism was established through both coercion as well as inclusionary 
and exclusionary strategies, introducing an authority that extended to every sphere in Syria, both 
public and private, and both social and personal. As Annette Büchs explains, the Syrian regime 
attained obedience and conformity through what she terms a “tacit pact.”  

With regard to “material” forms of power, this pact is a political pact in which 
political voice is traded for economic rewards, that is, in which the weaker party is 
economically included but politically excluded. With regard to “ideational” forms 
of power, this pact is a “frame” that is internalized through interpellation and a 
specific process constituted of fear, cynicism, and disciplinary effects and is 
mediated through a transformed concept of patriarchy. In both instances, however, 
the “tacit pact” is between unequal parties, and the weaker party is under constant 
threat of exclusion and/or violence in the case of noncompliance.55 

Aspects of the “tacit pact” were reflected in the cultural field through the creation of an 
undifferentiated patronage system that was not only concerned with repressing dissident voices 
and alternative cultures, but also with promoting a national discourse and a national identity of its 
own. André Lefevere, the Russian formalist theorist, defines literature as “one of the systems that 
constitute the complex ‘system of systems’ known as culture.”56 It is a “contrived” system, 
Lefevere writes, “because it consists both of texts (objects) and human agents who read, write, and 
rewrite texts.”57 The borders between these systems are porous, allowing them to interact and 
influence each other within the logic of the culture to which they belong. Literature as a system, 
Lefevere further explains, is controlled by two factors: “the first belongs squarely within the 
literary system and controls it from the inside within the parameters set by the second factor.”58 
The former is what Lefevere calls “the professionals.” Those are critics, reviewers, teachers, and 
translators, who define what literature is, or what it is allowed to be, and play a major role in the 
process of inclusion and exclusion of the canon formation. While they repress some literary works, 
they rewrite others until they are deemed acceptable.  

The second factor, “patronage,” operates from outside the literary field. Lefevere 
understands patronage as “the powers (persons, institutions) that can further or hinder the reading, 

 
Resilient,” in Middle East Authoritarianisms: Governance, Contestation, and Regime Resilience in Syria and Iran, 
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54 See Volker Perthes, The Political Economy of Syria under Asad (London, New York: I. B. Tauris, 1996); 
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writing, and rewriting of literature.”59 In that light, patronage can be categorized as differentiated 
or undifferentiated. 

Patronage is undifferentiated when its three components, the ideological, the 
economic, and the status components, are all dispensed by one and the same patron 
… Patronage is differentiated, on the other hand, when economic success is 
relatively independent of ideological factors … In systems with undifferentiated 
patronage, the patron’s efforts will primarily be directed at preserving the stability 
of the social system as a whole, and the literary production that is accepted and 
actively promoted within the social system will have to further that aim or, at the 
very least, not actively oppose ‘the authoritative myths of a given cultural 
formation.’60 

Since undifferentiated patronage attempts to monopolize all different cultural spheres and to 
promote only system-preserving activities, any novelty is considered to be suspicious. 
Additionally, as Theo Hermans points out, “the relationship between a system and its environment 
is asymmetrical if only because a system, however complex, is always less complex than its 
environment.”61 Thus, undifferentiated patronage attempts to maintain its power through the 
preservation of intra-systemic identity, controlling the production and importation of dissident 
elements, or at least reinterpreting them in terms of the system’s dominant norms. It aims to 
maintain the canon as stable and hierarchically structured, and the main function of norms in this 
mechanism is to reduce the complexity of the system. 

For the ruling Baʿth party, culture was a fundamental concern. The constitution, which the 
party adopted in 1947, stated that in order to create a progressive and humanist national Arab 
culture, it was the responsibility of the state to protect and encourage intellectuals in a climate of 
freedom of speech, publication, and gathering. These major principles were solidified in the sixties 
with proactive policies in favor of education and culture, and many measures were taken to fight 
illiteracy, and promote education and cultural production. However, the party had a very particular 
view of what trajectory cultural production should take. In order to shape the country’s cultural 
production in line with its own vision and agenda, the ruling party assigned itself as the only power 
authorized to lead the cultural field. This power, as Michel Foucault suggests, is not only 
repressive, but also productive, for “[w]hat makes power hold good, what makes it accepted is 
simply the fact that it does not only weigh on us as a force that says no, but that it traverses and 
produces things, it induces pleasures, forms knowledge, produces discourse.”62  

In order to control the cultural field, the Baʿth implemented many complex mechanisms 
including monopolizing and regulating the cultural field, silencing dissident voices, and promoting 
conformist voices that would reproduce its discourse. It launched an extreme form of state 
corporatism in which all institutions involved in cultural production, including publishing and 
broadcast, were state-owned and run. State corporatism did not only integrate workers into the 
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larger society, but also subordinated and harnessed them to the ambitions of the party and the state. 
The state monopoly also included broadcasting and film production—private broadcasting was 
forbidden, and according to Syrian law, the objectives of the state broadcasting organization were 
to contribute to public guidance, raise cultural, social and moral standards, and strengthen national 
emotions and social cohesion, among other things.63  

As for printed material, two major ministries in Syria combined the roles of publisher and 
censor, the Ministry of Information and the Ministry of Culture and National Guidance. The 
Ministry of Information was in control, for example, of the country’s press, which under Hafiz al-
Asad included three daily newspapers and their weekly issues in addition to the Syrian Arab News 
Agency, whose board of directors was chaired by the Minister of Information or his deputy. In its 
1998 report on media and censorship in Syria, the International Center against Censorship remarks 
that the purpose of the Ministry of Information was to publish newspapers, magazines, books and 
other items that would promote national socialist awareness among the masses and to absorb most 
writers and workers in the fields of journalism, literature, authorship and translation.64 Aspiring 
publishers were required to apply for a permit from the General Administration for News and 
Publicity within the Ministry of Information. Further, Article 13 of the General Law on Printed 
Matter obliges any trader importing regular foreign publications to deposit two copies of each issue 
with the General Administration. Article 14 entitles the Prime Minister, at the suggestion of either 
the Minister of the Interior or of Information, to prevent the circulation of foreign publications if 
they are deemed to be detrimental to national autonomy or security, or to contravene public 
morals.65 

Controlling the cultural field in Syria also included silencing opposing voices. The Penal 
Code and the General Law on Printed Matter list violations that can be committed through either 
speaking or publishing, and “some articles in these laws are worded in such a way that references 
to ‘conspiracy’ and ‘incomplete acts’ could even be construed to cover thinking out loud or reading 
banned materials.”66 On top of these laws, the State of Emergency Law imposed blanket 
censorship on communication of all kinds. The law, which had been activated in 1962 by the 
authorities under threat of war with Israel, was reinforced in 1963 by Legislative Decree No.6,67 
which criminalized any expression that would threaten the country’s national security and any 
opposition to the aims of the Baʿth’s March revolution (ahdāf al-thawrah).68 This blanket ban on 
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Article 3(a) refers to acts that are considered contrary to the implementation of the socialist system in the state, whether 
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68 In the party’s rhetoric, the March 8th Revolution refers to the Baʿth’s 1963 coup d’état. The distinction 
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opposing the aims of the revolution closed the door in the face of any attempt, not only to criticize 
the party’s actions and ideologies, but also to imagine a Syrian history, identity, or community in 
terms different from those set by the official discourse.  
 In order to keep the cultural field in check, a complex culture of censorship was created. 
All printed material, published locally or imported for distribution, had to be approved by the 
Ministry of Information or the Ministry of Culture before being released to the public. 
Additionally, all state-affiliated publishing venues, such as the Arab Writers’ Union, had their own 
reviewing processes, which played by the state’s rules.69 Censorship bodies did not always reject 
works, but they also took the liberty to rewrite them. In many cases, works would be approved, 
but after changes were made, or whole parts were omitted.  

In 2002, the well-respected Lebanese literary magazine al-Ādāb, published a special issue 
entirely dedicated to censorship in Syria. The timing and the circumstances surrounding the 
publishing of the issue are important because they expose the many mechanisms that govern the 
cultural field, not only in Syria but in the Arab world in general. In his introductory piece, the 
Lebanese literary critic and the magazine’s Editor-in-Chief, Samāḥ Idrīs revealed that al-Ādāb 
magazine had been struggling financially and announced that this was the last issue to be published 
as a hard copy. He also announced that the reporting on censorship in Syria was to be followed by 
new reportings on different Arab countries in the forthcoming online-only version of the magazine, 
hinting to the power that the advent of the internet had given to dissident voices. 

The brave move by the magazine to tackle the critical question of censorship and, therefore, 
to risk that the issue would most likely be banned in many Arab countries came when the magazine 
had nothing more to lose. In his sarcastic and bitter note as Editor-in-Chief, titled ʿAzīzī al-sayyid 
al-raqīb (Dear Mr. Censor), Idrīs exposes the power dynamics that govern the content of literary 
magazines all around the Arab world. Although the censoring bodies in an individual Arab country 
cannot directly impact the content of a magazine published somewhere else, these bodies leverage 
the power of the market to teach any magazine that crosses the lines a lesson by simply prohibiting 
the magazine from entering the country, thereby harming its sales and jeopardizing its future. 

 فرعتأ .نادلبلا دحأ يف فلتأ يضاملا ددعلا .بیجُی نم لاو ،نیماع ذنم خرصنو ،ةرساخو ،ةلقتسم ةلجم نحن
 ةیویح سكعت يتلا ،تارھاظتلاب اوحمس .نیطسلف بعشلً اراصتنا ةیبرعلا تارھاظتلا نع فلم ھیف ناك ؟دلب يأ
 اھنمث انعمج !الله كلإ لفاغ ای ةخسن ةئمسمخب اومرو ،ددعلا اوعنم مھنكلو ،ةضبانلا ھتبورعو رھاظتملا بعشلا
 اذھ ركذی لا ھنا عم ىرخأ ةخسن ةئمسمخب اومرو ،رخآ دلب يف هوفلتأ ھلبق يذلا ددعلاو .ملعت ول ً،ارلاودً ارلاود
 ،اللهو" :تلاق مث ةھرب تتكس ،ببسلا نع اھتلأس نیح ،ةراصبلا ةمطافو .دیعب نم لاو بیرق نم لا ةملكب دلبلا
 70".يش نم يش مھفأ تلطب ،ينبا ای

We are a failing independent magazine. We have been screaming for two years, but 
it has all been in vain. Our last issue was destroyed in an Arab country. Do you 
know which one? The issue contained a report on the demonstrations that took place 
in that country in support of the Palestinian people. The regime allowed the 
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demonstrations, because they reflected the vitality of the people and their vibrant 
pan-Arabism, but banned our issue and discarded 500 copies, the cost of which we 
had collected with great effort. The previous issue was also destroyed in another 
country. Another 500 copies were thrown away then too, although the issue did not 
mention that country at all. When I asked Fāṭimah, the fortune teller, about the 
reason, she went silent for a little while and then said: “Oh, son. I’ve stopped trying 
to make sense of it all.” 

The timing of the issue is also very significant when read within the political and cultural 
atmosphere in Syria at the time, as Hafiz al-Asad had died and his young son Bashar had succeeded 
him. In addition to excerpts from banned literary works, the issue included testimonies by twenty 
Syrian novelists, poets, and dramatists on how censorship had affected their works and their lives. 
Their experiences ranged from the censor rejecting or altering their works to reporting them to the 
authorities, which was frequently followed by interrogation and sometimes imprisonment. The 
fearlessness of the twenty authors, most of whom resided in Syria at the time, testifies to the 
changes that took place in the country around the unfolding of the twenty-first century and to the 
empowerment felt by many within the Syrian cultural field.71 In his Note from the Editor-in-Chief, 
Idrīs also hints to Bashar al-Asad’s then recent promises of a comprehensive reform movement 
and his vision for a new, inclusive Syria that invites participation by all. He writes: “what will you 
do with this issue? Will you throw the work of the best of Syria’s writers in the garbage? Or will 
you be strong and decide that letting this issue into the county will prove to everybody that Syria 
is tolerant enough to embrace all her children?”72 

In 1990, a Human Rights Watch report pointed out that censors in Syria typically work 
with an ‘understanding,’ as there were rarely any written guidelines.73 The personal stories and 
experiences published in the issue showed that nothing changed in the following decade and that 
the extremely strict culture of censorship continued to lack any organizing logic and to follow no 
clearly defined standards. The issue included an interview with the Syrian intellectual and 
politician, Anṭūn Maqdisī, who, between 1965 and 2000, served as the Director of the Office of 
Writing and Translation Affairs in the Ministry of Culture, one of the bodies to whom all printed 
works are submitted in order to obtain publishing permits. In this interview, Maqdisī painted a 
picture of how censorship operated in Syria.74  

 
71 As Mundhir al-Maṣrī reports, the issue was very popular in Syria. The demand was much higher than the 

number of the copies available in the market, and many book stores sold xeroxed copies for the same price as the 
original magazine. Many Syrian writers, including some of those who contributed to the dossier, later criticized the 
issue. The Syrian poet Mundhir al-Maṣrī, for example, found Idrīs’s note very apologetic. However, al-Maṣrī admitted 
that Idrīs’s approach worked, and the Syrian authorities allowed the distribution of the issue in the country in an 
attempt to prove that the new Syria under its new leader was different from the one that had existed under his father’s 
rule. The Lebanese poet Bilāl Khubayz also pointed out that the testimonies were personal and that the dossier lacked 
studies that objectively unpacked the logic behind the system of censorship in Syria. Ironically, as Mundhir al-Maṣrī 
claims, his poem that had been banned in Syria and was supposed to be published in the issue did not make it to the 
final draft because of its overtly sexual references. See Mundhir al-Maṣrī, “Raqābah fī malaff majallat al-Ādāb ʿan 
al-raqābah” (Censorship in the al-Ādāb Magazine’s Dossier on Censorship), al-Ḥiwār al-Mutamaddin, 4/12/2003 
http://www.m.ahewar.org/s.asp?aid=12253&r=0 
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74 In August 2000, Anṭūn Maqdisī published in the al-Ḥayāh newspaper an open letter to Bashar al-Asad. 

Reflecting the growing calls for democratization that swept the country at the time, Maqdisī demanded comprehensive 
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 دعاوقو .بتكلا يف وأ ةیلیكشتلا نونفلا يف وأ امنیسلا يف ءاوس ،اھجاتنإ لك بقارت يتلا يھ ةفاقثلا ةرازو 
 ةرازولا تملتسا نأ دعب ةصاخ ةروصب تعضو ةنیعم ةطخ ةیریدملا يف انل تناك دقل .ةفورعم ھبش ةباقرلا
 انعضوو .ةمجرتلا يف وا فیلأتلا يف اھیدھ ىلع ریسن ئدابم ضعب ىلع اھعم انقفتا دقف ،راطعلا حاجن ةروتكدلا

 ؟ةیخیراتلا ةلحرملا هذھل بیجتسن فیك ؟ةمجرتلاو فیلأتلا ةیریدم نم بولطملا ام :ةیلاتلا ةلئسلأا جلاعت ةطخ
 75؟يبرعلا ئراقلا وھ نم ؟يبرعلا ئراقلا ھبلطی يذلا ام

The Ministry of Culture monitors all of our department’s production. This applied 
to books, cinema, and fine arts. The rules of censorship were sort-of known. After 
the Minister of Culture, Najāḥ al-ʿAttār, was appointed, we agreed with her on some 
guiding principles. Those principles answered the following questions: What is 
required and expected from the Office of Writing and Translation Affairs? How do 
we respond to the historical moment in which we live? What is the Arab reader 
looking for? Who is the Arab reader? 

Although Maqdisī revealed in his interview some of the inconsistencies and the contradictions 
within the system of censorship in Syria, his responses showed a strong belief that the role he had 
played as censor was extremely critical to the destiny of the nation. He even went further to paint 
censorship as a heroic act: 

 رخآ كانھو ً،اروف ھبحاص ىلإ هدیعأً لاثم طوطخم كانھ .مجرتملا وأ فلؤملا اھزواجتی لا دعاوق يدنع انأ
 انأف ً.ایجولویدیأ ھیلع رابغ لا ھنا ينعی كلذف ،ھیلع ةنجللا قفاوت نأ دعبو ھنم دكأتنل ةعبرأ وأ ءارق ةثلاث هأرقی
 كانھف .بازحلأاب تلغتشاو يدلب ةحلصم فرعأ يننأ ىلإ ةفاضإ .دیری لا اذامو ثعبلا بزح دیری اذام فرعأ
 76".مدلاو محللاب" ریصیو ةبرجتلاب ھكردت ام

For me, there are some lines that no writer or translator should cross. Some 
manuscripts, for example, I would reject without thinking twice. Others I would 
have three or four readers go over. When the whole committee approves a work, it 
means that it is absolutely ideologically appropriate. I know what what the Baʿth 
party wants and what it does not want. Additionally, I know what is best for my 
country and I served for a long time in politics. There are things that one learns by 
experience, and they eventually become intuitive. 

The State of Emergency Law put all other laws in the country on hold, and resulted in the 
evaporation of any standard for what was permitted or prohibited. The standard became the 
personal mood of the publishing authority. The only choice for writers, the Syrian critic Ḥassān 
ʿAbbās points out, was to experiment in order to figure out what the red lines were, which by itself 
was a serious and dangerous practice.77 The absence of clear guidelines meant that even the most 
careful writer could get in trouble for unintentionally crossing a line that only existed in the minds 
of the regime’s strong figures. Many works would pass the filters of the censors, only to be pulled 
out of the market later because some official found it inappropriate. 

 
reform. Maqdisī suggested that the status of the Syrian people should be changed from one of subjects (raʿiyyah) to 
one of citizens (muwāṭinūn). The official response was firm, and Maqdisī’s contract with the Ministry of Culture was 
immediately terminated. See Allan George, Syria neither Bread nor Freedom (London and New York: Zed Book, 
2003), 36. For the original text of the letter see al-Ḥayāh, August 14, 2000. 

75 Anṭūn Maqdisī, “Muqābalah maʿ Anṭūn Maqdisī ʿan al-raqābah,” al-Ādāb, vol. 50 , n. 7-8, 2002, 71. 
76 Ibid., 72. 
77 Ḥassān ʿAbbās, “Al-Ṣaḥāfah wa’l-raqābah fī sūriyyah,” al-Ādāb, vol. 50, n. 7-8, 2002, 58. 
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This vague but strict system led Syrian writers to become their own harshest censors. In 
his testimony, Ḥassān ʿAbbās speaks of three different types of censorship: preventative, punitive, 
and self-censorship. ʿAbbās suggests that self-censorship is the most dangerous type, as it blurs 
the line between freedom and limitations and between agency and impotence, since “in this case, 
censorship does not come from a coercive, external, organizing power, but rather from the writer’s 
super-ego. It is as if the writer conducts [self-censorship] in complete free will.”78 However, the 
boundary between direct censorship and self-censorship in Syria is very fuzzy. It is even 
questionable whether this process should be called self-censorship or just plain censorship, taking 
into consideration that crossing a red line might lead to the arrest or exile of the writer. The writer 
and translator Mīshel Kīlū sarcastically addresses the allusion of agency that “self-censorship” 
carries:  

 ھبلاطی نأ نود نمو اھبً اعنتقم نوكی نأ نود نم اھنع عفادی ،ھل تسیل راكفأ ينبت يفً ارذح نوكی نأ عیطتسی
 ىلع "قفاو" ،كلذك امھنأ فرعی نیتضقانتم نیتركف نع عافدلا يفً ارح نوكی نأ ردقی امك ... كلذب دحأ
 ىلعأ ةذفان ةھج نم اھعمس ھنلأ ،اھل ةسكاعملا ،ىرخلأا ىلع قفاو مث ،ام ةذفان ةھج نم اھعمس ھنلأ امھادحإ
 ھسفن فاعتً اعضو ىری نأك ،ھئارق ىلع بذكللً ادیھمت ھسفن ىلع بذكی نأ يف كلذك رح وھو .ىلولأا نم
 79.اھضیقن وھ يمھو ملاع ىلإ قئاقحلا نعً ازفاق ... ةیحئادم ةفلزتم ةغلب ھلك اذھ نع بتكی ھنكل ... ھبویع

[The Writer] freely adopts the views of [the authorities]. He defends those views 
without believing in them, but also without anyone asking him to do so. He freely 
and knowingly defends two contradicting views, as he adopts the view of one high 
official, only to change his mind when a higher official suggests another view. He 
also freely lies to himself so he can lie to his readers. He sees disgusting reality … 
but freely praises it, creating an illusory world that is the exact opposite of reality.  

Building on the work of Michel Foucault and Pierre Bourdieu, scholars find self-censorship more 
significant than overt, formal repression. They emphasize that in systems where self-censorship 
dominates, what can and cannot be said is intentionally not made clear. In repressive states, 
uncertainty is deliberately cultivated to keep writers alert and to give the authorities maximum 
latitude to intervene whenever they want. In an article on New Censorship Theory, Matthew Bunn 
suggests that self-censorship is repressive states’ preferred mode of control, while direct 
censorship is their back-up contingency plan. That is because repressive states work primarily on 
“the production of speech, not its distribution.”80 Bunn further suggests that constant intervention 
of external censors to curtail speech “reflects a failure of censorship in a broader sense, the failure 
to induce the kind of self-censorship that constitutes a more effective system.”81 Additionally, as 
studies of censorship under repressive regimes remind us, the line between self-censorship and 
conformism is very thin. In their study of censorship in Russian media, Elisabeth Schimpfossl and 
Ilya Yablokov suggest that habitual self-censorship slips into conformism, which “can mean both 
opportunism and routinized willingness to accept unquestioningly the usual practices or standards, 
which were originally imposed through coercion. The latter case was typical for the Soviet Union; 

 
78 Ibid., 56. 
79 Mīshel Kīlū, “Taktubūn mā turīdūn wa nanshur mā nashāʾ,” al-Ādāb, vol. 50, n. 7-8, 2002, 89. 
80 Matthew Bunn, “Reimagining Repression: New Censorship Theory and After,” History and Theory 54 

(February 2015), 38. 
81 Ibid. 
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first, coercion forced reporters and public activists to suppress their thoughts, which, later, became 
the silently accepted norm of behavior to get by without trouble.”82 

In Syria, self-censorship was neither an easy nor a clear process, as its parameters had to 
frequently change in accordance with the state’s changing policies. Artists and writers had to 
constantly follow, understand, and internalize the state’s changing vision and agenda in order to 
protect themselves from severe consequences. Sex, religion, and politics, or the forbidden trinity 
(al-thālūth al-muḥarram) as Syrian intellectuals call them, have always been the ultimate taboos, 
not only in Syria but across the Arab world. However, the authorities’ rigorism in regard to these 
taboos was constantly changing. As the movie director and critic Fāḍil al-Kawākibī points out, 

ً احاتفنا تدھش ١٩٧٤ ىلإ ١٩٧١ نم ةلحرملاف .ففختو ددشت لحارمبً امومع ایروس يف امنیسلا ةباقر ترم
 صخی امیفً اددشت تدھش دقف ١٩٧٧ ىلإ ١٩٧٥ نم ةلحرملا امأ .سنجلا ةصاخو ،ثولاثلا تایوتسم ىلعُ ایبسن
 .سنجلا صخی ام يف حاتفنلاا رارمتسا عم -ھنم ةیراسیلاب يحوی ام ةصاخ - يجولویدیلأا يركفلا نومضملا
 لصو دعاصتم ددشت لباقم يركفلا ھجوتلا ایاضق يف يبسن حماست ١٩٧٧ ماع ذنم أدب ،ةقرافملل ایو ،نكلو
 ةحضاو ةلواحم ىلإ ددشتلا اذھ دوعیو .سنجلا ایاضق يف تاینیعستلا لئاوأو تاینینامثلا فصتنم يف ھتورذ ىلإ
 83ً.ایركفوً ایعامتجا رشتنملا يلوصلأا جازملا ةلامتساو ةاراجمل

the cultural field witnessed a relative openness between 1971 and 1974, especially 
in regard to sex and sensual scenes. While tolerating sex continued for a while, 
censorship was very strict between 1975 and 1977 in regard to ideological and 
political content, especially leftist views. Ironically, beginning in 1977, the 
authorities showed increasing stringency towards sensual content that reached a 
peak in the mid-eighties and early nineties, in a clear attempt to contain and please 
the traditionalist mode that was spreading in society. 

To control the cultural field, the party did not only rely on silencing opposing voices and visions, 
but also on building a conformist literary establishment that promoted its agendas. As a general 
rule, Human Rights Watch reported in 1991, “no private organization can exist without an 
important, if not dominant, Baʿth presence.”84 All popular organizations (munaẓẓamāt shaʿbiyyah) 
and professional associations (niqābāt mihaniyyah) such as unions, associations, clubs, and 
syndicates were tied to the government with members of the Baʿth party in leading positions. These 
popular organizations, whose membership by the early 1970s included as much as one third of the 
population, aimed to mobilize the masses, build a Baʿthist society, and unite the people with the 
leadership.  

The state’s sponsorship of publication, distribution, translation, and literary prizes provided 
conformist voices with both status and financial stability. As early as 1966 the Ministry of Culture 
organized its first national literary competition, and the first prize for a Syrian novel was granted 
to Fāris Zarzūr for his novel titled Lan tasquṭ al-madīnah (The City Will Not Fall). The novel, 
which had been published in episodes in 1960 in regional newspapers, is a perfect example of the 
principles of socialist realism promoted by the ruling party. Set between 1918 and 1920, the novel 

 
82 Elisabeth Schimpfossl and Ilya Yablokov, “Coercion or Conformism? Censorship and Self- Censorship 
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Democratization, Jan 2014, 297. 

83 Fāḍil al-Kawākibī, “al-Raqābah al-sūriyyah ʿalā al-sīnamā wa’l-drāmā al-tilfizyūniyyah,” al-Ādāb, vol. 
50, n. 7-8, 2002, 63. 
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chronicles the Battle of Maysalūn fought between the forces of the Arab Kingdom of Syria and 
the French army. In addition to defining a national self against the colonial other, the novel 
uncovers the “reactionary” role played by the bourgeoisie and highlights the successful struggle 
of the masses against imperialist foreign powers. Since then, every year the country witnesses 
dozens of literary festivals and competitions, through which state-friendly voices climb to the top 
of the power hierarchy.  
 The Syrian Arab Writers’ Union,85 with its publishing arm, and its journals and magazines 
is a major channel through which the literary field is controlled and shaped. In addition to the fact 
that the union is state-subsidized, its executive committee is headed by a Baʿthist, and all of its 
twenty-five elected members are screened and approved by the party. The Union, which was 
established in 1969, sponsors writing and translation across all intellectual fields, and publishes a 
variety of books as well as widely-read, weekly magazines that cover different cultural subjects.86 
The legislative decree according to which the Union was established can serve here as fertile 
ground to understand the state of Syrian literary discourse. The Union’s membership is open to 
any Syrian writer who has published one book, “believes in the goals of the Union, and publicly 
declares (yuʿlin) his or her approval of and commitment to the Union’s policies, including all of 
its foundations and principles.”87 Among the goals and principles of the Union is to mobilize 
literary energies in Syria; discover and sponsor literary talents; reaffirm freedom of speech that 
carries Arab-nationalist and progressive message; create a cultural climate that allows creative 
talent to bloom and grow in an atmosphere of responsible freedom; work on making writing a 
career for writers; establish institutions that provide writers with housing, social security, 
healthcare and pensions; raise the spirit of resistance and steadfastness among Arab citizens in the 
face of dangers that threaten Arab presence and attempt to isolate and eliminate its fundamental 
role in the global struggle against colonialism and imperialism; and battle colonialism, 
imperialism, Zionism, and reactionary ideas on cultural, national and political levels.88 

The Union, like all other state educational and intellectual institutions, was, and still is, a 
major employment venue for writers and critics in Syria. The financial dependence of intellectuals 
on the state certainly contributes to keeping them in check, and even turning them into active 
participants in the regime’s propaganda machine. Many icons of Syrian intellectualism were 
employed by the Syrian regime: Ḥannā Mīnah worked at the Ministry of Culture; Walīd Ikhlaṣī 
was a member of the People's Assembly; Mamdūh ʿUdwān worked for the Ministry of 
Information; Colette Khūrī was a consultant for the Ministry of Defense, ‘Abd al-Salām al-ʿUjaylī 
worked for the Ministry of Culture, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Mass 
Media, and there are many other examples. Additionally, institutions such as the Union are major 
venues for novelists, poets, and critics to earn a living by working as readers for the censorship 
committees, since the reader/censor is supposed to have the ability to evaluate literary works not 

 
85 The evolution of the Arab Writers’ Union and the role it played in structuring the modern Syrian literary 

canon will be discussed in detail in chapter II, “The Nation, the Novel, and the Intellectual.”  
86 Today the union publishes the following periodicals: al-Usbūʿ al-Adabī (Literary Week), al-Mawqif al-

Adabī (Literary Position), al-Fikr al-Siyāsī (Political Thought), al-Turāth al-ʿArabī (Arab Heritage), al-Ādāb al-
ʿĀlamiyyah (World Literatures), in addition to novels, poetry collections, stories, plays, and all kinds of studies in the 
field of humanities. The union also sponsors the Damascus Award for the Arabic Novel.  

87 Legislative Decree No. (72), Article 5. The Arab Writers’ Union website: http://www.awu.sy. 
88 Ibid., Article 2. 
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only ideologically and ethically, but also aesthetically. Consequently, “the literary field became a 
site of competition over who could prove to be the ultimate protector of the state’s sovereignty and 
social unity.”89 The use of creative writers in the process of censorship turned it into a closed loop 
system and guaranteed the state that coding techniques, such as symbolism and intertextuality 
were, in many cases, rendered unsuccessful.  

Certainly, despite all the attempts made by authorities to keep the literary field in check, it 
remained a site of contestation and dynamism. However, under Hafiz al-Asad’s rule, the 
intellectuals’ critical position was limited to cautious transgressions that operated within the 
boundaries demarcated by the official rhetoric and did not aim to overturn the whole system. While 
authors and artists used various techniques to pass through the censors’ nets, both the regime and 
those who criticized it had a sense of which lines were not to be crossed.90 Over time writers 
developed a sense of the grey areas where slightly pushing the boundaries was not too dangerous 
and, certainly, of the red lines, the crossing of which had serious consequences. While 
experimenting with topics like sex could lead to censoring some parts of a work but would not 
necessarily stop the final altered version from being published, touching the political system could 
lead to prison or sometimes worse.  
 Published transgressions actually found in the Syrian novel did not always simply slip 
through the cracks of censorship. In reality, the state tolerated a certain level of criticism as another 
way through which it aimed to control the public. Some political scientists argue that tolerated 
criticism under totalitarian regimes preserves their dominance by allowing people to vent their 
frustration, providing just enough release to prevent that frustration from mounting into political 
action.91 This kind of criticism, which is referred to in Arabic as tanfīs (venting), provides people 
with a sense of community, built around a shared experience of injustice. Through these cautious 
transgressions, people are allowed a moment to connect, to feel a part of a group, to enjoy a 
collective decoding of charged texts, and to blow off steam. They then return to living the injustice 
of their daily reality without taking action. Furthermore, since these transgressions follow the 
unspoken guidelines for criticism set forth by the regime itself, they lose their force, and become 
a form of submission to its authority. Wedeen points out, for example, how Syrians under Asad-
the-father were engaged in what she terms a culture of “as if”—they recognized the gap between 
their experiences and the empty claims and promises of the cult, but they continued to act as if 
they believed them.92 In this context, within permitted moments of transgression, people recognize 
and acknowledge their own complicity in the regime’s system, and thus even their protest 
reinforces their own obedience.  

Miriam Cooke, on the other hand, identifies another form of tolerated criticism, one that 
she terms commissioned criticism. Commissioned criticism, Cooke argues, serves the state’s 
efforts to create a democratic façade. “[Commissioned criticism] is not merely the toleration of 
transgressive practices that bridge the cognitive gap between the lies of government 
pronouncements and the reality of everyday life. Rather, it is the regime’s Machiavellian 

 
89 Fawwāz Ḥaddād, “Wijhat naẓar fī raqābat al-kuttāb ʿalā al-kuttāb,” al-Ādāb, 50, n. 7-8, 2002, 95. 
90 For a detailed discussion and examples of these techniques, see chapter II, “The Nation, the Novel, and the 

Intellectual.”  
91 For a detailed discussion see Wedeen, 32-67. 
92 Ibid., 67-87.  
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manipulation of dissidence.”93 Cooke points out that the Ministry of Culture, for example, has 
published socially and politically sensitive works and produced critical films and plays, but it 
always reserved the right to decide when and in which way to use them. Works such as Ghassān 
al-Jabāʿī’s critical short story collection, Aṣābiʿ al-mawz (Banana Fingers, 1995), which was 
written during the nine years he spent in a cell as a political prisoner, was published by the Ministry 
of Culture, but not distributed in the market—“[these works] were sent to remote regional cultural 
centers or Arab book fairs, where they fashioned for foreign consumption the façade of Syrian 
democracy and civil rights.”94  

 

The New Millennium: Cracks in the System 

 
Despite its efforts to isolate the country from the outside world and to keep the cultural 

field in check, local, global, and regional developments in late 1990s and early 2000s forced the 
Syrian regime to slightly shift its ideals and policies, and applied pressure to the established order, 
causing cracks in the country’s literary undifferentiated patronage system. A new generation of 
Syrian writers and intellectuals capitalized on these new changes, as cosmetic as they were. By the 
early 2000s controversial novels and other writings began to surface, openly and directly tackling 
many of the country’s previously considered taboo themes. In the following section, I trace four 
of the developments that, I suggest, enabled critical literary voices in Syria to gain readership and 
momentum. These are the death of Asad-the-father, the rise of his young son to power, the advent 
of technology and the internet, and the emergence of new cultural centers in the Arab world. 

 

From Father to Son 
The winds of change began to reach the state in the early nineties. In addition to the stagnant 

economy and the gradual seclusion of the strong leader due to health issues, the collapse of the 
Soviet Union and its socialist allies in Eastern Europe in the late 1980s and the ensuing 
international and regional reverberations had a great impact on the Syrian public, and on the regime 
itself.95 Moreover, globalization began to encroach upon the isolation that the Syrian regime had 
long viewed as a guarantee of its survival. The global economic, political, and cultural changes 
evoked serious concerns about the sustainability of the Syrian regime, and the discreet political 
critique, which had been limited to the private space within the boundaries of family and close 
friends, began to break into the public sphere.96 It was clear to the regime that change was critically 
needed. 

 
93 Cooke, Dissident Syria, 73.  
94 Ibid., 74. 
95 As Eyal Zisser reports, in the early 1990s, graffiti appeared on Damascus walls with messages such as 

“Asadșescu” and “kul Ceaușescu bijī Yūmah” (Ceaușescu’s day will come”), hinting at the fate of Romania’s ruler, 
Nicolae Ceaușescu, who was deposed and then executed in December 1989. These street sentiments were further 
evidence of the challenge posed to the Syrian regime by the collapse of the Soviet Union. Eyal Zisser. Commanding 
Syria: Bashar al-Asad and the First Years in Power (London and New York: I. B. Tauris, 2007), 13. 

96 For a detailed discussion of the culture of political jokes in Syria, see Wedeen, 87-142. 
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In order to create a sense of political openness the Syrian regime, Miriam Cooke remarks, 
“launched into a contradictory project: fashioning a façade of freedom and democracy even while 
tightening its hold over the public sphere, particularly over cultural production.”97 Over the first 
half of the 1990s, cosmetic changes were implemented—though very limited, and though it did 
not reflect a comprehensive reformist vision, a policy of tentative economic and political openness 
was adopted.98 While the cornerstones of the system continued to be a red line, the new economic 
policies and some of the system’s defects became open areas for discussion and debate.99 
Additionally, as David W. Lesch reports, in the wake of the 1991 Gulf war and Syria’s involvement 
in the Madrid peace process with Israel, the country’s human rights record relatively improved. 
“The end of the Cold War, combined with serious participation in war and peace on the side of the 
west, meant that Syria’s judicial and human rights records needed to be cleaned up in order to 
attract the type of foreign investment and international Goodwill that Hafez was seeking.”100 
Despite these moves, and despite the hopes for more effective changes, “a glance at Syria at the 
end of Asad-the-father’s era,” Zisser asserts, “reveals a state at an impasse, having lost its direction 
and facing growing social strains that threatened to bring about the collapse of the socioeconomic 
order and possibly the political one as well.”101 

Whereas Hafiz al-Asad’s presence helped, to an extent, maintain the stability of his regime, 
his death in June 2000 resulted in a significant disruption of the status quo. On the one hand, it 
created a wave of uncertainty within the country’s powerful circles over the future of the Syrian 
regime. On the other hand, the death of the country’s eternal leader disrupted the notion of forever, 
which was strongly imbedded in the consciousness of the Syrian people, marking the first crack in 
the culture of fear that had controlled them for decades. As the Syrian critic Ṣubhī Ḥadīdī puts it, 
“People felt: The strong man is dead. Now we have a chance.”102 In an article published on the  
tenth anniversary of Asad’s death, the Syrian novelist Fādī ʿAzzām reflected on the shock, 
confusion, and excitement that engulfed people with Asad’s death: 

 رظتنأ انأو يریتسھ ءاكب ةجوم يف اتطرخنا ناتلیمز .نومیللا ضماح رصتعت هوجوب اورمّست بابش ةثلاث
 نإ ھغلبأ انأو يدركلا يقیدص لاق .يحرف ھل نلعلأ دیحولا قوثوملا وھف ،ھتلباقم نم يھتنیل يدركلا يقیدص
 خرص ... يروسلا نویزفلتلا ربخلا عاذأ تلق ؟دكأتم تنأ :نیلصاوتم نیقیھش ذخأ نأ دعب تام دسأ ظفاح
ً اكحاض ترجفنا ً.ایفرح يدركلا يقیدص اھلاق معن ".ةیخیراتلا ةظحللا" تءاج دقل أدھإ :يل لاق ً.احرف انقناعتو
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 رظتنی دراب فوخب ناردجلا فلخ نم زتھت تاكحضب ةمھجتم ةتماص تیقب ،ھعم بھذت مل ماشلا تدقفت ...
 103.ةدحاو ةخرص وأ ةدحاو ةلمج

 [At work], three young men froze with extremely pale faces; two female colleagues 
were hysterically crying; and I was waiting for my Kurdish friend to finish his 
interview—he was the only one that I trusted enough to share my happiness with. 
When I informed him that Hafiz al-Asad had died, he took two long breaths, before 
asking: “Are you positive?” “The Syrian TV announced it,” I said … He screamed 
and we hugged happily. “This is a historical moment,” he said. Yes, he literally said 
so, as I exploded with laughter … Damascus did not die with [Asad]. It was there, 
silent and gloomy on the surface, but the laughs were vibrating behind the walls. 
The cold fear was waiting for only one sentence or one cry to crumble. 

In July of 2000, one month after Hafiz al-Asad’s death, president Bashar al-Asad inherited his 
father’s regime.104 Widely considered an advocate of modernization and technology, and the 
driving force behind much of the changes that took place in the late 1990s, the new president was 
met with genuine enthusiasm among those intellectuals who had longed for change in Syria, 
especially because he had also cultivated a collaborative relationship with reformist intellectuals 
when he, under his father’s rule, served as chairman of the Syrian Computer Society. Aware of the 
many hardships the country was facing, which had given rise to fears for the stability of the 
political regime, Bashar presented upon his arrival to power a set of reforms. Additionally, keen 
on improving the image of the Syrian regime abroad and at home, and on presenting himself as 
the progressive reformer and the cultural vanguard that would lead Syria into the twenty-first 
century, he did not limit himself to the social and economic spheres, but also made it clear that he 
was unhappy with the political repression of the opposition.  

His inaugural speech to the nation on July 17, 2000, bolstered people’s hopes, as he 
presented a vision for a new, inclusive Syria that invites participation by all. He made broad 
promises about reform, transparency, and accountability, and called for creative input in the 
political process. 

 روحملا .ةیساسأ رواحم ةثلاث ىلع تقولا سفنبو يزاوتلاب كرحتن نأ ھیغتبن ام ىلإ لوصولا لجأ نم انیلع
 فدھب وأ ةنھارلا انبعاصمو انتلكشم لح فدھب ءاوس ،ةفاك تلااجملا يف ةدیدج راكفأ حرط نمضتیو لولأا
 نع ءانغتسلاا ةیناكمإ عم ،انعقاو بسانت لا ةمیدق راكفأ دیدجت نمضتی يناثلا روحملا .يلاحلا عقاولا ریوطت
 نمضتیو ثلاثلا روحملا .انئادلأ ةقیعم تحبصأ لب اھنم ةدافتسلاا نكمم دعی ملو اھددجن نأ نكمی لا ةمیدق راكفأ
 بولطملا كرحتلاب مایقلل ... ةیلبقتسملاو ةرضاحلا فادھلأا عم بسانتت يكل اھدیدجت مت ،ةمیدق راكفأ ریوطت
 ھب ينعأو ددجتملا ركفلا اھمھأ تاودلأا نم ةعومجم انیدل رفاوتت نأ نم دبلا حاجنلا غولب نم نوقثاو نحنو

 
103 Fadī ʿAzzām, “Mawt Ḥāfiẓ wa ḍayāʿ al-laḥẓah al-tārīkhiyyah,” Daḥnūn, 06/10/2010.  
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constitution stipulated a minimum age of 40 for the president. In order to make Bashar’s succession formally legal, 
the people’s Assembly amended the constitution, reducing the mandatory minimum age of the president to 34, 
precisely Bashar’s age at the time. A referendum was held in July in which Bashar garnered, according to Syrian 
Government statistics, 97.29% of the country’s vote. 
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 مویلا ھیلإ ةجاحب نحن مكو .دماج دحاو بلاق يف ھسفن رصحی لاو نیعم دح دنع فقوتی لا يذلا عدبملا ركفلا
 105.ماملأا ىلإً امدق ریوطتلا ةیلمع عفدلً ادغو

In order to achieve what we aspire, we have to move on three basic fronts at one 
and the same time: First: to suggest new ideas in all domains, whether in order to 
solve our current problems and difficulties, or in order to improve the current 
situation; Second: to renew old ideas which are no longer appropriate to our reality 
with the possibility of discarding outdated ideas which can neither be renewed nor 
could they be beneficial; rather they have become an obstacle in the way of our 
performance; Third: to improve old ideas and renew them in order to be suitable to 
the current and future purposes … in order to make the required move, and with 
confidence that we shall succeed, we have to have a certain set of means, the most 
important among which is the inexhaustible mind. By that I mean the creative mind 
that cannot be stopped at any limit and does not confine itself to any fixed 
framework. Today and tomorrow we are in desperate need of [creative minds] in 
order to push the development process forward.  

Bashar’s words and promises were soon translated into some tangible actions. In addition to more 
progressive economic laws and initiatives, Bashar toned down the rhetoric of the cult of personality 
which had characterized his father’s rule, allowed greater freedom of expression in the press, 
pardoned and released a significant number of political prisoners, and went further to close the 
Mezzeh prison, which had become a symbol of the Syrian regime’s brutality. The months 
following his rise to power also witnessed the emergence of previously repressed civil society 
organizations, such as al-Lajnah al-sūriyyah li-ḥuqūq al-insān (The Syrian Human Rights 
Committee), and “some important press freedom gains characterized by the emergence of private 
and party-run newspapers as well as a more rambunctious state-run press after some shake ups in 
the state-controlled media apparatus and ministry of information.”106  

The noticeable political liberalization that took place during Bashar’s first year in office, 
or what is known as the Damascus Spring, allowed the demands for change to rise again. Political 
forums and salons proliferated where new ideas circulated and gained momentum, creating a 
dynamic atmosphere of activism.107 The Damascus Spring was characterized by the rise of the 
civil society movement, which, as the prominent Syrian thinker Sādiq Jalāl al-ʿAẓm explains in an 
interview with Alan George, takes a specific meaning in the context of the Syrian political system. 
“Given the atomization of current capitalist society in the West,” al-ʿAẓm said, “the meaning of 
civil society there concentrates on things like clubs and NGOs that bring people together. In Syria, 
by contrast, there was no shortage of such traditional clubs and associations. What Syria lacked 
were other aspects of what in the West would be called civil society: civil liberties, independence 

 
105 Bashar al-Asad. “Kalimat al-raʿīs Bashar al-Asad ʿamām majlis al-shaʾb bi-munāsabat al-qasam al-

dustūrī li-riʿāsat al-jumhūriyyah,” Rabīʿ dimashq: qaḍāyā, ittijāhāt, nihāyāt, ed. Raḍwān Ziādah (Cairo: Markaz al-
Qāhirah li-Dirāsāt Ḥuqūq al-Insān, 2007) 221-222. 

106 Lesch, 89. 
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consciousness they expressed is discussed in detail in chapter II, “The Nation, the Novel, and the Intellectual.” 
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of the judiciary; some measure of democratic process, some autonomy for the individual, and the 
idea of equality before the law.”108  

The remarkably swift growth of the civil society movement and the extent and 
sophistication of its demands gave rise to a sense of losing control within the Syrian regime. Seen 
as an existential threat, the Damascus Spring was quickly shut down and most of the activities 
associated with it were suppressed as the regime reasserted its power—the political salons were 
closed and activists were arrested and some sentenced to years in prison. Some reforms were soon 
withdrawn and the opposition movement was crushed. As quickly as it had arrived, the Damascus 
Spring came to an end. However, despite the quick shutdown of the Damascus Spring and the shift 
in the regime’s attitude towards opposition activities, the political atmosphere in Syria remained 
relaxed in comparison to that which had existed under Asad-the-father. As he continued to promote 
himself as a progressive leader, Bashar tried to justify his attempts to dismantle the Damascus 
Spring, suggesting that democracy is a process best accomplished in incremental evolution and 
that, despite their slow pace, the country’s steps towards democracy would persist. Some 
intellectuals appreciated the regime’s somewhat lenient approach, deeming that although he was 
not implementing reform as fast as they had aspired, Bashar was the country’s only hope to finally 
move forward. Others, on the other hand, found the relaxed atmosphere to be no different from the 
tanfīs mechanisms implemented under his father’s rule.  

In that context, the regime’s attention turned to the flourishing Syrian musalsalāt 
(television series) to promote and maintain its imagining of a new, modern nation-state and to, 
concurrently, implement its tanfīs strategies. As Donatella Della Ratta rightly points out, evident 
through the 2000s in a new wave of musalsalāt, an affinity between Syrian drama and the regime 
resulted in a new project of tanwīr (enlightenment), which aligned with Bashar al-Asad’s vision 
of political reform as an engineered and managed gradual process. In conjunction with regime 
officials, a minority of cultural producers aimed to enable the majority's advancement through a 
process of secularizing, modernizing enlightenment and to “rule over an allegedly backward 
society, to help the latter overcome its own ‘backwardness;’ and eventually to achieve political 
reform.”109 On the other hand, many intellectuals in the country viewed the flourishing of Syrian 
musalsalāt, which was for the most part supported and funded by entrepreneurs and businessmen 
connected to the regime, as another attempt to flatten cultural activity in Syria. On one level, a 
celebrity culture dominated, replacing the figure of the writer/intellectual as an effective 
participant in the movement of society with the television celebrity. On another level, providing 
an income of which Syrian writers had never dreamed, screenwriting and scriptwriting attracted 
many novelists and poets, and redirected their creative writing gifts into forms of entertainment 
driven and shaped, not only by the regime’s vision, but more importantly, by market calculations. 
“The regime initiated a new phase in Syrian cultural production,” the Syrian poet, playwright and 
screenwriter, ʿAdnān al-ʿAwdah, asserts. “Although we tried to write enlightening scripts (nuṣūṣ 
tanwīriyyah), creativity was now in service of a massive industry. The street was seen and 
addressed solely as a market, not as a sphere with potentiality.”110  

 
108 George, 37-38. 
109 Donatella Della Ratta, “The ‘Whisper Strategy’: How Syrian Drama Makers Shape Television Fiction in 

the Context of Authoritarianism and Commodification,” in Middle East Authoritarianisms, ed. Steven Heydemann 
and Reinoud Leenders, 55.  

110 ʿAdnān al-ʿAwdah, interview by author, Beirut, June 2013. 
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New Age, New Means 
Satellite TV, the internet, mobile phone technology, and social media have long fueled a 

debate on the role of new media and technology in the process of change and democratization. 
While many scholars viewed these new means and technologies as potential agents of 
democratization, a newly growing literature voices skepticism, and argues that they do not 
necessarily contribute to political liberation, further warning that the role of new media and 
technology should not obscure the importance of more traditional means of mobilization. 
Whatever the case, these newly emerging means play a fundamental role, if not in inspiring change, 
at least in facilitating it.111  

For Syria, the advent of Arabic-language satellite news channels, such as Al Jazeera, which 
was launched in 1996, eroded the state’s decades-long monopoly on information. After years of 
relying on newspapers and journals based outside the country, which were easy to ban by the 
authorities, many Syrian oppositional voices were now provided with a viable platform to directly 
reach and mobilize Syrian people of all classes.  

The so called Al Jazeera effect indicated an appetite among citizens of the Arab world for 
information untainted by state propaganda and, in turn, affected how ordinary Arabs 
perceived international politics and how they related to the information that their own 
governments were providing, since the new channels did not shy away from hosting 
opposition figures and views railing against authoritarian rulers in their respective 
country.112 

The state’s attempts to ban TV receiver dishes proved difficult to enforce, 113 and by the late 1990s 
Al Jazeera had become a major source of news for Syrians. While the state-controlled media 
largely ignored the cultural and political movement of the Damascus Spring, for example, Al 
Jazeera extensively covered the movement, and hosted many of the intellectuals involved, which, 
many argue, accelerated the movement’s rapid spread from Damascus to the rest of the country.  
 The advent of the internet had much more serious repercussions on the Syrian regime’s 
monopoly on information. As a part of its efforts to revive the economy in the late 1990s, the 
Syrian government provided a state-run internet service to a limited circle of subscribers that first 
included only ministries and state organizations, and later expanded to public and private 
businesses, along with professionals before it was finally opened to the public. Opening the 
country to the outside world in the early 2000s was also a part of a comprehensive campaign that 
intended to fashion Syria’s young leader as a champion of modernity. Additionally, by providing 
state-run Internet service, the Syrian authorities aimed to control and monitor people’s online 
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activities, since, despite being very expensive, large numbers of Syrians had already been 
accessing the web through providers in neighboring countries.  
 The authorities attempted to regulate access, monitor users, and ban sites through many 
administrative and technological procedures. However, controlling people’s activities on the web 
proved to be much harder than the authorities had anticipated. Activists used multiple email 
addresses, changed their passwords regularly, and when the security services blocked websites, 
people used proxies and accessed these websites through other servers. An interesting dynamic 
developed “whereby activists and authorities [were] continually ‘testing’ each other in the cyber 
sphere in order to explore the limits of what could be said and accessed. In the process, the Internet 
[became] another arena where many Syrians push[ed] the infamous red lines and test[ed] the 
boundaries … [T]hrough trial and error, new ways of transgressing boundaries were created.”114 
 For many Syrian writers, cyberspace provided them with means to circumvent the state’s 
publishing process. They found in social networks and blogs a new platform for their voices to be 
heard, and a venue through which they attempted to disrupt the country’s unipolar patronage 
system and undo decades of disconnect and even mistrust between themselves and their readers. 
Many Syrian poets and novelists began to publish poems, and chapters of their novels directly on 
Facebook or on their blogs without fear. As the poet Rashā ʿUmrān recalls, “Posting my work on 
Facebook made me realize that poetry still had its connoisseurs. Through likes, shares, and 
comments, this space provided me with an opportunity to witness the impact of my words on 
people. There was no need for a mediator anymore. For the first time, I experienced a direct 
relationship in which the reader herself was my new critic.”115 These new platforms contributed to 
democratizing the cultural field itself as well, by giving new voices an opportunity to rise and gain 
readership. While these new texts undermined the monopoly of famous names on literary 
production and distribution, they clouded the criteria upon which literature had been defined and 
evaluated. “Many of us were wary of literary works published online,” says the playwright ʿ Adnān 
al-ʿAwdah, “but the phenomenon and the momentum it gained forced well-established writers to 
revisit their traditional definitions of different fields of literature.”116 
 Despite the lack of a centralized system that monitors book sales in the Arab world, and 
the scarcity of statistically valid data on readership, many scholars, writers, and publishers suggest 
that the Arab world has been suffering from a publishing and readership crisis. While some blame 
the so called “book crisis” (azmat al-kitāb) on the challenges that the publishing and distribution 
processes face, others blame it on the lack of a reading culture.117 In the last two decades, however, 
a new factor has developed only to complicate the issue even further, namely, electronic piracy. 
Due to the lack of clear laws to regulate copyrights and distribution, especially in electronic form, 
in the Arab world, scanned books and journals of all sorts have been flooding the web. The issue 
of book piracy has generated diverse reactions. In April 2015, the al-Sharq al-Awsaṭ newspaper 
published an article titled Qarāṣinat al-kutub: fāʿilū khayr am luṣūṣ? (Book Pirates: 
Philanthropists or Thieves?). The article, which surveys the opinions of Arab publishers and 
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writers, and discusses the effects of book piracy on the Arab publishing market, highlights that 
since newly published books are distributed on a very limited scale and old books are scarce at 
best, online piracy has benefited the Arab reader by providing her with new ways to access the 
corpus of Arabic writings.118  
 Regardless of the phenomenon’s financial impact on the publishing market, it has 
revolutionized the circulation process for Syrian literary works and undermined the state’s control 
over what people can or cannot read. With the advent of the Internet, many individuals and groups 
have embarked on scanning and publishing books online for free as a part of a general cultural 
project. The on-line blog, Abū ʿAbdū al-Baghl (Abū ʿAbdū the Mule), for example, has thousands 
of followers. With the slogan “ʾŪlā khuṭuwāt al-ḥurrriyyah ikhtifāʾ al-jahl” (the first step towards 
freedom lies in the disappearance of ignorance), the blog constantly scans and publishes new, old, 
and banned books and journals, and even provides its followers with an on-demand service. 

Other blogs, such as al-Adab al-Sūrī (Syrian Literature), aim to build an all-inclusive, 
online library for Syrian literature. Many Syrian writers, especially the young ones, do not mind 
having their books scanned and published by these blogs and pages, and some of them even 
advertise it when their books become available on one of these groups. “We do not profit from our 
works anyway,” the young Syrian poet Aḥmad Bāshā says, “but at least, [due to online groups] we 
are reaching people, and our works are read.”119 For other Syrian writers, those who relied on Arab 
publishing houses to publish works that had been rejected by the Syrian censor, blogs helped them 
reach the Syrian reader after years of separation, since the Syrian authorities had banned their 
works from being imported into or distributed within the country.  
 

New Market, New Competition 
For a long time, Cairo, Beirut, Damascus, and Baghdad were the hubs of culture and 

education. However, over the last couple of decades, new cities emerged, establishing themselves 
as the new cultural centers in the contemporary Arab world. The rise of the Gulf States with their 
tremendous wealth as new promoters of culture and literature has further contributed to 
undermining the state’s monopoly on the cultural field in many countries, including Syria. 
Throughout the second half of the twentieth century, publishing abroad was a regular practice for 
Syrian writers whose texts were rejected by the official Syrian publishing bodies.120 However, the 
rise of Gulf States has provided these writers with much more than publishing channels. The 
growing interest of the Gulf States in patronizing the cultural field in the Arab world is embodied 
in an upsurge of universities, educational and cultural foundations, book fairs and literary awards 
that open their doors to writers from across the Arab world. As for literature, the novel, compared 
to other literary genres produced in Arabic, has received the lion’s share of prizes— the majority 
of gulf-sponsored awards go to the novel, with very little dedicated to poetry, short stories, or 
plays, and awards for novels have a much higher profile than other awards as well.121  
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For Syria, not only did these awards marginalize the local awards sponsored by the Syrian 
government, but they also provided Syrian and other Arab novelists with an opportunity to 
generate income, readership, and fame far away from the constraints and the propagandist machine 
of the state. Well-funded awards, such as the International Prize for Arabic Fiction, known as the 
Arab Booker, the Katara Prize for the Arabic Novel, and the Sheikh Zayed Book Award for 
Literature,122 have lent much-needed support to Arab writers, most of whom are financially 
distressed, and have lessened their dependence on the state as the sole source of income.123 
Furthermore, most of these awards provide novelists with much more than money. The award-
sponsoring foundations publish winning manuscripts, advertise and distribute novels in book fairs 
and cultural festivals, and even sponsor translating them into other languages.  

The awards as well as the new opportunities and channels they offer have expanded the 
novel’s readership and given authors invaluable international exposure. Some critics also argue 
that they have profoundly contributed to reviving the literary scene in the Arab world, not only by 
increasing readership, but by “[creating] a cultural milieu and an excitement for novels even before 
they hit the market. The awards themselves are a popular topic on social media, especially 
Facebook. There are also several Facebook groups sponsored by literary associations dedicated to 
introducing readers to novels.”124 The International Prize for Arabic Fiction (IPAF), is a prominent 
example of the ways in which these new awards have impacted the literary scene. Run with the 
support, as its mentor, of the Booker Prize Foundation in London, the IPAF has a significant 
publicity machine that has succeeded in attracting significant readership. As Abdu Wazen asserts, 
“[The IPAF] is a promotional award par excellence. Its true value lies in its ability to promote 
winners to a sometimes unwarranted stardom. A novel that would normally have occupied the 
shelves for a long time will be sold out in a few days, and will even go into multiple prints.”125  

Fame, financial stability, readership, and international exposure challenge the state’s 
authority by granting authors a certain level of immunity. They make it harder for authoritarian 
regimes, like the one in Syria, to violently punish those who raise their voices with criticism, 
especially when it is promoting itself regionally and internationally as the vanguard of modernity 
and liberalization. A good example is the case of the Syrian novelist Khālid Khalīfah, whose novel, 
Madīḥ al-karāhiyyah (In Praise of Hatred, 2006), brought him international recognition. Madīḥ 
al-karāhiyyah is one of the very first Syrian novels to unequivocally address one of the country’s 
most deep-seated taboos, the massacres in Hama and Aleppo in the early 1980s. Through the story 
of a young, religious, Sunni woman from the city of Aleppo, the novel reconstructs Syria’s 
marginalized recent history, unearths buried memories, and exposes the hatred, humiliation, and 
violence within which Syrians live. Published in Beirut in 2006, the novel gained Khālid Khalīfah 

 
122 Administrated by Abu Dhabi Tourism and Culture Authority, the cumulative awards of the Sheikh Zayed 
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regional and international recognition. Madīḥ al-karāhiyyah was shortlisted for the International 
Prize for Arabic Fiction in 2008, translated into several languages, and longlisted for the 
Independent Foreign Fiction Prize in 2013. The novel is banned in Syria, however, Khalīfah is one 
of the very few Syrian writers to cross such a serious line and continue to live relatively freely in 
Syria and to produce novels critical of the Syrian regime. 

It must be noted however that while this dynamic has destabilized the state’s monopoly on 
and hegemony in the literary field in Syria, the growing role of the Gulf States in patronizing the 
Arab cultural scene has introduced new rules to the game of patronage. The newly emerging 
awards have been under the fire of many literary critics for a variety of reasons, including favoring 
political and social themes over literary merit and commercializing literature by turning literary 
creativity into a commodity. In an article titled, Ayyatuha-l-jawāʾiz madhā faʿalti bi’l-riwāyah al-
ʿarabiyyah? (Awards, What Have You Done to the Arabic Novel?), the Syrian novelist and literary 
critic Khalīl Ṣuwayliḥ, for example, criticizes the newly emerging culture of awards for creating a 
gold rush amongst Arab novelists. Over time, novelists, he argues, have developed an 
understanding of what the judges look for, and many Arab novels these days are being crafted to 
win prizes.126  

The fact that the funding of the awards, book fairs, and cultural festivals and activities 
comes from the Gulf States, most of which are known for violating freedom of expression within 
their own boundaries, has also prompted a wide debate in the Arab world on the agendas behind 
this support and the new standards they establish. Some critics suggest that this cultural movement 
aims to obscure the local, oppressive practices of Gulf States and to build a circle of loyal 
intellectuals that would back these states’ regional and political agendas. Others, on the other hand, 
argue that, while politically critical texts are allowed, it is only when they serve the regional 
policies of the Gulf States. The Syrian novelist Khalīl al-Nuʿaymī, one of the awards’ harshest 
critics, has called for a movement against this phenomenon.  

 ،دیدج نم ،انعفدیو .دامر ىلإ ةِبھتلملا سیساحلأا لیحُت فیك لاو .ةلّیخملا زئاوجلا ضوِّرُت فیك لھجن لا نحن
 تاطلس زئاوج ،اھمظعم يف ،زئاوجلاف .»زئاوج لاب بدأ ةكرح« يف ةمھاسملل ةَّحلِملا انتوعدب ،ریكذَّْتلا ىلإ
 يف ،اذكھ ،مھاست اھنأ معزت اھتاسسؤم تناك نْإو .ھقنخَْتل نكلو ،"عادبلإا نضَِتحَْت" نأ دیرت ،ةظفاحم ،ةیرث
 127.اھتاموھفمل عوضخلا ىلع نكلو ً،لاعف ،"مھدعاست" يھف ،"نیعدبملا ةدعاسم"و ،ةفرعملا رشن

We understand how awards domesticate imagination and transform the writers’ 
flaming passions into ashes. This is why we renew our call for a ‘movement for 
literature without awards.’ Awards, for the most part, are sponsored by rich and 
conservative authorities that aim to ‘embrace creativity’ only to suffocate it. These 
institutions claim to contribute to disseminating knowledge and to ‘helping creative 
minds,’ while, in reality, they only ‘help’ these minds to succumb to their agendas. 

  In addition, the new gate to translation has further complicated the literary scene by 
introducing new politics and filtering measures. When translated into English, Madīḥ al-

 
126 Khalīl Ṣuwayliḥ. “Awards, What Have You Done to the Arabic Novel!” translated and published in 

Banipal, 58, spring 2017, 85-87. For original text in Arabic, see al-Akhbār, April 24, 2015, http://al-
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127 Khalīl al-Nuʿaymī, “al-Adab bayna-l-ibdāʿ wa’l-shahādah,” al-Quds al-ʿArabī, November 16, 2015, 
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karāhiyyah, for example, was altered, and even deprived of its concluding chapter. The published 
translation was so different from the original that the translator, Leri Price, felt the need to address 
the issue in her afterward and note that it was not her doing. The standards that governed the 
changes, as Khalīfah himself explains, cater to the Anglophone market that does not treat the 
Arabic novel as fiction, but rather reduces it to a “social sample,” a window through which the 
Western reader can peak into the Arab society.128 This attitude toward works produced by Arab 
and/or Muslim authors has been discussed and questioned by many scholars and translators. 
Taking her translation of the Saudi novel Banāt al-Riyāḍ (Girls of Riyadh, 2007) as a case study, 
Marilyn Booth discusses the strong bias in the West toward translations of Arabic literature that 
unveil sociological content and reinforce audience expectations that are shaped by political 
discourse and an Orientalist ethnographicism. 

Given the alleged transparency of translation (that is, the notion that a translated 
text can simply reproduce all facets and effects of its source text) and the inclination 
to consider works of what used to be called “third-world literature” as windows on 
the world, native informant texts for an informationally eager Western readership 
operate with particular political force in this historical moment when genuine public 
concern in Europe and North America to “understand Islam,” as well as targeted 
political agendas, have generated a frenzied post–9/11 information marketplace.129  

Many Arab novelists and critics have voiced their concerns about the impact of the politics of 
translation on the future of the Arabic novel. Writing with one eye on being translated, they argue, 
those who have figured out what appeals to the West, now focus on a certain kind of novel or 
narrative— one that caters to the tastes, assumptions, and stereotypes of a Western readership.  

 

Conclusion 
 

The developments that came along with the new millennium did not completely 
disentangle the cultural field in Syria from the field of power. Nonetheless, these developments 
contributed to unsettling the state’s control over the country’s cultural production, causing an 
undifferentiated patronage system to crack, and allowing for new configurations of aesthetic and 
political engagements to materialize. This dynamic coincided with the rise of a generation of 
writers who shared a new vision of the intellectual and her role in society. Envisaging a bottom-
up cultural project, these intellectuals embody an emerging political and cultural consciousness, 
one that responds to discourses of difference and practices of differentiation within the contexts of 
race, religion, class, gender, sexuality and language. 
 

 

 
128 Khālid Khalīfah. “In Praise of Hatred: A Conversation with Khalid Khalifa,” interviewed for John Hope 
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Riyadh Go on the Road,” Journal of Middle East Women’s Study Vol. 6, No.3 (Fall 2010). 154. 
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Chapter Two 

The Syrian Intellectual: Mapping and Remapping the Nation 
 

Overview 
Thinking of culture as a “system of systems,” in which the field of power and the field of 

literature are interconnected, the previous chapter explored how, by creating an “undifferentiated 
patronage system,” the state during the second half of the twentieth century sought to appropriate 
the country’s literary production to comply with its vision and ideology. It further traced the local 
and regional changes and pressures that accumulated over time, challenging the state’s strategies 
of control and domination over the literary field. Nonetheless, since, as Pierre Bourdieu argues, 
each social field is “relatively autonomous but structurally homologous with the other [fields],”130 
the construction and organization of the literary field remains in the hands of agents within the 
field itself, the change of whose position “necessarily entails a change in the field’s structure.”131 
Taking Bourdieu’s work on “fields” as an organizing principle, this chapter turns to the Syrian 
intellectual and the role this intellectual played, and continues to play, in defining and legitimizing 
not only the Syrian novel, but literary practice at large. Focusing on the late 1990s and early 2000s, 
I investigate the emergence of a new consciousness among Syrian writers, and an ensuing change 
in the way they perceived themselves and their relationship to both society and the field of power. 
These changes materialized through new literary discourses and practices that endeavored to carve 
out new spaces of negotiations. Sharing insights from Syrian novelists and poets whom I 
interviewed, I also trace their critique of the revolutionary, all-knowing, prophet-like intellectual 
of the fifties and sixties and the associated secular, modernizing, nationalist project that governed 
the majority of the country’s literary discourse at that time.  

 The works that emerged around the turn of the new millennium are not a fundamental 
breakaway from the efforts and experiences of previous generations of Syrian novelists, and can 
be fruitfully approached as an episode, or a link, in a chain of developments within a discursive 
cultural field that had always been engaged in a process of ideological, intellectual, and artistic 
negotiations. To position this emerging consciousness within its historical context, I first return to 
the second half of the twentieth century. Tracing key discursive changes in the interconnections 
between the Syrian intellectual’s dispositions and the project of nation-building, the first section 
of this chapter unpacks the genealogy that the post-independence intellectual constructed for Arab 
modernity and the ways in which this genealogy shaped the country’s modern literary canon and 
defined what the Syrian novel was.  

I further observe how, disillusioned by the collapse of their dreams, the series of defeats 
they experienced, and the static authoritarianism under which they lived, a generation of post-
independence Syrian novelists turned their attention to denouncing oppressive structures, painting, 
in the following decades, a dystopian image of a realty in which people were trapped, incapable of 
changing their destinies. However, operating under an authoritarian system was not an easy task. 
Looking at two post-naksah novels, I examine some of the techniques that Syrian novelists 
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leveraged to “safely” criticize the repressive systems under which they lived. I show that despite 
their sophisticated and nuanced political awareness, the majority of the 1950s and 60s generation 
continued to reproduce the underlying visions and frameworks that had hitherto framed the 
country’s literary discourse. 

 

The Intellectual and the Modern Literary Canon 
 

Thinking of genre not only through stylistic and formal components, but rather through the 
social, political, disciplinary, and institutional interplays that give a genre its meaning, a look back 
at the early years that followed Syria’s independence in 1946 helps us trace the rise of a new strata 
of literary agents who were instrumental in shaping the country’s cultural field and organizing its 
modern literary history. Since, as Michael Allen reminds us, “literary institutions bespeak not only 
a relationship to texts, but the creation of conditions whereby literature (and adab) comes to imply 
a literary world of a particular sort,”132 the Syrian University in Damascus, the country’s most 
influential institution in the first half of the twentieth century, is an important space where reading 
practices and modes of literary history and textual analysis were cultivated.  

Explaining the choice of Arabic as the language of instruction, the university mission 
statement, published in 1970, reflects the institution’s commitment to pan-Arab nationalist views 
and emphasizes that the university has always aimed “to revive the cultural heritage of the Arabs 
to help in the renaissance and the organization of present day Arab conjunction.”133 The 
university’s commitment to the pan-Arab nationalist stance materialized, as Sami Moubayed 
contends, in “[v]ery intentionally [inspiring] A-class scholarship, firebrand nationalism, and good 
citizenship.”134 The reopening of the College of Letters in 1946 after its closure in 1931 at the 
hands of the French Mandate, along with the establishment of the Teachers’ Higher College had a 
significant impact on the organization of the country’s cultural field, as they graduated new 
generations of young, post-independence literary agents, including writers, translators, journalists, 
and literary editors and critics, who contributed throughout the following decades to constructing 
a post-independence narrative not only of the novel as a genre, but also of modern Syrian 
literature.135  
 Despite political instability, the 1950s were marked, for the first time in the country’s 
history, by an energetic liberal and democratic atmosphere, where social, political, and literary 
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activities flourished.136 New political parties emerged, attracting a young, educated generation of 
followers, who found in newspapers and periodicals the perfect space to express their views on 
political, social, cultural, and literary issues. Sharing an ideological basis, both the political and 
the literary fields reflected the post-independence spirit of the time, a growing awareness of an 
identification with nationalism as the path to progress. Preoccupied by social emancipation and 
informed by the epistemological frameworks of the nahḍa and the ethos of political commitment 
(iltizām),137 Syrian intellectuals headed a secular, nationalist literary discourse that strongly 
connected literature to social liberation and assigned writers a critical responsibility to their 
societies.  

Embodying the totalizing discourse of the ḥadāthī project, which, as Kamal Abu-Deeb 
asserts, “sought to interpret the world in terms of identity, modernity, secularism and nationalism 
… and was utterly certain and confident in the absolute validity of its premises,”138 Syrian 
intellectuals perceived of themselves as cultural and social guides. Their strategies emerged from 
a literary habitus, a socialized subjectivity that they embodied both individually and collectively 
through the interrelationships they established in their social space.139 Through a strong translation 
movement,140 a large number of newspapers and literary magazines and periodicals,141 and a 
network of influential literary groups, literary agents facilitated an energetic literary atmosphere 
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in which the literary and the political were intertwined. In that context, the novel was used to draw 
the contours of society and was measured by its capacity to reflect, and construct, “national 
reality,” a term that, as Samah Selim suggests in her work on the evolution of the Egyptian novel, 
“raises the specter of a whole set of specific historical and social issues such as colonialism and 
the anti-colonial struggle, the rise and hegemony of national bourgeoisies as well as the real and 
imagined social composition of the national community.”142  

The literary groups, clubs, and collectives, which were formed based on ideological 
commonality, granted writers a remarkable support, playing a significant role in setting the tone 
of the cultural scene at the time.143 One of the most influential of these groups was the Rābiṭat al-
Kuttāb al-Sūriyyīn (Syrian Writers’ Collective), which, as Shawqī Baghdādī, one of the 
collective’s founders asserts, “aimed to form an ideationally homogeneous literary school under 
the framework that literature should serve a socialist and scientific functional purpose.”144 The 
rābiṭah, which noticeably grew over time, eventually evolving into Rābiṭat al-Kuttāb al-ʿArab 
(Arab Writers’ Collective), consisted of prominent leftist novelists, poets, translators, and literary 
critics, who, in their first manifesto published in al-Nuqqād magazine in 1951, introduced 
themselves as progressive, socialist, committed to people’s issues, and supportive of the struggles 
of the working class.145 

The rābiṭah’s multi-national conference, held in Damascus in 1954, manifested a particular 
understanding of literature as both a body of texts and a disciplined manner of reading and 
representation, sketching a framework for both literature and literary criticism. True literature was 
defined as “an intense social experience in a talented writer who represents his environment from 
within himself and participates in the life of his people and its advancement for the sake of a better 
society.”146 This conceptualization of literature, which accentuates the relationship between 
subject and exterior environment and emphasizes a realization of the individual’s identity and 
experience within a particular place and historical moment is the basis upon which the realist novel 
was legitimized, as it constructs the basic elements of narrative fiction—time, place, character, 
plot—in a way that “mirrors” the particular social, cultural and political reality (wāqiʿ) of the 
nation. 

What is remarkable in these undertakings is that they not only aimed to define what the 
contemporary literary moment was, but they also sought to shape the paradigms of literary history 
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and literary criticism to reflect, and indeed to comply with, the post-independence, nationalist 
discourse. The statement of the Committee of New Literature, established during the rābiṭah’s 
conference, proclaims that  

 راثلآا ىلع مكحلا نسحن يك ،اھیف رھظ يتلا ةیخیراتلا ةرتفلاً ادبأ يعاری نأ بجی يبدأ رثأ ىلإ رظنلا نإ
 ،دحاو لك امھف ،لكشلا نع نومضملا لصفنی لا بدلأا يفو .لبقتسملا قیرط مسرنو ،ةرضاحلاو ةیضاملا
 ھعقاو نم ءيش لك لبق يقتسی بدلأاو .دیدجلا ھلكش ھتعیبطب عدبی يذلا وھ نسحأ ىلإ روطتملا نومضملاو
  147.عقاولا نع ةقبسم ثادحأو جذامن مسر لیبس يف لاعتفلاا دضً ادبأ وھ حیحصلا بدلأا نلأ ،يحلا

In order to properly evaluate past and present literary works and to plan the future, 
[critics] should always take into consideration the work’s historical context. Form 
and content cannot be separated. Together, they make one whole. Progressive 
content naturally creates its new form. Literature should, first and foremost, draw 
from the lived reality, because proper literature is always against fabrication that 
aims to form models and events far from reality. 

The belief that literature has the potential to move society on a path of progress and that it should 
reflect the contemporary national moment involves a certain attitude towards both the present and 
the past, an attitude that is not hard to miss in the literary history scholarship published at the time. 
Writing in 1959, for example, the literary critic Sāmī Kayyālī describes the state of Arabic 
literature before WWI as an “ailing literature,” in critical need of a dexterous physician who, in 
order to help this literature heal and move forward, should steer away from traditional methods.148 
In his work Muḥāḍarāt ʿ an al-qiṣṣah fī sūriyyah ḥatta al-ḥarb al-ʿālamiyyah al-thāniyah (Lectures 
on Literature in Syria until WWII) , published in 1958, the Syrian literary historian Shākir Muṣṭafā 
further underscores a rupture between the fiction produced in Syria before and after WWI, 
declaring that the Syrian novel was born in the period between WWI and WWII. Musṭafā 
emphasizes the word “born” because, as he argues, there was virtually no link between the attempts 
that took place before WWI, and the fiction produced after.  

 .يدیلقتلا قیرعلا ثارتلا اذھ نیبو ،ةثیدحلا ةیبرعلا ةصقلا نیب ،عاطقنلاا ھبشی ام وأً اعاطقنا كانھ نأ عقاولا
 ةیركفلا اھلثمو ةیبرغلا ةراضحلاب هرثأت ردق ترثأتو ثیدحلا يروسلا عمتجملا ةدلاو عم تدلو ةثیدحلا ةصقلا
 نكی ملو .دیدج ءيش ءاوسلا ىلع ةیعامتجلاا ةللادلا يفو ،ىوتحملا يفو ينفلا بلاقلا يف اھنإ .ةیعامتجلااو
 ةیمانلا ةدیدجلا ةیزاوجربلا تاجاح يضری نأ ،ةلاصأو ةفارطو ةعور نم ھیف ام ىلع ،میدقلا ثارتلا ناكمإب
 تاقلاعو مكحلا نم طامنأب ةلصتم ةایحلا يف لثم نعو ،ىطسولا روصعلا عمتجم نع ربعی ھنإ .اھعم مءلاتی وأ
 نأ عطتسی مل ھنإف ... يدیلقتلا صصقلا يف "ءایحلإا" ةكرح نم مغرلابف اذھلو ... عمتجملاو داصتقلاا يف
 149.ثیدحلا صصقلل ھناكمُ اكرات ھلثمی ناك يذلا عمتجملا باحسناً ائیشفً ائیش بحسناف ً،ادیدجً اغسن بسكی

There is a rupture between modern Arab fiction and the traditional literary heritage. 
Modern fiction in Syria was born when the modern Syrian society emerged. Just 
like society itself, fiction was influenced by Western culture, thought, and society. 
This influence was embodied in content, social signification, and form. The Arab 
literary heritage, despite its magnificence and authenticity, could not satisfy the 
needs of the emerging bourgeoisie anymore, because it exemplified medieval 
society, including its modes of governance and social and economic relations … 
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Despite the attempts to revive traditional prose … it did not gain new life, and it 
slowly withdrew along with the society it represented, giving its place to modern 
narratives. 

Within this context, Shakīb al-Jābirī’s novel, Naham (Greed, 1937) was marked as the beginning 
of the “artistic Syrian novel.” Often termed the “Syrian Zaynab,”150 Naham was celebrated as the 
first Syrian novel to express “modern sensibilities” and to address itself to the contemporary 
national moment and the issues of the day.151 Thematically and structurally closer to European 
models of the 19th century novel, Naham is preoccupied by the question of the contact with the 
west and the tradition/modernity nexus that had concerned Arab intellectuals since the nahḍa. 
Literary critics’ commentaries on the novel further attest to the process that laid the contours of 
the modern Syrian subject. Finding in the protagonist, Ivān Kūzārūf, a disguise for al-Jābirī 
himself, Muṣṭafa writes: 

 ،يركنتلا مسلاا اذھ ءارو ىتح ،ھنأ ىلع ،ةمیظعلا ةیبورولأا صصقلا عباط ھتیاور يطعیل مسلاا اذھ راتخا
 ،يرباجلا ةلئاع نبا ،ام دحل وھ ... )يقرشلا( يسورلا فورازوكف .ةحضاولا ھحملام يفخی نأ عطتسی مل
 ةیزاوجربلا ةقبطلا يراجی نأ ،بدلأاو "ملعلاب" دیری يذلا ةمیدقلا ةیطارقتسرلأا ةقبطلا ثیروو ةیقرشلا
 دجو مث ةلیوطً لاایجأ نامرحلا ھقھرأ يذلا :مھنلا ،يقرشلا بلاطلا ،ھسفن تقولا يف وھو .اھدوقیو ،ةیمانلا
 ىلإ )فورازوك( ھلطب ثعبی نیحً اضیأ ھلامآ سكعی ھلعلو ... دویق وأ دودح نود ،رخلآا ئطاشلا ىلع ،ھسفن
  152.قحلا ةملك ءلاعلإ لاضنلا

[al-Jābirī] chose this name to emulate the great European novel. However, despite 
the mask, that is the foreign name, he was not able to hide himself. The Russian 
Kūzārūf represents the Eastern man for Europe. Kūzārūf is, to a certain extent, al-
Jābirī himself, who is the son of the old aristocracy, and who hopes, by means of 
science and literature, to join the growing bourgeoisie and even lead it. He is also 
the hungry Eastern student who suffered from deprivation for generations and 
finally finds himself on the other shore, where there are neither limitations nor 
shackles. Kūzārūf also reflects al-Jābirī’s dreams and hopes, so al-Jābirī makes him 
struggle to achieve justice.  

Representative of al-Jābirī, the image of the protagonist echoes what Hoda Elsadda identifies as 
the figure of the “nahḍa hero.” A product of the liberal nationalist discourse, Kūzarūf is the 
fictional embodiment of the intellectual elite or the reformist who imagines the nation and defines 
its parameters in his own image. He is literate, modern, and ambivalent about his relationship with 
the colonizer.153 The choice of 1937, one year after the Franco-Syrian Treaty of Independence was 
signed, as a historical point of reference and the birthdate of the Syrian novel is in itself of great 
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novels were published and read before its appearance.  

151 For discussions in Arabic language of Naham and other works of al-Jabirī, see Musṭafā, Muḥāḍarāt ʿan 
al-qiṣṣah fī Sūriyyah, 395-450; and Ḥusām al-Khaṭīb, Riwāyah taḥta-l-mijhar (Damascus: Manshūrāt Ittiḥād al-Kuttāb 
al-ʿArab, 1983) 38-73. For an English language account of al-Jabirī’s works, see Walid Hamarneh, “Shakīb al-Jābirī,” 
in Essays in Arabic Literary Biography 1850-1950, ed. Roger Allen (Wiesbaden, Germany: Harrassowitz, 2010), 160-
165. 

152 Musṭafā, 416. 
153 Hoda Elsadda, Gender, Nation, and the Arabic Novel Egypt 1892-2008 (Syracuse: Syracuse University 

Press, 2012), 38–58. 
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significance, for it strongly connects the birth of the novel to the emergence of the nation-state as 
a new framework for identity formation.154 On the other hand, the philosophical and historical 
novels produced before Naham are briefly mentioned in the literary historiography of the time or 
quickly dismissed as a series of preliminary experiments in an evolving process of adaptation and 
assimilation of an imported genre. The philosophical novels of Fransīs al-Marrāsh, for example, 
are compared to those of al-Muwayliḥī’s in Egypt, which are generically based on the classical 
Arabic narrative form of the maqāmah.155 Works, like al-Marrāsh’s are seen as pioneering, 
experimental attempts, that, while they paved the way for future works, are not the origin from 
which the “artistic novel” emerged.156  

Syrian intellectuals’ molding of the country’s modern literary canon in the early post-
independence years was not limited to reassessing earlier texts. It also extended to drawing the 
organizing outlines for the contemporary novel. In 1954, Ḥannah Mīnah, one of the founders of 
the rābiṭah, published his work al-Maṣābīḥ al-zurq (The Blue Lanterns). Sharing many formal 
similarities with Najib Mahfouz’s novel Zuqāq al-midaq (The Midaq Alley, 1947),157 the novel 
was highly celebrated as the first Syrian realist novel to truly approach reality and reproduce it in 
an artistic form. During the same period, Egypt witnessed the publication of Fī al-thaqāfah al-
miṣriyyah by Maḥmūd Amīn al-ʿĀlim and ʿ Abd al-ʿAẓīm Anīs, which was the first comprehensive 
study to valorize and ultimately legitimize the program of socialist realism in Arabic literature. 
The publication of al-Maṣābīḥ al-zurq in Syria initiated a long discussion in various periodicals 
between Syrian and Egyptian critics, which contributed to the eventual consolidation of the 
socialist realist novel as the country’s predominant literary discourse.158 

In his introduction to al-Maṣābīḥ al-zurq, Shawqī Baghdādī praises the novel for depicting 
the connection between people’s personal concerns and those of the nation as a whole and 
emphasizing their revolutionary struggle (al-niḍāl al-thawrī) within a specific historical 

 
154 Signed in September 1936, the Franco-Syrian treaty recognized the principle of Syria’s independence and 

satisfied nationalist demands for the reinstatement of Druze and ʿAlawite districts in Syria proper. The Syrian 
government immediately ratified the treaty and the national bloc assumed ministerial control. 

155 Maqāmah is an Arabic rhythmic prose genre, in which entertaining anecdotes written in an elegant, 
rhymed prose (sajʿ), are presented in a narrative context. The maqāmah consists mainly of picaresque stories in 
alternating prose and verse woven round two imaginary characters. Its most famous practitioners were Badīʿ al-Zamān 
al-Hamadhānī (d. 1008) and Abū Muḥammad al-Ḥarīrī (d. 1122). In the late 19th century, Muḥammad al-Muwayliḥī 
imitated the maqāmah genre in his Ḥadīth ʿĪsā Ibn Hishām.  

156 In Muḥāḍarāt ʿan al-qiṣṣah fī Sūriyyah, Musṭafā does pay some attention to the works of Fransīs al-
Marrāsh and Maʿrūf al-Arnaʾūṭ. However, Musṭafā infers that these works are not to be considered the roots from 
which the modern Syrian novel has originated. 146-168. 

157 Awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1988, Najib Mahfouz (1911-2006) is one of the most prominent 
novelists in the Arab world. His monumental works, particularly those published between the mid-1940s and the late 
1950s, employ realist idiom to chronicle the shaping of the Egyptian nation. His 1945 Zuqāq al-midaq vividly depicts 
the inhabitants of an alley in one of Cairo’s older, lower-middle-class neighborhoods during World War II, providing 
a commentary on the social transformations that took place in Egypt under British occupation. In his work titled 
Dirāsāt naqdiyyah fī al-riwāyah al-sūriyyah, Muḥammad Abū Khaḍḍūr traces the influence of Mahfouz’s novel 
Zuqāq al-midaq on al-Maṣābīḥ al-zurq, highlighting many similarities in setting, language, style, and the use of time 
and place. See Muḥammad Abū Khaḍḍūr, Dirāsāt naqdiyyah fī al-riwāyah al-sūriyyah (Damascus: Ittiḥād al-Kuttāb 
al-ʿArab, 1981).  

158 For a detailed account of the interaction between the Syrian and Egyptian critics, see Nabīl Sulaymān, al-
Naqd al-adabī fī sūriyyah, 135-137. 
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moment.159 Embodying the formal intersections between representation and ideology, the novel is 
set in the coastal city of Latakia at the end of WWII and portrays the national fight against the 
oppressive practices of the French Mandate. As it traces in keen detail the lives and struggles of 
the city’s inhabitants, including the tyranny, poverty, unemployment and lack of education from 
which they suffer, the narrative anchors both characters and environment in the national 
collectivity and the particular Syrian experience, suggesting that only through unity and revolution 
do people achieve social justice. The characters, who belong to different religions—Christianity 
and Islam in this case—are brought together by shared human experiences and a collective national 
struggle against the occupier, which accentuates citizenship as a basis of belonging and defines the 
national subject against a foreign other.  

Al-Maṣābīḥ al-zurq exposes and attacks what the intellectual of the fifties considered 
fundamental issues that hindered the development of society. Class struggle and the poor’s fight 
for a better life are at the heart of the novel. Feudalism, for example, is represented through ʿAbd 
al-Maqṣūd, a rich man who lives on a higher floor, while the rest of the characters live in the 
basements of the neighborhood’s buildings. The wealthy ʿAbd al-Maqṣūd is isolated from the rest 
of the novel’s characters, incapable of understanding their struggle for freedom and a better life. 
Revolutionary thinking, the novel suggests, is the only way forward while traditional forms of 
knowledge and expression are depicted as signs of stagnation and malaise. As the protests against 
the oppressive rule of the French take to the streets, al-Ṣafatlī, the neighborhood’s ḥakawātī, a 
storyteller whose stories are based mainly upon ancient folk tales and legends, adheres to 
submissiveness. Representative of traditional thought structures, the illiterate ḥakawātī even 
associates discontentment and rebellion with blasphemy (kufr). Contrary to the realist narrative of 
the novel itself, the hakawatī’s popular narrative practice is built on deception and falsehood, as 
he intensely argues for the veracity of the warriors’ unrealistic actions depicted in the epic cycles 
(sīrah) he recites. With the death of the hakawatī, the author announces the beginning of a new 
era, both socially and in literature. As one of the characters declares, “al-Ṣafatlī died because of 
the dark and dank grave-like basement in which he lived.”160 

 

The Literary Field: Cracks of Anxiety 
 

The dynamic and formative role that the intellectual had played during the 1950s took a 
dramatic shift in the following years, as the once promising post-independence regimes atrophied 
into static authoritarianisms. From the policing and the silencing of oppositional voices under 
Nasser’s centralized regime to the collapse of the union between Egypt and Syria, and with the 
rise of the Baʿth Party to power in Syria in 1963 and the subsequent expansion of the state’s control 
over society, the intellectual experienced many shockwaves that resulted in an intense sense of 
confusion and anxiety. As early as the sixties, Syrian intellectuals began to flirt with existentialism, 
and a new wave of novels sketched an existence deprived of meaning and depicted a confused and 
helpless generation of intellectuals. Novels such as Walīd Madfaʿī’s Mudhakkarāt manḥūs afandī 
(The Memoirs of Mr. Unlucky, 1959), Muṭāʿ Ṣafadī’s Jīl al-qadar (Generation of Fate, I960), Hanī 

 
159 Shawqī Baghdādī, “Qabla an nabdaʾ,” al-Maṣābīḥ al-zurq (Cairo: Al-Hayʾah al-ʿĀmmah li-Quṣūr al-

Thaqāfah, 2002), 8-9. 
160 Ḥannah Mīnah, al-Maṣābīḥ al-zurq, 299 
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al-Rāhib’s al-Mahzūmūn (The Defeated, 1961), and Jūrj Sālim’s Fī al-manfā (In Exile, 1962), all 
presented a young, educated generation living a series of personal and collective failures and 
disappointments. 

Although these works embody the Syrian intellectual’s early engagement in a process of 
examination that aims to unearth the causes of the collective defeat, they continue to reflect an 
ingrained secular, progressive posture. In al-Mahzūmūn, for example, the protagonist, Bishr, is a 
progressive university student and disillusioned intellectual who is rejected by every woman he 
falls in love with. The one exception to that is Wāḥah, a young Christian woman who silently loves 
Bishr. She struggles from a liver disease and eventually dies without finding the courage to express 
her feelings, only because Bishr belongs to a different religion. From the women Bishr loves to his 
friends and family members, most of the novel’s young characters are lost and destined for failure. 
The novel, however, suggests that the failure of the intellectual is caused by external factors that 
prevent him or her from leading society in a process of enlightened transformation. Maintaining a 
secular, modernist vision, al-Rāhib locates the roots of his characters’ defeat in traditional modes 
of thinking, including social, cultural and religious structures—ignorance and apathy characterize 
societies in both the city and the countryside, and people maintain a static life in “everlasting shells 
of isolation.”161 Religious characters are presented as shallow, detestable and even disgusting. 
However, the novel does not criticize superstitious and irrational religious practices as a call for 
religious reform. Religion, whether Islam or Christianity, as the young female character, Saḥāb, 
proclaims in an academic symposium, is a solidified value system that does not have the capacity 
to lead society into positive change.162  

The disillusionment that characterized the Syrian novel during the sixties intensified with 
the naksa, the 1967 Arab defeat by Israel, which had nearly been unimaginable in the pan-Arab 
paradigm, and as many scholars have pointed out, inflicted injury on Arab subjectivity and 
generated a profound process of reexamination. For nationalist Syrian writers and intellectuals, 
many possessed of sophisticated levels of political consciousness, the period that followed the 
naksa was particularly perplexing, as they were grappling not only with the effects of the defeat, 
but also with a growing authoritarian political system striving to coopt their voices. The reaction 
to the defeat in Syria materialized in a range of modes of thought and expression, and marked the 
beginning of a rupture within the cultural field. 

For the intellectual, all facets of Arab life were now subject to investigation, and political 
reform was coupled with a comprehensive re-evaluation that spanned the self, as well as social 
and cultural structures. For many progressive nationalist intellectuals, Fouad Ajami observes, the 
defeat engendered a new radical sensibility manifested in a consensus that “the heroes of yesterday 
had given in to that frustrating, hopeless body of attitudes and habits, that immutable thing called 
tradition.”163 In 1968, the Syrian thinker Ṣādiq Jalāl al-ʿAẓm published al-Naqd al-dhātī baʿda-l-
hazīmah (Self-criticism After the Defeat), in which he proposed a theoretical framework to analyze 
all reasons, both cultural and political, that had facilitated the defeat. Al-ʿAẓm’s views on culture 
reflect the general stand of the leftist, nationalist intellectual at the time, who continued to value 
the secular, nationalist project but criticized the mechanisms that had prevented this project from 

 
161 Hanī al-Rāhib, al-Mahzūmūn (Beirut: Dār al-Ādāb, 1961), 189. 
162 Ibid., 151. 
163 Ajami, 32. 
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reaching its goals.164 When turning to the question of culture and society, al-ʿAẓm suggests that 
the primary problem in Arab society is the fact that its revolutionary drive is limited to the political. 
“The revolutionary Arab subject today is revolutionary in a political sense. However, he/she 
continues to be socially, religiously, intellectually, morally, and economically conservative.”165 
Society as a whole, al-ʿAẓm further argues, still holds on to age-old traditions and suffers from 
ignorance, tribalism, dependency, and superstitious and transcendental beliefs.166 The prominent 
poet and thinker, Adonis, an icon of the ḥadāthī project, also declared, as Ajami reports, that 
“henceforth there would be nothing sacred and beyond discussion, and that … it was no longer 
enough to interpret the world but to change it.”167 

The post-naksa Syrian novel reflects this comprehensive investigation. The disillusionment 
that had informed the works of the sixties now gained a new dimension, a critical reflection on the 
role that the writer had played in this collective crisis. Walīd Ikhlāṣī in Aḥḍān al-sayyidah al-
jamīlah (The Arms of the Beautiful Lady, 1969), for example, continues to depict the alienation 
and failure of the intellectual, but now holds this intellectual accountable for his actions. The novel 
paints a bitter portrait of Ismāʿīl, a philosophy teacher, who is struggling with an intellectual crisis. 
Ismāʿīl is trapped between searching for a way to disseminate his views on the human condition 
and a desire to immerse himself in corporal pleasures. In an attempt to reconcile these two 
competing forces, Ismāʿīl marries a rich woman and pours his ideas into a book. But, as the novel 
suggests, combining the two aspirations is impossible and the intellectual’s abstract discourse that 
keeps him distant from the masses only leads to his death. The wife eventually has an affair and, 
despite his belief that his writings would bring radical transformation to society, Ismāʿīl’s book 
does not generate any reaction from people, leading him to take his own life.  

The trauma caused by the naksa overlapped with an unprecedented consolidation and 
growth of state power, manifested in systematic practices that aimed to organize and co-opt 
cultural production across all sectors of society. Syrian littérateurs, who were, in theory, searching 
for ways to revive literature’s role in educating the masses, were, in reality, helplessly watching 
themselves losing power under the weight of a hegemonic state, and were left without an open 
civil society where their voices might have an impact. From dictatorship in Syria and in other Arab 
countries, to the descent of Lebanon into civil war in 1975, and from Egypt becoming the first 
Arab state to recognize Israel by signing the Camp David Accords in 1978 to the Islamic uprising 
in Syria and the massacres that the regime committed to crush it, the Syrian intellectual’s operating 
paradigm was in a state of crisis. The dynamic and influential intellectual, who was able to organize 
and shape the world around him was now completely crushed by a dark reality. In a 1988 interview, 
the Saudi novelist ʿAbd al-Raḥmān Munīf, who had been residing in Syria, described his 
generation as follows: 

 
164 Fundamentalist and conservative political thinkers, on the other hand, blamed radical nationalism and 

revolutionary socialist regimes for the defeat. See, for example, Ṣalāḥ al-dīn al-Munajjid, Aʿmidat al-nakbah: bahth 
ʿilmī fī asbāb hazīmat khamsah ḥuzayrān, (Beirut: Dār al-kitāb al-jadīd, 1967). For a detailed account of the diverse 
reactions and proposals that emerged after the 1967 defeat, see Ajami, 29-74. 

165 Ṣādiq Jalāl al-ʿAẓm, al-Naqd al-dhātī baʿda-l-hazīmah, new edition (Damascus: Dār Mamdūḥ ʿUdwān 
li’l-nashr, 2007), 49. 

166 Ibid., 86 
167 Quoted in Ajami, 32. 
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[W]e as a generation only lived defeats until now, and our disappointments are 
almost enough for generations, or so I fear. Or maybe every generation laments the 
luck of having been born in such a time. But on the whole if you compare the 
generation that was born between the two wars, and lived big dreams which soon 
were crushed, meaning that nothing was accomplished, you may find generations 
that were more satisfied than us, more understanding and accepting of their 
realities, better at coping with them. But we got filled too soon with dreams and 
then with the collapse of these dreams. Too big a gap developed between what we 
wanted to accomplish and what actually did get accomplished. Here you see a kind 
of inner devastation and bitterness that we did not expect; these [feelings] are 
always vivid in us and they express themselves in different forms.168 

Against the backdrop of this landscape, alienation, exile, and denunciation of oppressive powers 
became essential themes that ran through Syria’s novelistic discourse. Through characters that are 
divorced from the surrounding world, the novel became a site on which systems of power were 
exposed, and modern reality was portrayed as nothing but lies, violence and enslavement. As 
Elisabeth Vauthier observes in her reading of the twentieth-century Syrian novel, “[t]he 
denunciation of hierarchies, of an oppressive and corrupt power, the evocation of calcified 
relations between the sexes and incomprehension between generations, each reminds us of the 
devils of a distorted society trapped in the past.”169  

On the other end, hardline, committed writers who believed that a part of literature’s 
function was to underline people’s inherent potential for change and progress, produced a critical 
but hopeful and positive discourse, in which the intellectual was assigned the responsibility to 
maintain hope and faith in revolutionary practices. This positive tone was endorsed and promoted 
by the state and the literary establishment, which structured the naksa as a generative moment in 
order to reinforce a homogeneous Syrian self against a foreign other and to shift people’s attention 
from the oppressive reality in which they lived.170 In the years following the naksa, the Ministry 
of Culture and National Guidance published a large number of novels that celebrated positive 
heroes who persevere against all odds and handicaps.171 Fayyāḍ, the writer, political activist, and 
protagonist of al-Thalj yaʾtī mina-l-nāfidhah (Snow Comes from the Window, 1969) exemplifies 
the image of the intellectual that was promoted at the time. As the novel follows his political 
activism against the separatist government that had supported the break-up of the United Arab 

 
168 ʿAbd al-Raḥmān Munīf, Al-Kātib wa’l-manfā (Beirut: Al-Markaz al-Thaqāfī al-ʿArabī, 2001), 221—22. 

Quoted and translated in Elizabeth Suzanne Kassab, “Summoning the Spirit of Enlightenment: On the Nahda Revival 
in Qadaya wa-Shahadat,” in Arabic Thought against the Authoritarian Age: Towards an Intellectual History of the 
Present, ed. Jens Hanssen and Max Weis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 315.  

169 Vauthier, 343. 
170 Alexa Firat reports that “the state's official cultural journal, al-Maʿrifah, conspicuously avoids using any 

terminology that refers to al-naksa as a defeat, rather emphasizing the aggression and transgression of the Zionist state 
and the colonialist empires. All of the editorial prologues published after June 1967 refer only to the battle of June 5th 
and the urgency of continued Arab solidarity against these kinds of aggressions” Firat, “Post-67 Discourse and the 
Syrian Novel,” 64-65. 

171 Examples of novels published right after the naksa by the Ministry of Culture that maintained a positive 
tone include Ḥasan Jabal (Proper Name, 1969) and al-Ashqiyāʾ al-sādah (Poor Gentlemen, 1971) by Fāris Zarzūr, 
al-Fahd (The Leopard, 1969) by Ḥaydar Ḥaydar, and al-Thalj yaʾtī mina-l-nāfidhah (Snow Comes from the Window, 
1969) by Ḥannā Mīnah. 
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Republic, we see Fayyāḍ suffering from imprisonment, failure, and alienation, which eventually 
lead him to self-exile. However, Fayyāḍ’s struggle only enriches his journey towards intellectual 
maturity, which culminates in his decision to return home and lead his people in their national 
struggle. “I will never run away again! I will never run away again,”172 Fayyāḍ announces in the 
ending sentence of the novel.  

The literary establishment’s endorsement of progressive and positive ideologies of 
commitment was not limited to promoting realist works devoted to supporting the struggle of the 
toiling masses and highlighting idealized heroes and events. The establishment efforts extended to 
marginalizing and criticizing works that went against the grain of the state’s sentiments and 
narratives. Ḥusām al-Khaṭīb, who was at the time the Head of the Department of Arabic Language 
and Literature in Damascus University, to give one example, wrote extensively on the development 
of the Syrian novel. His post-naksa works celebrated the socialist realist novel and strongly 
criticized the prevailing novels characterized by anxiety and disillusionment. Investigating what 
he calls adab al-ḍayāʿ (literature of destruction), al-Khaṭīb empties this literature of any aesthetic 
value and criticizes it for lacking authenticity and even being forced and fabricated, for the Syrian 
experience, he claims, was not in a state of crisis that would produce the lost and confused subject 
represented in these novels. Reflecting a nationalist discourse that ascribes a fundamental moral 
and cultural value to the nation, al-Khaṭīb further criticizes the leading voices within this discourse 
and places them outside the margins of society itself. “The writers of this type of literature belong 
to a generation that has lost the basic relationship with life. They revolt against everything, but for 
the sake of nothing. They do not believe in family, society or the establishment. They, perhaps, 
believe in one thing only, and that is themselves.”173 

The disparate sensibilities that were developing among Syrian intellectuals and the 
consequent critical conflict within the literary field are clearly manifested in the publication of al-
Adab wa’l-aydyūlūjyyah fī sūriyyah 1967-1973 (Literature and Ideology in Syria) in 1974, and the 
sharp reactions and rigorous debates this work generated. Embodying Marxist criticism in its 
ideological underpinnings, the authors of the work, Nabīl Sulaymān and Bū ʿAlī Yāsīn, 
endeavored to reaffirm the dominance of committed literature after years of decline.174 In an 
attempt to battle against what they described as prevalent literary, intellectual, and political 
stagnation that had dominated the country between 1967 and 1973, the authors analyzed and 

 
172 Mīnah, al-Thalj yaʾtī mina-l-nāfidhah, 2nd edition (Beirut: Dār al-Ādāb, 1977), 371.  
173 Ḥusām al-Khaṭīb, Subul, 94. The literary establishment’s endorsement of socialist realism continued 

throughout the eighties. The first academic thesis on the Syrian novel, titled “al-Wāqiʿiyyah fī al-riwāyah al-sūriyyah” 
and presented by Fayṣal Sammāq in 1979, which earned him a master’s degree from the Faculty of Literatures at the 
University of Damascus, represents the literary establishment’s position. Sammāq’s thesis committee included three 
of the most prominent literary critics at the time, Ḥusāam al-Khaṭīb, ʿAbd al-Karīm al-Ashtar, and Aḥmad Sulaymān 
al-Aḥmad. In his introduction, Sammāq states that the field is in a critical need for studies that reinforce the presence 
of the realist novel and suggests that his work aims to fight against styles and practices that have infiltrated the Syrian 
novel. “Literature in the seventies,” he claims, “has witnessed the introduction of imported practices. Those who 
imported such practices adopted them under the name of modernity and believed that they were progressive. These 
practices, however, steer the writer and the reader away from their reality and place them in odd mazes. This is why, 
it is necessary … to emphasize the progressiveness of our literature through adopting realism, and especially socialist 
realism.” Fayṣal Sammāq, al-Wāqiʿiyyah fī al-riwāyah al-sūriyyah (Damascus: Dār al-Baʿth al-Jadīdah, 1979), 12-
13. 

174 Other critics that adopted Marxist criticism in their work on the contemporary Syrian novel include ʿAbd 
al-Muʿīn al-Malūḥī, Jalāl Farūq al-Sharīf, Muḥammad Kāmil al-Khaṭīb, and ʿAbd al-Razzāq ʿĪd.  
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evaluated contemporary Syrian literary works from a socialist, scientific stand, aiming to provide 
an outline for future works.175 Sulaymān and Yāsīn advocated the revival of ideologically based, 
functional literary modalities that focus on content, claiming that the emphasis on form above 
content is a reactionary trend and a malicious attempt to steer attention away from the substantial 
struggle against imperialism and class inequality.176 Al-Adab wa’l-aydyūlūjyyah triggered heated 
debates that took place on the pages of newspapers and literary journals and were later collected 
in a book titled Maʿārik thaqāfiyyah fī sūriyyah 1975-1977 (Cultural Battles in Syria, 1979). Alexa 
Firat pays close attention to the meanings and effects of both works, suggesting that the complex 
reactions to the publication of al-Adab wa’l-aydyūlūjyyah point to an emerging rupture in the 
Syrian literary field. What is most evident in the reactions to Al-Adab wa’l-aydyūlūjyyah, Firat 
observes, “is a rejection of the notions of positivism and dogmatism (totalitarianism) … While all 
the writers agree on the need for social transformation in their society, the dissenters argue that it 
would not arrive by way of compulsion, but rather through processes and developments both inside 
and outside literature.”177  

Maʿārik thaqāfiyyah reveals that the post-naksa Syrian novel was not immune to what 
Edward al-Kharrāṭ named, “al-ḥasāsiyyah al-jadīdah” (new sensibility) in Arabic fiction. Despite 
the literary establishment’s endorsement of socialist realism, or committed realism as some critics 
called it, writers continued to explore new directions and depict their gloomy reality, drifting away 
from earlier models of realism. Maintaining a politically aware attitude and a belief that literature, 
as the Syrian novelist Ḥalīm Barakāt states, “can subordinate politics to creative and reflective 
thinking, and undertake the task of promoting new consciousness,”178 they were now preoccupied 
by a search for new forms capable of sublimating meaning through creative literary practices.179 
Irrespective of the styles and literary strategies they mobilized, their “stand here is always a 
rejection of traditional authorities and [their] vision is essentially grounded in questioning the 
prevailing value system.”180  
 

 
175 Nabīl Sulaymān and Bū ʿAlī Yāsīn, al-Adab wa’l-aydyūlūjyyah fī sūriyyah 1967-1973 (Beirut: Dār Ibn 
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York: Routledge, 2007), 4. 
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Dynamics of Criticism 
 

Operating within the confines demarcated by the official rhetoric, whether within the grey 
areas where slightly pushing the boundaries was not too dangerous or within the narrow margins 
of officially tolerated criticism, was a difficult process that eventually eroded the capacity of Syrian 
intellectuals to believe in their role as the conscience of the nation. “Fear was our daily reality. The 
writer was constantly maneuvering in relentless search for non-hazardous vocabulary, both in 
creative expression and in everyday utterance. It was an exhausting practice,”181 the writer Fuʿād 
Muḥammad Fuʿād recalls. Writing in 1980, the novelist ʿAbd al-Nabī Ḥijāzī emphasized that the 
three old taboos—sex, religion, and politics— continued to haunt the literary imagination in Syria, 
and writers were trapped between a deep-seated, internalized repression and an oppressive political 
power.182 The restraints on the cultural field did not seem to change much during the decades after 
Ḥijāzī wrote his words. In an interview that he gave in 1995, Hanī al-Rāhib also exposed the prison 
within which the writing process continued to be contained.  

 ةیبرعلا ةضھنلا ةكرح اھتحستكا ةحاسم يھو ،ةیرحلا نم ةعساو ةحاسمب معنن لازن لا انك اماع نیعبرأ لبق
 يلاطبلأ تحمس ول ىتح ھنأ ينعأ .ةیرحلا ىلع قوسلا داصتقاو ةمظنلأا تطلست دقل .نلآا ترحدنا يتلا
 نإف .ةثلاثلا تامرحملا هذھل قمعو قدصب ىدصتی باتك ةعابطب رشانلا لبقی نلف ،عومسم توصب ریكفتلاب
 183.هدضو يدض سرامیس ،ھتادسّجت فلتخمب ،فنعلا

Forty years ago, we enjoyed a greater space of freedom, a space snatched-up by the 
nahḍa movement, now gone. Institutions and the market economy now govern 
freedom. What I mean is that even if I allowed my characters to reflect aloud, no 
editor would agree to print a book that dealt with these three taboos sincerely and 
in-depth. Violence, in all its forms, would be brought against him and against me.  

Within this context, writers found themselves with limited choices: they had to either embrace the 
goals of a tyrannical regime, to openly battle authoritarianism and risk one’s livelihood, freedom, 
safety, and, perhaps life, or to write within the margins allowed by the state, utilizing the means 
available to aesthetically engage with the world and preserve their place in society, minimal as it 
was. The latter was the path that many writers followed, producing works that, although they 
functioned within the boundaries permitted by the state, bore witness to the ever-present defeat in 
Syrian history.184 Al-Rāhib and other novelists who attempted to transgress boundaries and break 
taboos paid a high price, and many ended up in exile, whether forced or self-imposed.185 Mirroring 
the writers’ real-life experiences, the Syrian novel under the rule of Hafiz al-Asad was largely 
shaped by themes of exile and disorientation. Displaced characters dominated the Syrian novel, 

 
181 Fuʿād Muḥammad Fuʿād, interview by author, Beirut, May 2013.  
182 ʿAbd al-Nabī Ḥijāzī, “Anmāṭ ruʾyat al-ʿālam fī riwāyat al-sabʿīnāt,” al-Ādāb,  n. 2-3, 1980, 54. 
183 Hanī al-Rāhib, “Wajhan li-wajh: Hanī al-Rāhib wa-Ṭālib al-Rifāʿī,” al-ʿArabī, N.443, Oct 1995, 69.  
184 For a detailed and informative study of the relationship between the regime and Syria’s writers, artists, 

and filmmakers under the rule of Hafiz al-Asad, see Cooke, Dissident Syria. 
185 Many prominent Syrian writers lived in forced or self-imposed exile, including Ghādah al-Sammān, Salīm 

Barakāt, Ḥaydar Ḥaydar, Hānī al-Rāhib, Adūnīs, Zakariyyā Tāmir and Nizār Qabbānī.  
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embodying a prevalent state of interior exile, the feeling of being divorced from one’s own home, 
world, or history, a trope that was certainly frowned upon by the literary establishment.186 

The perspective of a world where an individual controls his/her destiny withered, and the 
novel’s inward reflections revealed perplexed and alienated subjects, imprisoned in a cruel reality. 
Embodying the tanfīs literature, Syrian novelists focused on the daily mechanisms of oppression 
and its effects on the present life of the individual, but, unlike the following generation, they did 
not offer alternative frameworks that would allow for change. Skillfully detaching themselves from 
openly denouncing political oppression, they painted a dystopian image of a realty, in which 
people were trapped, incapable of changing their destinies. Khalīl al-Nuʿaymī, to give one 
example, reflected intensively in his works on the effects of power and domination, attacking 
tyranny in all its manifestations. In al-Khulaʿāʾ (The Libertines, 1983), al-Nuʿaymī follows two 
lovers through a one-night car trip. The man and the woman are running away from the oppressive 
powers of the city to the sea, a symbol of openness and freedom. However, it is unclear whether 
in the sea lies their salvation or their end. Throughout the first-person narrative, we encounter no 
other voice but that of the man, who angrily reveals his frustration not only with an intense love-
hate relationship between himself and the woman who is supposedly in the car with him, but also 
with the whole world around him. Emblematic of those who live under tyrannical systems of 
power, the unnamed protagonist/narrator is “a mass of frustration, failure, and deterioration,”187 
but despite his constant and relentless verbal complaints and criticism, he is “all talk,” and does 
not take any concrete steps towards change, for he believes that “defeat is inevitable.”188 Al-
Nuʿaymī’s protagonist, like his reader, is the product of oppressive structures, “the model child of 
authoritarian power,”189 who constantly complains but is not concerned with actively opposing or 
challenging the power structures in place.  

Al-Khulaʿāʾ repeatedly returns to fitnah, the first civil war in Islamic history. Direct 
quotations from historical accounts and anecdotes about the violent persecution of the Khawārij 
(Kharijites) at the hands of the al-Umawiyyūn (Umayyads) are randomly interspersed within the 
novel’s emotionally charged monologue: 

 يّلإ نیرظنت كتیأرو كلذب تنأ تفرعو تومتو ھب صغت نأ داكت فصاعلا ءاوھلا علتبت ةرایسلاب تسسحأ
 ھب رمأف تئش ام صاصقلا نم كسفنل رتخا ھل لاق كب انلثم ول امأ ھل لاقو نیدھنتت تناو ىنعم تاذ تارظن
 مث لتقف ھب رمأ مث كترخآ كیلع تدسفأو يایند يلع تدسفأ لاق ىرت فیك ھل لاق مث ھیلجرو ھیدی اوعطقف

 ناك نإ كتلأس يوفع لكشب ةدش ةمیظكلا كتادھنت تدادزا ةنونجملا ةعرسلا دایدزا عمو هراد باب ىلع بلص
 190ً.ادیعب ينع تردتسا يبیجت نأ نودو ماری ام ىلع ءيش لك

I felt the car swallowing the storming air. It was about to choke and die. You knew 
that. I saw you looking at me and sighing. And he said: I am going to torture you. 
Choose a punishment for yourself! And he ordered his men to cut off his hands and 
feet. “What do you think?” he asked. “You have ruined my present life and your 
afterlife,” he replied. So, he ordered his men to kill him and then crucify him at the 

 
186 Vauthier, 364.  
187 Khalīl al-Nuʿaymī, al-Khulaʿāʾ, special edition (Cairo: Dār al-Thaqāfah al-Jadīdah, 1990), 145. 
188 Ibid., 148. 
189 Ibid.  
190 Ibid., 20-21. 
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door of his house. Your sighs intensified with the increase of the crazy speed. I 
spontaneously asked if everything was alright. You turned your face the other way 
without answering me.  

Referencing the fate of the Khawārij, who, unlike other Muslims, rejected heredity succession 
outright and held that believers were obliged to depose the imam if he erred, places the author’s 
present time tyranny within a historic and violent power struggle wherein challenging the powerful 
always ended with painful death.191  

Lacking punctuation and flowing relentlessly like an extremely long sentence uttered in 
one breath, the univocal narrative of al-Khulaʿāʾ suggests the structure of a confessional letter, or 
a monologue in a therapy session, as it constantly switches between, memories, visions, 
confessions, and disclosures, providing the narrator, as well as the reader, with room for catharsis. 
Although the very first sentence calls for speaking out: “We were getting closer to the sea when 
you angrily said to me: don’t stay silent,”192 this call dies out by the end of the novel. As the 
protagonist/narrator vents his frustration, he turns to complete silence, “as if we secretly agreed to 
stay silent forever, while surrounded from all sides by an ambiguous and majestic sorrow.”193 
Highlighting their ultimate ineffectiveness, the narrative strips both the man and the woman of all 
sorts of agency—the night in which they are driving never ends, the awaited dawn never comes, 
and it was not they who did not reach the sea, but rather “the sea never came to them.”194 The only 
successful task of this catharsis trip, we are told, “was taming the self and the other.”195  
 “Criticizing oppression as a universal concept was not forbidden,” the poet and playwright 
ʿAdnān al-ʿAwdah states. “The hard part was to leave no trace in our works that would point at 
the political realities in Syria.”196 Within this small space of “freedom,” Syrian novelists focused 
their criticism on the mechanics of power and its effects on society. Having to manipulate the firm 
but vague system of censorship, they relied on indirect routes to reflect their disillusionment with 
present reality, including the use of symbol, irony and temporal or spatial displacement. In 2014, 
Khayrī al-Dhahabī reflected on what he called years of taqiyyah,197  

 
191 On the Khawārij’s position on governance, political theory, rebellion, and radical egalitarianism, see 
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193 Ibid., 164. 
194 Ibid. 
195 Ibid.  
196 Al-ʿAwdah, interview by author, Beirut, May 28, 2013. 
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 ينعأو ،توریب مساب ةرم ھتركنو ھتباتك يھتشأ ام لك تلق تنكل ،ھب تأدتبا ام ىلإ تُدعو ،رمعلا يبّ دترا ول
 تنك .."ءامسلأا خف" ةیاور يف ةیثعبلا ينعأو ةیرومیتلا ةرتفلا نع تبتكو ،"ةیبرع لایل" ةیاور يف قشمد
 198.لقتعملا ىلإ يب يدوت لا لولح نع ثحبلا يف تقولا نم ریثكلا عضِأ مل ول ىنمتأ

If I had a chance now to go back in time to my first writings, I would have said all 
that I wanted to say directly and without disguise. In Layālī ʿarabiyyah (Arabian 
Nights) I would have called the city by its true name of Damascus, instead of calling 
it Beirut. I would not have called an era the Timurid period when what I really 
meant was the Baʿthist period in Fakhkh al-asmāʾ (The Trap of Names). I wish I 
had not spent much time cleverly obfuscating my work just to avoid prison.  

Walīmah li-aʿshāb al-baḥr (A Banquet for Seaweed, 1984) by Ḥaydar Ḥaydar, exemplifies such 
techniques. Marking a major thematic and stylistic break in his work, Ḥaydar moves away from 
the local Syrian scene, offering, through a close critique of the immediate past, a broad panorama 
of the failure of Arab revolutionary movements. Through language that masterfully interplays 
between myth, religion, and history, the novel fuses together the emergence of an evil, mythic 
creature, a Lotan,199 and that of dictatorship, while following the lives of two Iraqi teachers, Mahdī 
and Mihyār, who have escaped to Algeria after the communist uprising in southern Iraq in 1968 
was crushed by the Iraqi Baʿth party. By interweaving the stories of their daily lives in two 
countries and two timeframes, the novel portrays how the characters forge their paths amidst the 
horrors of authoritarian regimes. Setting the novel in Iraq, Syria’s arch enemy at the time, and 
exposing its regime as an example of dictatorship makes the perfect setting for a Syrian writer to 
offer a verdict on, not only the nationalist movements, but also the Baʿth party under which he 
himself lived.200 Though the novel traces the rise of an unnamed totalitarian regime, the similarities 
with the rise of Hafiz al-Asad to power are hard to miss for a sophisticated reader. Published in 
1983, when the massacre of Hama was still vividly present in the minds of the Syrian people, the 
novel’s graphic descriptions of the Baʿth’s brutality against the communists in Iraq can be read as 
a proxy for the Baʿth’s brutality against the Muslim Brotherhood in Syria itself. Throughout the 
novel, subtle but significant indicators remind a Syrian reader of the Lotan at home. Named Abū 
ʿUbayd al-Lāh al-Kalbī, the Lotan’s human name, for example, conjures the Kalbiyyah tribe, to 
which the Asad family belongs. Also, the novel’s emphasis that the Lotan, or the dictator, has been 
in power for twelve years, building a cult of personality around himself—“twelve years after its 
divine appointment, people will believe that on the day of [the leader’s] birth, all kingdoms on 

 
198 Khayrī al-Dhahabī, “Khayrī al-Dhahabī yufakkik fakhkh al-istibdād,” al-Mudun, April 5, 2014. 
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earth lowered their flags.”201— can be read as an indication of Asad’s rise to power in 1971, exactly 
twelve years before the novel was published.  

Representative of the post-independence generation of intellectuals, who had found in Arab 
nationalism the hope for a better future, liberated from structural modes of oppression, Ḥaydar 
portrays a deceived nationalist intellectual and his text, unlike the 21st-century Syrian novel, 
continues to embody the principles of the ḥadāthī project. His belief in and depiction of the hero 
intellectual as a force of change, and his understanding of progress as a rupture with the past 
persist, blaming the failure of the nationalist project on the very regimes that claimed to represent 
the Arab world and its desires, only to betray their promises. Ḥaydar reads the failure of the present 
as a result of it being trapped in an obsolete past, exemplified in dominating collective values and 
social and cultural frameworks that sustain oppressive powers.202 The chapter titled Ẓuhūr al-
lūyathān (The Emergence of Lotan) graphically depicts the rise of the dictator in the Arab world 
and details the emergence and rise of a pure evil monster who 

 رورم عمو ... ةیوضعلا تلاوحتلا نمً اروطأ ربعیس ندملا وحنً افحاز ءارحصلا رابغ نم جرخی نأ دعب
 203.يرشبلالا ھلكشو ھلصأ ىسنیس ... عیوجتلاو يفنلاو لتقلاب ھكلم دطویو شرعلا يلتعی نأ دعب ،تقولا

as it emerges from the dust of the desert, crawling into the cities, goes through 
phases of biological transformations ... With the passage of time, as it ascends to 
the throne and strengthens its sovereignty by means of murder, exile, and starvation 
until the land is under its control and that of its informants, everyone will have 
forgotten its origin and its non-human form.  

Through dense, mythological allusions, the novel provides a detailed description of the doom and 
destruction brought by the Lotan and of the process through which the monster is transformed in 
the minds of the people into a divine leader. Regarded as integral to modernity, myth, which as 
Talal Asad argues, was seen by the ḥadāthī poets of the 1950s and 60s as “a necessary product of 
the secular mind”204 and a “part of a response to the perceived failure of Muslim societies to 
secularize,”205 continues to operate in Ḥaydar’s novel as a space within which settled feelings and 
sensibilities are dislocated and sacred tradition is disrupted. It is through the reincarnation of 
transcendental religions that the myth of Abū ʿUbayd al-Lāh al-Kalbī crystalizes and endures 
through time until he becomes an unquestioned truth. 

 
201 Ḥaydar Ḥaydar, Walīmah li-aʿshāb al-baḥr: nashīd al-mawt, 6th edition (Damascus: Ward li’l-Ṭibāʿah 
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 تازجعم فلسلا نع فلخلا يوری امك .ةقحاسلا روصعلا يف ءایبنلأا ءامسأ دجمتت تناك امك ھمسا دجمتیس
 206.ةقراخ ةبیرغ ىؤر ھنع ىوریس مھتایلجتو لسرلا كئلوأ

Like the prophets of the distant past, his name will be glorified. The way prophets’ 
miracles and manifestations were transmitted from one generation to another, 
extraordinary and supernatural visions will be told about him.  

As we see in the following excerpt, narratives that surround the birth of Prophet Muhammad with 
an aura of the supernatural are merged with those of the monstrous divine leader. Integrating an 
excerpt from Abū Nuʿaym al-Iṣfahānī’s work Dalāʾil al-nubuwwah (Signs and Proofs of 
Prophethood), which provides the most authoritative and prevalent account of the birth of prophet 
Muhammad from the point of view of the normative tradition with full isnād to Ibn ʿAbbās, the 
novel identifies the unquestionable at the heart of the religious experience as the cultural tenet that 
allows oppressive political practices to persist.   

 حاشأف اھداؤف حسم ضیبأ رئاط حانج تأر فیك .هدلوم موی نع ةضماغلا ةیرحسلا يلایللا يف ھمأ ثدحتتس
 ،لاع رون اھنم ءاضأف ھتبرشف ،ىشطع تناكو نبللا ھبشی ضیبأ بارشب اذإف تتفتلا مث ،عجولاو اھنع بعرلا
 ءلاؤھ نملع نیأ نم ،هاثوغاو :تحاصف اھب نقدحی فانم دبع تانب نم نھنأك لاوطلا لخنلاك ةوسن تأر مث
 ءامسلا نیب دمی ضیبأ جابیدب اذإف ،لوھأو مظعأ ةقیقد لك يف بیجولا عمست يھو اھیلع رملأا دتشی مث ؟يب
 رطملا تحت يھو ،ملأا ىرتو .سانلا نیعأ نعً ادیعب هوذخ :لوقیل ءامسلا قامعأ نم يتأی دعرب اذإف ،ضرلأاو
 نامجلا ھبشیً اقرع حشرت ةضف نم قیرابأ نولمحی ءاوھلا يف نوفقیً لااجر ،ضاخملا دعب ام تانایذھو راحلا
 نم ةحنجأ فرت فیطللا راخبلا اذھ تحت .رفصعملا ربنعلاو فدرلأا كسملا نم بیطأ ةحئار اھل ،ىدنلاو
 الله فشكیس ةیدمرسلا ةظحللا كلت يف .ةرجحلا ءامس يطغت ،توقای نم اھتحنجأو درمز نم اھریقانم ریطلا

 برغملا يف ملعو قرشملا يف ملع :ملاعأ ةثلاثو ،اھبراغمو ضرلأا قراشم ىرتف اھتریصبو اھرصب نع
 207.ةبعكلا رھط ىلع ثلاثو

His mother, during the magical and mysterious nights, will tell about the day he 
was born—how she saw a vision as if the wing of a white bird stroked her heart, 
taking away all her panic and suffering. Then she turned, and there was a white 
drink; she thought that it was milk. she was thirsty, so she drank it, and a bright 
light radiated from her. She then saw women like lofty palm-trees, resembling the 
daughters of ʿAbdi Manāf, staring at her. As she was wondering [over this] and 
asking herself, “woe is me, how did these women know about me?“ her labor 
became intense … Suddenly she saw a piece of white brocade stretched between 
the heavens and the earth. A thunder-like voice coming from the depth of the skies 
said: “take him where no one can see him” … She then saw men standing in the 
air, holding silver ewers covered with pearl-like droplets, sweeter smelling than 
fragrant mask and honey-yellow amber. Under this graceful vapor, a flock of birds 
covered her chamber. Their beaks were made of emerald and their wings of rubies. 
At that eternal moment, God would lift the veil off her sight, so she saw the eastern 
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and western regions of the earth. She saw three banners raised, a banner in the east, 
a banner in the west, and a banner on the top of the Kaʿbah. 

Against the image of the Lotan, which invokes a fallen world in need of redemption, there 
is Mahdī and Mihyār. Presented as disseminators of knowledge and a continuation of earlier 
revolutions against oppression, Mahdī and Mihyar are affirmative national heros, whose quest 
manifests through a fight for change and progress—they escape from prison in Iraq and make for 
Algeria in the hopes of serving a more effective revolution. Their disillusionment stems from the 
rise of authoritarian political systems that strive to strip them of their agency to shape history and 
reorganize the world around them. Despite their desire and zeal, we are told, history was slipping 
away from their reach to be shaped by the hands of other potters: by police, execution squares, 
generals, clerics, and informants. Despite that reality, they continued to be preoccupied with a 
promethean call. The names of the novel’s heroes further conjure the beginning and the fulfillment 
of a becoming, an inauguration of a new way of being in a world that is associated with the 
anticipation of the end of days—Mihyār’s name alludes to the figure of the modern (ḥadāthī) 
revolutionary Arab poet, who, thanks to the poetry of Adūnīs, has come to exemplify the myth of 
rebirth by recreating the world around him,208 and Mahdī’s evokes the awaited imam, who will 
establish justice before the Day of Judgment. Despite the crushing reality in which the characters 
live, despite living under the rule of the Lotan, the novel’s ending maintains the possibility of 
salvation through sacrifice and redemption. Mihyar’s ultimate arrest and Mahdī’s disappearance 
is not the end. It rather points to the willingness of the hero intellectual to sacrifice himself in times 
of suffocating tyranny as a reincarnation of the sacrifice of the ancient Mesopotamian god 
Tammuz, which is meant to revitalize the barren earth.  

 

A New Consciousness, a New Discourse 
 

Syrian intellectuals’ profound sense of disappointment began to materialize as early as the 
1990s in an inward investigation into the principles and premises that had framed literary and 
intellectual discourse in the twentieth century. Many began to grapple not with the mechanisms of 
the oppressive political powers in place, but with such notions and questions as the religious, the 
secular, and the failure of the intellectual and the nation-state. Within Syria, the views of writers 
and thinkers such as the sociologist Burhān Ghalyūn and the historian Muḥammad Jamal Barūt 
began to gain momentum. This cohort of intellectuals proposed that in the nahḍa and the ḥadātha 
projects and the ideologies to which they had given rise one can find the roots behind the 
contemporary crisis in Arab intellectual culture. In his Ightiyāl al-ʿaql (The Assassination of the 
Mind), Ghalyūn, for example, provides a reading of the cultural field in Syria and the Arab world 
at the time, explaining the failure of the nahḍa and the ḥadātha projects, both of which he argues, 
were partial and premature. On the one end, there are those who have fallen into ultimate despair, 
for they view the current crisis “as a natural manifestation of a presupposed essential Arab quality, 
characterized by irrationality, negativity, partition and therefore inferiority,” linking the failure of 
the present to “the Arab mind, Arab subjectivity, Arab culture, or even Arab heritage as a 
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manifestation of this subjectivity.”209 On the other end, there are those who obscure the depth of 
the crisis by emphasizing the validity of the social and intellectual systems in place and ascribing 
the crisis to the failing political powers in place.  

Ghalyūn suggests that the roots of the contemporary crisis should be traced back to the 
exclusionary principles of both the nahḍa and the ḥadātha projects, and that the disillusioning 
futility of the intellectual stems from his elitist attitude toward the people and the frameworks that 
had informed their world. Rethinking the nahḍa, Ghalyūn finds the emphasis of the nahḍawi 
intellectuals, both the secular modernists and the Muslim reformists, on notions of change and 
transformation problematic, since they held within them, he explains, a contempt toward the past 
and a call for a revolution against an existing consciousness.210 Ghalyūn also criticizes the ḥadātha 
project for finding the roots of the current failure in the nation’s heritage and for assigning the 
modernist elite the task of transforming what they believed to be “reactionary” frameworks and 
structures of Arab thought and reality.211 Any cultural project that imposes an ideology, whether 
modernist or traditional, Ghalyūn asserts, necessarily leads to dismantling culture as a source of 
self-creation and innovation. Rather than returning to old attempts of reconciling the presupposed 
dichotomies of the past and the present, the modern and the traditional, Ghalyūn suggests that a 
way forward lies in “uncovering disparities,” for dualities and contradictions at the heart of modern 
Arab culture should be both problematized and celebrated as a dynamic force. “We must move 
beyond seeing contradiction as a rupture or a split in the self and beyond experiencing it as a tragic 
tension that would lead, like in epics, to a new history, for [contradiction] is the origin and essence 
of history. We have to accept that contradiction is the basis of unity, and conflict is the source of 
freedom and progress,”212 Ghalyūn contends. 

Views like Ghalyūn’s gave rise to rigorous discussions and debates. Qaḍāyā wa-shahādāt 
(Issues and Testimonies), a cultural journal published in Damascus between 1992 and 1993, 
samples the state of the cultural field at the time. Preoccupied by the prevalent state of 
disappointment, the journal turned to the legacy of the nahḍa, aiming not only to reconnect with 
and reclaim the openness and plurality it represented, but also to give insights into the present. The 
opening editorials of the journal’s six issues reflect the dismay and ambivalence within the Syrian 
literary field, particularly within the post-independence generation, whose discourse had been 
informed by the nahḍa’s principles. The literary critic Fayṣal Darrāj fiercely rejected the claims 
that the nahḍa and the modernity it advocated are responsible for the failure of the modern Arab 
intellectual culture. Darrāj argued instead, as Elizabeth Suzanne Kassab shows in her analysis of 
the journal’s opening editorials, that the nahḍa project “was aborted by the very regimes that 
claimed to represent the Arab world and its desires. The real problem, he claimed, was that those 
regimes never allowed the nahḍa project to come to fruition in the first place, that the nahḍa 
modernization project had been thwarted.”213 The playwright Saʿdallah Wannūs, on the other hand, 
takes a step further in his investigation, emphasizing that two factors should be taken into 
consideration when rethinking the nahḍa: colonialism and the post-independence state, which 
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“betrayed its modernization promises as well as its promises of building a unified nation that enters 
the age with power and establishes itself.” Although he finds in the nahḍa “the most promising 
and liveliest period of modern Arab history, in which change was promoted and undertaken with 
creativity, confidence and optimism,”214 Wannūs, unlike Darrāj, recognizes the epistemological 
fragility of the nahḍa thinkers and questions premising their project on cultural incompatibility. 

Investigations and negotiations like these accumulated over time and reached their height 
with the unfolding of the new millennium, actualizing within the political and cultural spheres of 
the “Damascus Spring,” when large numbers of authors, artists, and intellectuals launched a 
comprehensive movement that promoted the concept of civil society as an introduction to 
democratic reform. What distinguished the “Damascus Spring” from previous oppositional 
movements in Syria was the fact that “it emerged from below, for the majority of the activists were 
intellectuals and not politicians.”215 Syrian intellectuals envisaged a bottom-up cultural project in 
which the intellectual would finally recover her long-lost symbolic role and authority in the 
collective imagination. Their aim was to reach and empower the middle class, which they 
envisioned to be the only social force with the ability to implement a reformist project. As the 
writer, translator, and human rights activist Mīshel Kīlō puts it, “we had two choices …. Either we 
could work as an elite and found a new political party, or we could work in a different way, offering 
knowledge, ideas, experiences, reflections and emotions to [that part of] society which is now 
outside politics: to help society restore itself politically through a cultural project that we offered. 
This was the project with which the civil society movement started.”216  

Held in the homes of intellectuals, where activists, writers, and artists of all backgrounds 
met and discussed social, cultural, and political matters, muntadayāt al-ḥiwār al-waṭanī (forums 
or salons for national dialogue) played a significant cultural and political role during the Damascus 
Spring. The muntadayāt, which first appeared in Damascus, and then mushroomed all over the 
country, aimed to “establish a movement led by Syrian intellectuals that participates in public 
affairs, but, at the same time, distances itself from the political that is usually constrained by 
interest and power balance.”217 As a result of the meetings and discussions that took place within 
the muntadayāt, many more formal projects emerged, including Jamʿiyyat aṣdiqāʾ al-mujtamaʿ al-
madanī (Friends of Civil Society Association), and Lijān iḥyāʾ al-mujtamaʿ al-madanī 
(Committees for Reviving Civil Society). Although they did not necessarily reflect a cohesive 
vision, the concepts addressed within the muntadayāt later found their way to the public, and 
inspired long and informative debates that occupied many newspapers and journals, both in Syria 
and across the Arab world. From Hegel to Marx, Ferguson, and Gramsci, Syrian intellectuals 
launched an investigation into political and social theories, and some of them publicly called for 
rethinking many of the frameworks that had governed the Syrian intellectual sphere for a long 
time. Their debates covered topics such as the nature of the relationship between civil society and 
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the state, the place of secularism and liberalism in the newly emerging cultural project in Syria, 
and how to prevent the movement from falling into an exclusively leftist and elitist discourse.218  

In September 2000, the London-based newspaper al-Ḥayāh published a statement signed 
by ninety-nine Syrian intellectuals, including thinkers, novelists, poets, artists, journalists, and 
cinematographers, calling on the Syrian government to end the state of emergency, pardon all 
political detainees and exiles, establish a ‘state of law’ that would end all forms of constraints and 
censorship, recognize political and intellectual pluralism, and guarantee freedom of expression.219 
The “statement of the 99” was followed by many more, the most recognized of which is al-
wathīqah al-asāsiyyah li-lijān iḥyāʾ al-mujtamaʿ al-madanī (The Basic Document of the 
Committees for Reviving the Civil Society), known as the Manifesto of the 1,000, as it carried the 
signatures of 1,000 Syrian intellectuals. Published in many Arab newspapers, the statement voiced 
courageous demands—it expressed the intellectuals’ vision of a pluralist nation with equal rights, 
duties, and representations for all people; called for a comprehensive social, political and 
constitutional reform; and explicitly questioned the rule of the Ba‘th party, demanding a multi-
party political system.  

This new intellectual, social, and politically aspiring vitality was threatening for many of 
the regime’s hardliners, who had been cautiously watching. And, as some scholars argue, the 
movement’s step toward direct involvement in the political sphere proved to be the final straw.220 
In 2001, the regime reasserted its power, launching an intense campaign against the cultural and 
political movement—the muntadayāt were first stifled by strict regulations, and then shut down 
completely. Influential activists were arrested and put on trial with fabricated charges, such as 
communicating with foreign governments, weakening national sentiment, awakening sectarian 
conflicts, challenging the constitution, and undermining the authority of the head of state. As 
quickly as it arrived, the Damascus Spring was shut down. But, despite its short duration, its effects 
persisted, manifesting in new modes of engagement within the cultural field. On one level, 
intellectuals continued to hold demonstrations and voice their demands and visions, and on another 
level, which is the primary focus of this study, they reconstructed their nation, history, and society 
by means of their art. 

Despite the quick shutdown of the Damascus Spring, for a period, the cultural atmosphere 
in Syria remained more relaxed than that which had existed under Asad-the-father.221 In terms of 
novelistic writing, Fawwāz Ḥaddād pointed out that in 2009, while some of his then recent novels 
were banned in Syria, in the recent past those same novels would have landed him in prison.222 
Max Weiss, who makes a similar observation, suggests that the “benign neglect, or at least [the 
adherence] to a relatively laissez-faire position, vis-à-vis novelists and other writers in recent years 
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… might be attributed to the minor and marginal role literature plays in contemporary Syria.”223 
Weiss’ suggestion aligns with what many Syrian writers felt at the time. The poet Muḥammad 
Rashshū bitterly recalls, “by the late nineties, it seemed that the authorities were confident that we 
had completely lost our effectiveness, that we had become severely isolated and disconnected from 
the people on the streets. We were treated like a nonentity, as if we did not exist.”224  

The somewhat tempered atmosphere and the regime’s “benign neglect” of the country’s 
literary production allowed Syrian writers a margin of freedom to openly explore previously 
forbidden territories. The first decade of the twenty-first century witnessed many attempts that 
aimed to generate a new order within the country’s literary field. Taking into consideration that at 
the time president Bashar al-Asad was promoting his image as a modern democratic leader, 
different from his father, some of these activities can be read under commissioned criticism.225 
However, irrespective of the regime’s intentions, these independent cultural activities reflect the 
vitality of young writers and their determination to revive their role within Syrian society. Some 
projects and ideas, such as the founding of an independent collective of Syrian writers, did not 
come to fruition. Despite the work put into the project by Samar Yazbik and a handful of other 
Syrian intellectuals, it was aborted by both the old guard in the literary field who found it 
threatening, and their counterparts in the older generation of intellectuals who trivialized the idea 
and refused to support it, because they had lost any belief that a change could be achieved.226 Other 
projects, however, did succeed.  

The experience of al-Dūmarī (The Lamplighter), the first privately owned newspaper since 
the 1963 Baʿthist coup, demonstrates not only the type of efforts the Syrian intellectuals were 
pursuing, but also the public keenness for a new, independent discourse. Founded by the prominent 
political cartoonist ʿAlī Farzāt and first published in 2001, al-Dūmarī was a weekly satirical 
newspaper that leveraged humorous articles and drawings to shed light on the incompetence and 
corruption of the government. The newspaper was impatiently awaited by people and the entire 
print run of the first issue—over 75,000 copies—was sold out from Damascus newsstands in less 
than four hours. Although, as a sign of government approval, the newspaper was initially not 
required to submit its material to censorship prior to publication, a few months later, as al-Dūmarī 
published a stinging critique of government corruption and sweeping calls for reform, the pre-
publication censorship was reinstated and Farzāt was forced to circulate his newspaper through the 
government distribution apparatus. In 2003, after many clashes with censors and high officials in 
the government, the state-run Tishrīn newspaper accused Farzāt of cooperating with foreign 
governments, which led him later that year to close the newspaper.  

Bayt al-Qaṣīd,227 a weekly literary gathering, is another manifestation of opposition that 
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was able to survive the government’s campaign against political activism because it did not openly 
cross the red lines of the political sphere. Bayt al-Qaṣīd was founded by the poet, journalist, and 
short story writer Luqmān Derkī in 2006 and met at the Firdaws hotel in Damascus. Derkī, who 
belongs to the Kurdish minority and has embraced the image of the ṣuʿlūk poet,228 aimed to 
displace the processes and structures that had governed the literary field in the country by creating 
a platform for new, conventionally marginalized voices to assert themselves and their views. 
Unlike other literary platforms in Syria at the time, Bayt al-Qaṣīd, as Derkī describes it, was an 
open and diverse space for literature and music, whose existence was fundamentally defined by 
freedom and plurality.229  

As important as these explorations, both successful and aborted, may have been, it is within 
literature itself that writers artistically performed a new consciousness and carved out new spaces 
of negotiation. These efforts fully materialized when a large number of writers, who published for 
the first time in the late 1990s and early 2000s, introduced avant-garde novels, different from their 
predecessors of the mid twentieth-century. Daring and controversial, these novels explored what 
had long been treated as risky territories and taboo themes, forming what was referred to within 
the country’s literary field as “the new Syrian novel” or, sometimes, “the young Syrian novels.”230 
Although the majority of these novels were written by a young generation of Syrian novelists, they 
do not necessarily represent a simple generational divide, and the names grouped under the new 
or the young Syrian novel belong to slightly different generations. The notion of youth, some 
novelists insist, signifies novelty rather than age, a new consciousness or a new sensibility that 
corresponds to the contemporary moment. It manifests itself, as Rūzā Yāsīn Ḥasan, one of the 
noted writers of the 2000s puts it, in a “narrative that establishes its own new territory by working 
against predetermined frameworks and standard clichés, revolting against ideology, and rejecting 
what has been before.”231  

Nonetheless, the large cohort of young writers who form the driving force behind this new 
novelistic writing have certainly helped reshape the literary field in Syria. Overwhelmed by the 
effects of a crisis of nationhood, disillusioned with the validity of the grand narratives that had 
governed the cultural and literary field for the majority of the twentieth century, and empowered 
by the diverse pressures that opened cracks in the country’s undifferentiated patronage system, 
these young writers were preoccupied with questions of identity, the complexity of the national 
space, and difference and differentiation. Unlike previous generations of modern Syrians who 
participated to varying degrees in the social and political life of the country, this generation was 
born and raised under the repressive rule of the Baʿth Party and experienced nothing but political 
disenfranchisement and social and economic exclusion. While the post-independence intellectuals 
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are still disillusioned by the collapse of the dreams they had sought, the new generation, Ḥasan 
told me, 

 نوكن نأ ىلع انتلوفط ذنم انربجأ .قلطملا شیمھتلاو ةیداصتقلاا تابوقعلاو رھقلاو فوخلا تحت أشنو دلو
 .تاراسكنلاا لیج وھ يلیج .بلاطلا داحتاب ءاھتناو ةروثلا ةبیبشو ثعبلا عئلاط نم ءادتبا دئاقلا ةلاھ نمً اءزج
 ھلثم يروسلا فقثملا .انمعدیل يوق يفاقث دھشم انیدل نكی مل ،باتكك .ضرعلا ءاھتنا دعب حرسملا ىلإ انلصو
 ةفلتخم انب ةصاخ ناعم نع مئاد ثحب يف نحن اذھك عقاو يف .دعبمو شمھم وأ نواعتم امإ يفاقثلا دھشملا لثم
 232.ھیسیسأت مت امع

was born into and grew up under fear, repression, economic sanctions, and 
complete disenfranchisement. We were forced to be a part of the leader’s cult from 
a very young age—from Ṭalāʾiʿ al-Baʿth and Shabībat al-Thawrah to Ittiḥād al-
Ṭalabah.233 My generation can be defined as the broken generation. We arrived at 
the theatre after the show had already ended. As authors, we did not have an 
empowered cultural field to support us. The Syrian intellectual, as much as the 
cultural field itself, is either co-opted or discarded, marginalized, and isolated. In 
such a reality, we are constantly searching for our own meanings, different from 
what is already established. 

Another key characteristic of the novelistic writing published as early as the late 1990s is 
the unprecedented contribution of women, whose involvement was remarkable not only in terms 
of numbers,234 but also in light of the gender sensibility they reflect. Focused on agency, desire, 
femininity, subjectivity, and plurality, their investigations were concerned with exposing the 
gendered dynamics of power and the binary dualities that had governed both the nation and the 
novel. The women’s literary discourse that emerged around the advent of the new millennium in 
Syria corresponds to a new phase of Arab feminist movements, “The Third-Phase,” as some 
scholars label it,235 which “seek to transform gender relations in the public and private spheres 
simultaneously, and to redefine the meaning and practice of citizenship beyond gender 
hierarchies.”236 A distinguishing feature of this phase is the visibility and centrality of women’s 
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voices and experiences. It is marked, as Khamis and Mili state, by a “shift in gender politics from 
a top-down approach, where progress is driven by state actors, to a bottom-up approach, where 
gender activists take matters into their own hands and drive the evolution of gender standards, 
according to their own needs, demands, interests, and agendas.”237  

In that context, women novelists such as Manhal al-Sarrāj, Samar Yazbik, Rūzā Yāsīn 
Ḥasan, ʿAbīr Isber, Dīmah Wannūs, and Shahlah al-ʿUjaylī, some of whose works are discussed 
in this study, “reject any general definition of the feminine as an introduction to approaching the 
plural and colored reality.”238 They embrace a discourse that “stresses the plurality of women and 
introduces the feminine as a large spectrum of many shades.”239 Unlike earlier generations of 
Syrian and Arab feminist discourses, these new voices do not aspire to subject the male voice to 
feminist paradigms, but rather, as Yazbik puts it, “to fight against a hegemonic mindset. 
[Feminism] is an act of political liberation, in which all individuals in society are given their rights 
equally and lawfully, men and women, without distinction.”240 Ḥasan further defines feminist 
writing as “any writing that works against the powerful, the static, and the exclusive. It is a writing 
that endorses the marginal, the undomesticated, and the inclusive, regardless of the gender of the 
writer.”241 

The inquiries and efforts of these young writers should not be read only within the historical 
context of the literary field in Syria, but should also be placed within the larger picture of literary 
production in the Arab world at the time. Globalization, the Internet, social media, and the rise of 
new cultural centers in the contemporary Arab world all contributed to expanding the world of 
Syrian writers and to creating new platforms, tools, and channels of communication, placing this 
emerging consciousness within a larger context of aesthetic and intellectual negotiations. Many 
scholars have paid attention to changes and transformations in the novelistic discourse that began 
to dominate the literary scene as early as the nineties in many places in the Arab world. In his 
examination of the novelistic discourse in Egypt during the nineties, Sabry Hafez, for example, 
emphasizes the presence of a new generation of writers who generated their own textual strategies 
and aesthetic characteristics in response to the radical economic, political, and cultural changes in 
their reality.242 Building on Hafez’s remarks that these new literary voices were born from “the 
impossibility of becoming what you want,”243 Samia Mehrez further argues that “[it] is perhaps 
their awareness of this dismal reality, at both personal and national level, that prompts them to 
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write what they want.”244 It is the notion of writing what they want that characterize the literary 
discourse in pre-2011 uprising Syria. “The shutdown of the Damascus Spring did not stop us,” the 
poet Rashā ʿUmrān told me. “We continued with our fight. We constructed the Syria we imagined 
on the pages of our works.”245  

Although the Syrian regime did not necessarily retaliate against all writers who published 
critical or controversial works, it did not celebrate them either. The new directions that Syrian 
novelists were pursuing did not receive sufficient scholarly attention within Syria, and were largely 
ignored, at least at the beginning, by the literary establishment.246 In 2009, the Lebanese literary 
magazine al-Ādāb published a dossier on the new writing in Syria, which included two articles on 
the novel, one by the Syrian literary critic Ḥassān ʿAbbās and the other by the Syrian novelist 
ʿUmar Qaddūr.247 The different readings and reactions of the two articles shed light on how the 
new Syrian novel was received within the literary field in Syria. Whereas the two authors 
acknowledge that a change in the country’s novelistic production was taking place, they disagree 
on whether this change embodied the emergence of a “new” Syrian novel. Ḥassān ʿAbbās 
identifies “writing against forgetfulness” as the driving force behind the new novelistic project that 
emerged in Syria during the first decade of the 21st century. ʿAbbās defines “writing against 
forgetfulness” as the aspiration to evoke a history that a literary, epistemological or political 
authority aims to repress or reshape in accordance with its own perspective. He further associates 
the rise of new modes of literary expression in Syria with an emerging cultural and political 
consciousness, locating these counter-narratives (ḥikāyah muḍāddah) within the context of a wider 
inquiry that aims to reposition the littérateur as an influential figure, a resisting intellectual 
(muthaqqaf muqāwim), who plays an active role in the public field.248  

ʿUmar Qaddūr, on the other hand, warns against an arbitrary celebration (al-ḥafāwah al-
ʿashwāʾiyyah) of the new literary voices in Syria, emphasizing the lack of methodological studies 
of these novels and deriding the fact that those who have been discussing the qualities of the ‘new 
novel ’are the novelists themselves, which opens the door, he claims, to empty claims of innovation 
and transgression. Qaddūr’s comments, while patronizing in tone, are nevertheless insightful. 
Qaddūr suggests that the new novels are characterized by a preoccupation with the contemporary 
(al-rāhin) and a new sense of courage (al-jurʾah), which he finds problematic, for this courage 
tackles the social and the political at the expense of the artistic. On the other hand, Qaddūr links 
the recent developments in the Syrian novel to a change in its relationship to the field of power 
and associates the momentum that these works gained to an intense public longing for social and 

 
244 Samia Mehrez, “Where Have All the Families Gone: Egyptian Literary Texts of the Nineties,” The Arab 

Studies Journal, Vol. 9/10, No. 2/1 (Fall 2001/Spring 2002), 33. 
245 Rashā ʿUmrān, interview by author, Cairo, May 2013.  
246 Many novelists complained in the articles they published and in the interviews they gave in the early 

2000s about the scarcity of academic and methodological studies of their work within Syria. Most of the literature on 
the 21st-century Syrian novel was in the form of short articles spread through various Arab newspapers, websites, and 
blogs. According to ʿUmar Qaddūr, most of the articles published within Syria about the new novel were due to the 
fact that the novelist Khalīl Ṣuwayliḥ, who himself wrote under the umbrella of the new novel, happened to be the 
Editor in Chief of the culture section in the Tishrīn newspaper.  

247 Within a week of its publishing, the Syrian government banned this issue of al-Ādāb magazine.  
248 Ḥassān ʿAbbās, “Ḥikāyāt ḍidd al-nisyān: qirāʾah fī baʿḍ al-nitāj al-riwāʾī al-muʿāṣir fī sūriyyah,” al-

Ādāb (9-10, 2009), https://www.alawan.org/2013/12/08/ا- جاتنلا - ضعب - يف - ةءارق - نایسنلا - دض - تایاكح /. 
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political freedom, unintentionally pointing at the emerging relationship between the writer and the 
people that had been lost in previous iterations of the Syrian novel.249 

Since the majority of the new generation of Syrian writers are active contributors to Arab 
newspapers and literary magazines, a survey of their articles and interviews helps reveal how they 
conceived of themselves and their work, and how they essentially distinguished their writing from 
the country’s earlier literary discourse. In their various deliberations, they located the “newness” 
of their writing primarily in its preoccupation with the contemporary, the specific, and a rejection 
of ideology, while simultaneously linking these concerns to a newly emerging image of the 
intellectual. Writing against a history of fear and a subsequent tradition of literary concealment 
and displacement, the new writers mobilized the power embodied in the notion of specificity, 
producing texts that, as Yazbik contends, “starkly point at the environment from within which they 
emerge.”250 Unlike earlier writers who were preoccupied with grand narratives and relied on 
history to comment on the present, these writers intentionally ground their themes and characters 
in the contemporary moment (al-rāhin), speaking directly to the daily anxieties, struggles, and 
dreams of the ordinary Syrian. As Miriam Cooke rightly remarks “[w]hereas cultural production 
during Hafiz Asad’s regime was highly allegorical and carefully historical, today it is generally 
direct and less formally experimental.”251  

Many of these writers identified “shifting away from ideology as an epistemological and 
aesthetic framework” as a major characteristic of the new Syrian novel, one that, as Khalīfah, for 
example,  contends, “widened [the novel’s] horizons (manaḥahā faḍāʾan awsaʿ) and brought it 
closer to the contemporary moment.”252 The term ideology, however, was generally used loosely 
by these authors, and was neither formally defined, nor contextualized. Despite such claims, many 
of the novels published in the late 1990s and early 2000s, as will be demonstrated in the following 
chapters, intensely investigated the grand narratives that had governed the political and cultural 
field for the majority of the twentieth century, proposing new frameworks that allow a reimagining 
of national identity and national belonging. Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr (As a River Should, 2007), for 
example, unearths repressed memories of the Hama massacre to reconstruct the nation’s (hi)story; 
Arḍ al-kalām (Land of Words, 2005) by Mamdūḥ ʿAzzām dismantles officially exalted historical 
moments around which the nation is imagined; and Banāt naʿsh (The Great Bear Constellation, 
2005) by Līna Huwayyān al-Ḥasan and Sarmadah (Sarmada, 2011) by Fādī ʿAzzām engage the 
mythic past and non-secular temporalities, challenging the concept of historical (or secular) time 
and emphasizing the complexity of the cultural space by highlighting the intersecting boundaries 
of diverse traditions inhabiting a secular setting. These examples shed light on what Syrian writers 
mean when they speak of a shift from ideology—they stand in opposition to homogenous ideology, 
i.e. the grand narratives and slogans of the Baʿth party and the institutionalized literary 
professionals.  

The greatest common factor that unites the body of writers who have contributed to the 
new Syrian novel, it seems, is a preoccupation with being oppositional, with separating themselves 

 
249 ʿUmar Qaddūr, “al-riwāyah al-sūriyyah al-jadīdah: ẓāhirah ibdāʿiyyah am ẓāhirah iʿlāmiyyah?” al-Ādāb 
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 69 

from the establishment’s literary discourse as well as its intellectual. Some writers draw 
connections between their position in relation to the established literary and political systems and 
that of the pre-Islamic ṣuʿlūk poet who identified with a sense of rebellion against the dominant 
formation of the tribe and its social and cultural codes. Operating from the margins of settled 
systems, the modern ṣuʿlūk writer continuously interrogates the center by reinforcing her own 
marginality. She is conscious of the dark reality that surrounds her, but does not believe that 
literature or art can change the world. What she does is reveal or manifest, Yazbik explains.253  

Not surprisingly, the ensuing question of literary (dis)inheritance preoccupied the 
intellectual and literary investigations of these novelists, reflecting a range of views and positions. 
While they maintained that their literary experiences were necessarily a part of a discursive literary 
space, for innovation is a cumulative process where every succeeding manifestation was 
determined by the preceding one, they also accentuated that their creative practices were immersed 
in a process of rewriting. Since uncertainty lies at the heart of the new writing, Ṣuwayliḥ asserts, 
erasure and reworking are essential parts of the writing process. Early texts, he further explains, 
always provoke subsequent and counter writing.254 Other voices reflect a more radical position. 
During the final session of the Forum on the Arabic Novel, held in Damascus in 2008 and focused 
on transformations within the contemporary Arabic novel, Khālid Khalīfah, for example, took a 
radical stand. Expressing deep frustration with the politics of the modern Arab literary space, 
Khalīfah called for a complete break with earlier generations of modern Syrian and Arab novelists. 
Alluding to the canonization of particular names and literary styles, and the subsequent dismissal 
of new experiences, Khalīfah rejected the notion of literary fatherhood in modern Arabic literature. 
“Have we ever had fathers or are we simply, as a generation, illegitimate children? And why would 
we connect with alleged fathers who have never acknowledged us,”255 he asked. 

Resonances of Khalīfah’s frustration, though not as radical as his, with an earlier generation 
of Syrian and Arab intellectuals ran through the deliberations and the novels of the young Syrian 
writers. Challenging the prevalent view that the creative act’s current lack of efficacy stems merely 
from external factors epitomized by repressive authorities, the new writers turned their attention 
to interrogating the image of the revolutionary, all-knowing, prophet-like intellectual of the fifties 
and sixties who struggled with broken dreams and eventually fell into despair. The writers whom 
I interviewed expressed deep disappointment, and even perplexity, with older intellectuals, who, 
despite their profound opposition to repressive powers and structures and despite the fact that they 
had acquired, to borrow from Pierre Bourdieu, “symbolic power” based on “symbolic capital” of 
recognition, reputation, and influence, did not act as representatives of the people. They did not 
use that symbolic power to openly challenge the authoritarian regimes at home nor did they 
actively work to reconnect with broader segments of society. “Even after gaining a solid symbolic 
immunity,” the poet Fuʾād Muḥammad Fuʾād told me, “names such as al-Māghūṭ and Adūnīs, for 

 
253 See, Yazbik, “Naḥnu al-sūriyyūn ma-l-ladhī sanaktubuhu;” and “al-Qaṭīʿah bayna-l-ajyāl al-riwāʾiyyah,” 

a report on the 2008 Forum of Arabic Novel in Saḥafi, 09-01-2008, 
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254 Ṣuwayliḥ, “Uḥāwil hadm muʿādalat Najīb Maḥfūz.” 
255 Khalīfah’s claims were strongly rebuffed by an older generation of attendants and participants, such as 
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example, continued to use the same literary mechanisms—their language continued to be highly 
coded and inaccessible for the people on the streets, and they continued to criticize injustice and 
tyranny as absolute concepts, while the number of opinion arrests in their home country was much 
higher than many other places in the region.”256  

The new Syrian novel engaged in what Zeina Halabi identifies as the unmaking of the 
prophet intellectual, a process that aims to “elicit a counter-discourse of criticism that questions 
intellectuals as knowledge producers and disseminators” by “burning an effigy of the modern, 
secular, nationalist and exilic intellectual.”257 As my reading of Brūvā (First Draft, 2011) by Ḥasan 
suggests, for example, the new novel questions the notion of authorship as well as the legitimacy 
of the authority it metonymically represents and contests the figure of the monolithic prophet-like 
intellectual. As Khalīl Ṣuwayliḥ sarcastically asserts, “it does not make sense to think of Palestine 
twenty-four hours per day and not think of sex, for example, which is the secret of life and a key 
part of its natural context.”258 Focusing on everyday experiences, foolish mistakes, and minute 
dreams, victories, and losses, these works introduce humanized and individualized intellectuals—
they are characterized by uncertainty, exploration, and experimentation and deliberately engage in 
a dialogic relationship with the world around them. 

Writing in 2011, few months after the protests took to the streets in many Syrian cities, the 
writer and political dissident Yasīn al-Ḥājj Ṣāliḥ reflected on the state of the contemporary cultural 
field in Syria. In his article titled “Intellectuals and the Syrian Revolution,” al-Ḥājj Ṣāliḥ goes 
beyond the simple, conventional generational divides and examines instead the divergence 
between what he calls the conventional Syrian intellectual and the new Syrian intellectual. Al-Ḥājj 
Ṣāliḥ suggests that the new intellectual embodies the variability of life itself. Not only is she free 
from pseudo-rationality, but her tools are closer to contemporary sensibility and imagination. Al-
Ḥājj Ṣāliḥ finds in the words of the artist Fadwā Sulaymān, who led many protests against the 
Syrian regime, the perfect definition of the new intellectual:  

 ةیرحلا ایحتلو زمرلا طقسیلف ... هدلب يف مانصلأا طقسی يتفرعم دح ىلع يروسلا بعشلا نإو .ً.امنص تسل 
 259.ھنوبحیو ھب نونمؤیو ھنودقتعی امیفً ارارحأ سانلا نوكی نأو ... يتیرح ..

 
256 Fuʾād Muḥammad Fuʾād, interview by author, May 2013. When reflecting on the older generation of 
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I’m not an idol. As far as I can tell, the Syrian people bring down idols in their 
country … Down with symbols and long live liberty ... my liberty and the liberty 
for people to be free to believe in whatever they want, to worship however they 
please, to love however they wish. 

 

Conclusion 

 
The rupture that emerged in the Syrian literary field during the aftermath of the naksa 

marked the beginning of a long process of negotiations. By the late 1990s and early 2000s, notions 
of unity, cohesion, and singularity shattered, and in their place emerged a new consciousness 
characterized by diversity and in which identity and subjectivity are multiply defined and 
experienced, and uncertainty is embraced as an essential quality of the intellectual.260 Interestingly, 
as young Syrians took to the streets during the 2011 uprising, the question of the role of the 
intellectual surfaced again. Many young activists and writers were angered by the positions that 
high-profile Syrian and Arab intellectuals took on their uprising. While some, like Ghādah al-
Sammān and Ḥaydar Ḥaydar remained silent, others shocked the young protesters with their 
reactions. For example, a few months after the revolution began, the prominent poet and thinker 
Adūnīs wrote an open letter to the president published in al-Safīr newspaper in which he 
maintained his old views. He ignored the demands that people had been shouting from the streets, 
and replaced them with his old rhetoric, the grand narrative that only through state secularism can 
the project of democratization succeed. The poet Nazīh Abū ʿAfash took a more radical position, 
fiercely attacking the uprising and taking the side of the Syrian regime. These reactions conjure, 
as Max Weiss and Jens Hanssen point out, “the ‘betrayal of the intellectuals’ narrative, the 
abandonment of the people or popular movements with a substantial social base by elite writers 
and thinkers who fail to act as organic representatives of the people, who seem to be out of touch 
with the collective mood.”261 
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260 I am borrowing here from Kamal Abu Deeb, who connects the rise of new literary discourses in the Arab 
world to the collapse of the project of Arab modernity and therefore the epistemological consensus it had generated. 
See “The Collapse of Totalizing Discourse.”  
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Chapter Three 

Liberating Memory: The Poetics of Traumatic Space 
 

Overview 
In early 1982 the al-Asad regime put an end to a five-year armed insurgency, led by Sunni 

Muslim groups, including the Muslim Brotherhood. The struggle between the Syrian regime and 
the insurgents concluded in a twenty-seven-day long military campaign, during which the city of 
Hama, located on the banks of the Orontes River in west-central Syria, endured fierce collective 
punishment, leading to what has become known world-wide as the “Massacre of Hama.” Despite 
the intensity of the events, the public discourse in Syria was for decades marked by collective 
silence. Due to legal, political, and socio-psychological reasons, memories of the violence that the 
country witnessed were both problematic and subject to strict censorship. Between the systemic 
attempts of the government to erase any traces of the massacres, and a perplexity driven by the 
fact that the mass violence was committed by Syrians against fellow Syrians, the bloody events of 
the eighties became a blind spot in Syria’s modern history and literature.  

Against this background, many of the novels published during the first decade of the 21st-
century openly shattered the silence on the violence that the country had endured, turning it into a 
central theme that symbolized decades of oppression and hidden national fractures. Squarely 
located within the context of “writing against forgetfulness,” these novels resurrected the bloody 
events and their aftermath, reincorporating them into the historical and literary maps of modern 
Syria. Whereas the violence casts its shadow on the characters and events in novels such as Bāb 
al-ḥīra (A Door to Uncertainty, 2002) by Anīsa ʿ Abbūd, or Abanūs (Ebony, 2004) and Brūvā (First 
Draft, 2011) by Rūzā Yāsīn Ḥasan, it takes central stage in others, including Salamūn īrlandī (Irish 
Salmon, 2004) by Khalīl al-Ruzz, Madīḥ al-karāhiyyah (In Praise of Hatred, 2007) by Khālid 
Khalīfah, and Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr (As a River Should, 2007) by Manhal al-Sarrāj.  

Taking into consideration the political and cultural context within which these novels were 
written, this chapter focuses on Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr by Manhal al-Sarrāj, who herself is from 
the city of Hama, to illustrate how Syrian novelists sought to dismantle the monopoly over 
interpreting the past by mapping the subjective experience of individuals in society. In 2002, two 
years after she was officially denied the right to publish her novel in Syria, al-Sarrāj won the 
Sharjah Award for Arab Creativity, and Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr finally found its way to the public 
realm when it was published by the Sharjah Department of Culture and Information. Although it 
was written decades after the massacre and printed out of the country, the publishing of the novel 
still troubled Syrian authorities, and al-Sarrāj paid a high price for her courage. She was frequently 
harassed and summoned for interrogation by the secret police, denied admission to graduate 
school, and prohibited from employment by any public entity. The harassment continued until al-
Sarrāj finally left the country and found refuge in Sweden in 2006.262 

Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr follows the daily life of Faṭmah, a divorced and childless middle-
aged woman who, in addition to living with cancer, is haunted by her city’s traumatic past. The 
novel opens on a normal Friday morning, when Faṭmah, as she often does, opens an old wooden 

 
262 Manhal al-Sarrāj, interview by the author, Skype, September 2018. 
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box and goes through its seemingly random contents—a half-melted candle; her father’s 
identification card; her grandmother’s prayer beads; keys to the house’s roof and basement; worn-
out envelopes; a washing paddle; and, most importantly, an old paper bag filled with family 
pictures. The contents of the box trigger a chain of memories, dislodging Faṭmah from the present 
and placing her in the past. From there, the novel constantly oscillates between the past and the 
present, tracing the origins and the effects of a bloody conflict that took place between the people 
of Faṭmah’s city, led by her uncle Nadhīr, who represents the leaders of the Muslim Brotherhood, 
and the men of Abū Shāmah, who represent Hafiz al-Asad and his army. Faṭmah falls sick and 
eventually dies of thyroid cancer, nonetheless the true core of the novel is not the story of her life 
and death, but rather the story of the city of Hama, whose history is revealed through a mix of 
memories, dreams, and hallucinations that are accessed from across three phases of the 
protagonist’s life: her childhood in pre-conflict Hama, her horrifying experience of the conflict as 
a teenager, and her present life in the post-conflict city. 

The novel’s textual investigation of denied collective and individual memory recovers a 
past, the effects of which continue to reverberate in the present, deeming it usable both for 
understanding the present and for constructing the future. If, as George Santayana suggests, “those 
who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it,”263 then by confronting and articulating 
the past, Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr pushes the nation to question itself, pointing to the necessity of 
remembering in order to move forward in the future. The first section of this chapter highlights the 
ways in which the novel embodies the politics and poetics of remembrance, turning the city itself 
into a protagonist whose trauma is central to the existence of both the nation’s and the novel’s 
narrative. In a system where the state controls the definitions and representations of traumatic 
experience, liberating memory becomes a major tool for contesting the legacy of authoritarianism, 
since reconstructing history directly challenges the dominant political discourses and realities. 
Building on the work of Cathy Caruth who understands trauma as a crisis of experience and 
temporality, I argue that the narrative in Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr functions as a performative space 
that conveys individual and collective meanings and informs our reading of trauma remembrance. 
It embraces a trauma aesthetic, manifested in dissociation, formal and temporal disruption, and 
uncertainty, all combining to point to a wounded subjectivity at the heart of national memory and 
to complicate our relationship to history. I also find Pierre Nora’s idea of lieux de mémoire (sites 
of memory), places or entities that evoke memory, particularly useful when tracing how the novel 
generates its own narrative of a traumatic past and contests the forced public amnesia.  

The second section of this chapter turns to the novel’s reworking of spaces of loss and 
nostalgia in the Arabic poetic tradition. Placing Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr within the discursive space 
of the Arabic literary heritage, I examine the effects made possible when traditional poetic tropes 
are mobilized as a form of activism and socio-historical reconstruction. To begin, I trace a cross-
genre intertextual play through which the poetic literary tradition is revived within the narrative, 
turning the novel into a space where the pre-modern and the modern meet. Reading the novel as 
an elegy for a lost city and a lost community, I show how it engages in a complex dialogue with 
the traditional poetic genre of rithāʾ (elegy) and the subgenre of rithāʾ al-mudun (city elegy), 
allowing the reconstruction of Hama upon the remnants of earlier losses while concurrently 
making new dimensions and meanings possible.  

 
263 George Santayana, The Life of Reason: Introduction and Reason in Common Sense, ed. Marianne S. 
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Following Michelle Hartman’s insights on the intersection of gender and genre, I then 
highlight the dialogue created in the novel between the protagonist’s response to a modern 
collective trauma and the legacy of the pre-Islamic female elegist.264 I ask what it means when 
gender, mourning, and literary tradition interconnect in a modern text addressing national trauma 
and how such a junction helps inform our reading of the novel as a gendered aesthetic response to 
violence. Since wars and armed conflicts are spaces where gender meanings are constantly 
produced and reproduced, I highlight how by conjuring reflective nostalgia, al-Sarrāj sheds light 
on the intricate relationship between violence and gender and the ways this relationship 
confirms/interrupts the binary lines around which official narratives of armed conflicts are 
typically constructed. Ritual mourning in the novel confronts and exposes the different forces and 
histories that engendered the violence, unfolding, as Ken Seigneurie contends in his work on 
Lebanese war fiction, “a growing consciousness of both victimization and responsibility.”265 

 

Repressed Memory 

 
A detailed examination of the struggle between the ruling party and the Muslim 

Brotherhood is beyond the scope of this study. However, a brief review will contextualize my 
reading of the novel. The conflict between the secular political regimes and Syria’s religious Sunni 
Muslims, which can be traced to the early years of the twentieth century and the construction of 
the modern state,266 only widened with the ascendance of the authoritarian secularist Baʿth party 
to power in 1963, which pushed for the westernization, secularization, and modernization of Syrian 
society. The party’s oppressive practices, pro-rural bias, socialist policies, and sectarian make-up, 
in addition to a growing sense that some regions were privileged over others all fueled a rapidly 
growing popular resentment, with wide-spread calls for democratic reform of the corrupt 
government.267 The most active opposition to the regime came from the Muslim Brotherhood, 
which had been founded by clerics and followed by young urban, Sunni middle classes, who were 
for the most part either alienated or economically hurt by the state’s policies. By the late 1970s, 
most urban centers were restive. Mass demonstrations took place in the cities of Aleppo and Hama, 

 
264 Analyzing the translation of the legacy and poetry of al-Khansāʾ in contemporary English language 
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approach and understand the present. Michelle Hartman, “An Arab Woman Poet as a Crossover Artist? Reconsidering 
the Ambivalent Legacy of Al-Khansaʾ,” Tulsa Studies in Women's Literature, Vol. 30, No. 1 (Spring 2011), 15–36. 
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Seigneurie, Standing by the Ruins: Elegiac Humanism in Wartime and Postwar Lebanon (New York: Fordham 
University Press, 2011), 19. 
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and the regime responded with mass arrests and a series of summary executions. The situation 
escalated even further when the Muslim Brotherhood and various other Islamist factions launched 
a series of bomb attacks in many cities and targeted government officials and supporters.268 
Thereafter, the pace of attacks and counter-attacks accelerated, and at the Baʿth party’s Seventh 
Regional Congress (December 1979-January 1980), free hand was given to al-Asad’s brother, 
Rifʿat, to wage all-out war and crush the Islamist groups. Under the command of Rifʿat, the 
authorities used military units equipped with heavy weapons to root out the urban guerillas. 
Helicopter-borne troops and whole military divisions were sent to different cities, whole quarters 
were sealed off, and thousands of people were tortured, arrested, or killed.269  

The Syrian authorities’ military campaign against the Muslim Brotherhood reached a 
climax in February 1982, during which the city of Hama endured a fierce collective punishment 
leading to what has become well-known world-wide as the “Massacre of Hama,” which effectively 
ended the uprising in the country. Exact details of what happened that February are incomplete, as 
no reporters were allowed to enter the city during the massacre. Accounts pieced together from 
different sources paint a horrific picture. Select army units besieged the city of Hama for twenty-
seven days before invading it. In addition to tanks and attack helicopters, the army engaged in 
artillery bombardment, completely destroying one third or more of the city’s residential housing 
and treating all its citizens as responsible for the uprising. There is no consensus on one figure for 
the final death toll, and the various sources estimate the number of deaths at between five thousand 
and thirty thousand. According to a Human Rights Watch report published in 1990, between five 
and ten thousand people died and between sixty and seventy thousand civilians were left 
homeless.270 

While the regime’s iron-fist methods saved it from collapsing, they also dramatically 
changed the face of the whole country. Thomas Pierret remarks that the manufacturing of al-Asad’s 
personality cult reached unprecedented levels. “The president was now said to rule ‘for eternity’… 
[and] society was no longer expected to transform itself in a ‘progressive’ fashion, but to obey.”271 
Seale also points out that “Asad was by nature solitary and authoritarian. These aspects of his 
temperament now grew more pronounced. In 1970 he was popular, by 1982 he was feared.”272 The 
fear that the regime’s brutality instilled in Syrians allowed for its own narrative of the events to 
dominate the public sphere and provide it with the guidelines for proper public articulation and 
conduct. Preserving its monopoly on historical interpretation, the government maintained that what 
had taken place in Hama was an operation that eliminated a few armed criminals, terrorists, and 

 
268 The first major operation and the starting point of the mass violence was in June 1979 when thirty-two 

ʿAlawite cadets were gunned down at Aleppo Artillery School by a group of assassins whom the state identified later 
as a terrorist gang of the Muslim Brotherhood. According to the official report, thirty-two young men were killed and 
another fifty-four were injured, but other sources suggest that the death toll was as high as eighty-three. The leadership 
of the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood denied any knowledge or involvement in the incident and blamed the attacks on 
the Syrian regime who, as they claimed, had been working on damaging the reputation of the opposition. For further 
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269 Seale, 327. 
270 Despite the considerable rebuilding, the destruction that the city witnessed in 1982 was such that its effects 

were still visible in 1989, when Middle East Watch visited the city. According to their report, people still lived in the 
broken remains of their houses. See A Middle East Watch Report, Human Rights in Syria. 1990. 

271 Pierret, 70. 
272 Seale, 338. 



 76 

agents of foreign governments, a narrative that aimed to “establish both the authority of the Baʿth 
and its victimization at the hands of the enemy.”273 Constructing its own narrative, one that 
rendered the conflict nonproblematic, the regime not only adopted its usual rhetoric, labeling the 
Muslim Brotherhood as agents of Western imperialism, but actively included its citizens in 
reproducing that narrative. As Wedeen explains, reports, letters, and oaths from various sources 
and organizations were published and broadcast. They all offered coherent accounts and 
interpretations that helped validate the regime’s narrative of what had happened.274 As for the 
international community, the Syrian government dismissed reports of fighting as invented. 
Iskandar Ahmad, then Information Minister, charged that Syria was the target of an American 
disinformation campaign because of its decisive role in the Arab world. “Syria is more quiet and 
stable and secure than a number of American cities,”275 Ahmed said. That rhetoric went hand in 
hand with extensive reconstruction of the city. Al-Asad spent extravagantly to rebuild the city he 
had turned into ruins.276 However, rebuilding the city did not only aim to bury Hama’s painful 
recent past and erase the conflict’s traces, but, more importantly, to forcefully “modernize” the 
city and change its “reactionary” mindset.277 

For a long time after the events, Syrians were trapped between private memory on the one 
hand, and censorship and enforced public forgetfulness on the other. The fear that the regime’s 
brutality instilled in Syrians turned the massacre into a taboo subject. Any mention of Hama’s 
trauma was banned from public discussion, and even in private conversations, the bloodbaths of 
the 1980s were only whispered about and referred to as simply as al-aḥdāth (the incidents). 
Subsequently, the silence of late twentieth-century Syrian literature on the massacre was 
deafening.278 Although not hard to understand, the otherwise sophisticated levels of political 
consciousness present among Syrian writers, as Muhja Kahf points out, made this silence 
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particularly significant.279 More recently, and particularly after the 2011 Syrian uprising, many 
Syrian writers and intellectuals have revisited and reflected on their silence at the time. The 
novelist ʿAbd al-Nāṣir al-ʿĀyid, for example, suggests that the silence of Syrian writers was a 
product of fear and that the recent focus of the Syrian novel on the trauma of Hama is partly an act 
of expiation, since, although they had no other choice at the time, many Syrian writers and 
intellectuals felt that their silence had turned them into accomplices.280 On the other hand, the 
Damascus native novelist Fawwāz Ḥaddād, offers, in an interview he gave in 2016, a different 
take. Similar to al-ʿĀyid, Ḥaddād ascribes the silence of the literary field to fear, but he also 
exposes how the radical secularist position of many writers and intellectuals in Syria contributed 
to their silence.  

 تاغلابم نم تاعاشا درجم اھنأ نظن ،تارباخملا ةیبقأو رمدتو ةامح يف يرجی امب نیلھاج انك تانینامثلا يف
 نیذلا ءلاؤھ ضعبل ةقرفتم تاداھش ةلیوط تاونس دعب ترھظ نأ ىلا ،مھریغو نییملاسلإا نیضراعملا

 امك تطبھو ،ةفیلخ ىفطصم بتاكلل ةیقیثوتلا ةداھشلا ”ةعقوقلا“ ةیاور تءاج مث ... نوجسلا نم اوجرخ
 يف هوقلا امو نیملسملا ناوخلاا يلقتعم تاداھش ىلع اھدیكأتب ،نیقیلاب كشلا عطقتل ،انسوؤر ق وف ةقعاصلا

 281.بعرو ریمض ةمزأ تلكش .رمدت نجس
During the eighties, we [the writers] were not fully aware of what was going on in 
Hama, Tadmur, and the dungeons of the secret police. We thought that what we 
had heard was fake and exaggerated stories created and circulated by the Islamists. 
Years later, the testimonies of some of those who were released from prisons began 
to surface …. Then The Shell, a documentary novel by Musṭafā Khlīfah was 
published. The novel hit us like lightning, as it confirmed the horrifying testimonies 
that we had heard from the members of the Muslim Brotherhood who were detained 
in Tadmur Prison. We were horrified and we had a crisis of consciousness. 

Ḥaddād’s words reveal the confirmation bias of many Syrian writers, those who chose to ignore 
the horrific accounts they had heard about the state’s brutality only because these accounts came 
from religious parties. The “crisis of consciousness,” as Ḥaddād calls it, emerged only when the 
same horrific accounts came from Musṭafā Khlīfah, a secular left-wing writer.282 In his interview, 
Ḥaddād further exposes the liberal, secularist intellectuals’ dehumanization of the Islamist fighters, 
transforming them into either non-human objects that have no rights, deserve no sympathy, and 
feel no pain, or to lesser forms of life that count less than those who are seen as fully human.  

 ... مھرداصم ىلع تدمتعا يننلأ نیملسملا ناوخلاا نم يننأ ماظنلل نولاوم يندقتنا "ءادعلأا نویروسلا" يف
ً لامع امبرو ً،ایعیبط ءًارجا مھلتق ىتحو نیملسملا ناوخلاا بیذعت نا نوربتعی نیفقثم اوناك ينودقتنا نیذلا
 ؟ًارشب اوسیلأ نیملسملا ناوخلاا نم نولقتعملا ناك اذإ ...ً اینطو

When my novel, Enemy Syrians, was published [in 2014] … many intellectuals 
criticized me and accused me of being a member of the Muslim Brotherhood 

 
279 Kahf, 229. 
280 Muniʿa mina-l-nashr, “al-Sūriyyūn al-aʿdāʾ,” aired on Nov 4, 2017, on Orient TV. 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=JtdT87_IDWs&t=466s. 
281 Fawwāz Ḥaddād, “Ḥiwār maʿ al-riwāʾī Fawwāz Ḥaddād” Interview by Jamāl Khalīl Ṣubḥ. Daḥnūn 

Magazine, 12/23/2016. https://dahnon.org/archives/9895. 
282 As Cooke reports, Khalīfah was arrested in January 1982 by the Mukhābarāt al-ʿAskariyya (Military 

Intelligence Services) for suspected involvement in the prohibited Party for Communist Action. Cooke, “The Cell 
Story.”  



 78 

because I consulted their sources [on the accounts of the massacre] … Those Syrian 
intellectuals who criticized me believed that torturing members of the Muslim 
Brotherhood or even killing them was a normal, perhaps a patriotic, act…. Should 
we forget that the detainees were human beings, simply because they were members 
of the Muslim Brotherhood?!283 

While partially driven by the state’s discourse, the dehumanization of members of the Muslim 
Brotherhood was also rooted in a general view within modernist, secularist intellectuals that the 
conflict at the time was between a modern world view that envisioned the future of the nation 
within the framework of the modern, liberal nation-state and a traditional, outdated vision that 
sought to drag the nation “backwards” by maintaining the concept of the Ummah. As far as many 
Syrian intellectuals were concerned, the Islamists-led uprising threatened the sovereign, modern 
nation-state, which, despite its heavy investment in violence, was the only framework that 
guaranteed equality to all members of the community regardless of their primary communal 
affiliations. In his interview, Ḥaddād further draws parallels between the opposition of many 
intellectuals to the 2011 uprising and to the Muslim Brotherhood’s uprising that took place in the 
early 1980s: 

 ةیروس تمع يتلا تارھاظملا ،ھیف اوكراشی وأ ،ھفوفص اومدقتی مل 2011 راذآ يف تاجاجتحلاا تماق امدنع
 لخادلا يف نویراسیلا ردابی نأ نمً لادبو ... ةیقیقحلا تاجاجتحلاا نم قبط ىلع دادبتسلاا دض ةروث مھل تمدق
 ریظنت اھقاس يتلا اھسفن تلاعتلا تحت ماظنلاب اوقحتلا ،ةضافتنلااب قاحتللااو رھاظتلا ىلإ ةوعدلا ىلإ لحاسلاو
 ،ةجحلا امأ .ةیمدقتلا تارئاطلاو تابابدلاو ةصانقلا بناج اوذخأو ،فلختمو يباھرإ ھنأ معزب ملاسلإل داعم
 ھنامرح زوجیً انیدتم بعشلا ناك اذإ لھ ،نیدتم بعش يروسلا بعشلا نأ اولھاجتو ،دجاسملا نم اھجورخف
 284؟ةلادعلاو ةیرحلا نم

When the uprising began in March 2011, the leftist voices did not lead or even join 
the protests that swept the country and provided them with a real opportunity to 
revolt against tyranny … Instead of joining the uprising and calling for protests, the 
leftists all around the country supported the regime under the same excuses [they 
used in the 1980s]. These excuses are informed by a model that is antagonistic to 
Islam, for it sees Islam as a generator of terrorism and backwardness. They took the 
side of the “progressive” snipers, tanks, and fighter jets only because the protests 
started out from mosques. They completely ignored the will of the Syrian people, 
the majority of whom are religious. Don’t religious people deserve freedom and 
justice as well?!  

 

Agency over the Past: Recreating Trauma 

 
Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr exemplifies how literary narratives have the potential to illuminate 

the complexities of trauma by textually performing it.285 The repressed trauma of the city is made 
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visible not through a well-plotted story, but rather through trauma’s effects, which manifest 
themselves both in the novel’s characters and structure. Trauma, as Cathy Caruth suggests in 
Trauma: Explorations in Memory, is a crisis of historical experience, since “the traumatized carry 
an impossible history within them. Or they become themselves the symptom of a history that they 
cannot entirely possess.”286 The narrative in Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr embodies this crisis. While it 
traces the present life of the protagonist, the past repeatedly pierces the present in a fraught call for 
recognition. Relying on disrupted and disjointed narrative that mimics trauma memory, al-Sarrāj 
creates a temporal disarray and nonlinear (dis)order that exemplify trauma’s resistance to 
conventional narrative formulations.287 Fragmented episodes of flashbacks, nightmares, and 
hallucinations that constantly interrupt the narrative blur the line between the past and the present. 
The protagonist’s attempts to revive happy, pre-violence memories always draw her back to the 
dreadful images and impacts of the massacre. As time passes, she completely loses control of the 
process of remembrance. Epitomizing the haunting quality of trauma, memories of the past grow 
all-powerful: “they seize her without invitation, merging with her present in a foggy, enigmatic, 
and complex fashion.”288  

The crisis of history, manifested through the fragmented quality of the narrative, demands 
new configurations of reading and reception, complicating the ways historical experiences can be 
retrieved. History is not accessed here as static, verifiable knowledge, but rather as a fragmented 
and elusive concept that cannot be grasped because it is always in flux. As the novel constructs an 
overwhelming and repressed past that is outside the margins of traditional historical understanding, 
it points at another way of thinking of history, one that “recognize[s] the possibility of a history 
that is no longer straightforwardly referential.”289 The narrative’s constant shifting of past and 
present reveals a complex relationship between loss and recollection, between then and now, and 
between what was but is no longer. It involves the novel in what Caruth calls a process of “double 
telling,” which carries the tension “between a crisis of death and the correlative crisis of life: 
between the story of the unbearable nature of an event and the story of the unbearable nature of its 
survival.”290 As a survivor and a witness to her city’s and nation’s suppressed history, Faṭmah 
embodies the nation whose consciousness is trapped in a state of betweenness and whose survival 
is marked by death and forced silence.  

While the city of Hama is at the center of the narrative, al-Sarrāj does not name the place, 
setting her novel instead in an unnamed city. As every reader practices some sort of divination, 
attempting to foretell ends from beginnings, the unnaming of the city denies the reader a crucial 
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interpretive tool. It blocks assumptions and preexisting perspectives, allowing Hama and its trauma 
to be reborn and to gradually emerge on the pages of the novel. Although concealed by the practice 
of unnaming, the actual city of Hama increasingly develops an undeniable presence, not only 
through a detailed account of the massacre, but also through vivid images and descriptions of 
space, local dishes, colloquial expressions, nursery rhymes, and traditional children’s games. The 
antithesis between revealing and concealing that runs throughout the novel becomes a literary tool, 
a form of intertextual practice. It parodies and re-appropriates the government’s tactics of removal 
and denial, embodying the public discourse that surrounded the massacre, and exemplifies the 
unresolved space that Hama has occupied in the national imaginary. This antithesis further places 
the city on the border between the specific and the general, the historical and the atemporal, and 
between history and literature. The tension created between the specificity of Hama as a particular 
experience in Syrian history and the pliable existence of the novel’s unnamed city evokes the 
universality of tyranny and allows the city to perform a symbolic role, to travel across time and 
different historical and cultural contexts. Hama’s experience becomes both an irreducibly specific 
event and a paradigmatic case for traumatic history that shatters both earlier and later frames of 
reference to become a general figure for trauma.  

Shifting between the present and a multilayered past, the novel reveals how the city has 
changed over time, exposing the workings of a systematic process of physical, social, and cultural 
obliteration. The protagonist’s past trauma is intensified by the violence of the organized forgetting 
of the present (the early 2000s in the novel), a time when the country had recently entered a new 
phase under the rule of Asad-the-son, who chose the slogan “development and modernization” to 
brand his reign. The slogan, which began to circulate during the “Damascus Spring” as an explicit 
rejection of the demands for political reform, mainly related to administrative and economic 
aspects, and was criticized for aiming to “develop existing systems by updating their appearance 
to present the regime in a more modern light.”291 When asked in 2001 whether transformation was 
on the way, Asad emphasized the “development and modernization” project as a progress from 
already existing foundations, by which he referred to the structures of the system he had inherited 
from his father.292 

The novel delivers a bitter critique of the state’s mediocre modernization project, through 
Faṭmah’s experience of the world around her. It exposes its inherent paradoxes and shows that 
despite the trappings of modernity, the new system continues to perpetuate the oppressive practices 
of the old one. Post-conflict Hama is a place engulfed in bitter surrender and driven by heightened 
consumerism. Using short, simple sentences and an objective, fact-based third-person narrative 
that mirrors the characteristics of journalistic writing, al-Sarrāj exposes a dilapidated city—dirty 
streets, broken windows, potholed roads, and lopped-off trees and a whole generation of young 
street vendors whose faces reveal fear and hunger. The new system, the novel further suggests, is 
built on the ruins of the old city and the dead bodies of its people. An internet center (khaliyyah 
dhakiyyah) now stands in place of the neighborhood that was leveled during Abū Shāmah’s attack, 
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and right in front of it, on high poles, stands a massive advertising billboard whose lights take over 
(taḥtallu) the waters of the river, constantly reminding Faṭmah of the destruction it is meant to 
disguise. Not only does the state’s modernization project aim to distract people from their present 
reality, but it also attempts to bury their past and erase their memory. 

Fear, trauma, and loss continue to shape people’s lives and behaviors until the present day. 
While Faṭmah is obsessed with preserving the past, many people in the city immerse themselves 
in the present to break free from the past’s trauma. Using satire to expose an inverted social logic 
and a prevalent culture of silence and submission, the novel details the founding of a new 
association by the men of the city. Abū Salīm, one of the city’s citizens who came with the idea, 
called the association ḥimār wa-lā’l-ʿār (better to be a donkey than to be humiliated), happily 
identifying the men of the city, including himself, as donkeys, an animal associated in popular 
Arab culture with obedience and stupidity.293 “If you see someone receiving ṭayyārāt (slaps on the 
neck) without defending himself. What would you call him? A donkey, everyone answered without 
exception. Then we all are donkeys, Abū Salīm announced.”294 The name of the association, ḥimār 
wa-lā’l-ʿār, accentuates the radical deviation that traditionally cherished cultural and social values 
have endured, as it appropriates and overturns the well-known proverbial phrase, al-mawt wa-lā’l-
madhallah (better dead than humiliated), which valorizes human dignity and heroism and was 
commonly chanted in protests against foreign occupiers. 295 Others, however, are immersed in 
forgetfulness because, in their city, remembrance is dangerous. Getting carried away while 
answering students’ questions, ʿĀṣim, a school teacher, crosses the red line, reviving some of the 
city’s buried memories. Blindfolded, he was taken away from amongst his students to have “a little 
conversation with the big boss.”296 He disappeared for days, during which he was tortured and 
humiliated. Against the odds, he returned alive, but he promised himself, and the big boss, to quit 
remembering. “He will pay no attention anymore to the sparkle in his students’ eyes and he will 
stop thinking of all that is happening around him,”297 we are told. 

For the protagonist, whose perception is largely shaped by the past, the changes in the 
outside world are alienating, and the “new” city pulls her toward a place of malaise. Unable to 
reorganize herself in relation to the new reality, she rejects the outside world, finding shelter in her 
own house. Her contact with the city is planned, intentional, and lacks any human interaction, 
revealing a sense of estrangement and alienation. Throughout the novel, which spans the last few 
months of Faṭmah’s life, she makes only a few trips out of her neighborhood, almost all of which 
are associated with illness or death. Her first trip to the outside world is to the cemetery. After 
years of refusing to accept the past, Faṭmah finally visits the graves of her loved ones. Her visit 
marks the beginning of her own physical and symbolic death, as it signifies her ultimate fall into 
despair, losing any hope that the past could be revived or redeemed. On the same day that she 
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visits the graveyard, ultimately acknowledging the losses of her city, her health suddenly 
deteriorates and she is diagnosed with thyroid cancer. 

Estranged from the world around her, the protagonist finds shelter in her family’s house 
where she creates a world of her own. The house, which, as Gaston Bachelard asserts in his work 
on the poetics of space, “constitutes a body of images that give mankind proofs or illusions of 
stability,”298 allows the protagonist to “make distant voyages into a world that is no more.”299 
Imbued with images that inform her comprehension and articulation of identity, the house is the 
only place where she engages in a process of piecing the past together, bringing coherence to her 
world. Within the boundaries of her house, Faṭmah contests the forgetfulness enforced by the state 
and generates a competing national narrative, constructing a memorial to the destruction of her 
city. Decades after the massacre, Faṭmah still holds on to the belongings of the massacre’s victims. 
From sheets and pillows to textbooks, notebooks, and clothes, the victims’ personal items are all 
stored and displayed in the basement, the visit to which is one of Faṭmah’s daily rituals. In other 
words, Faṭmah turns the basement into a museum-like lieu de mémoire (site of memory), which 
the French historian Pierre Nora defines as “any significant entity, whether material or non-
material in nature, which by dint of human will or the work of time has become a symbolic element 
of the memorial heritage of any community.”300 Nora further distinguishes between lieux d’histoire 
(sites of history) which are organized around the preservation of traces and relics, and lieux de 
mémoire (sites of memory) which, with the working of remembrance, are suffused with meaning 
and symbolic significance and function in lieu of the literal traces of history. As the novel unfolds, 
Faṭmah’s visit to the basement opens a window into the massacre itself. The material objects 
trigger recollection, retrieving not only flickers of the victim’s lived experiences, but also a detailed 
account of Abū Shāmah’s attack on the city, and the violence and horror that its people endured. 

Memorials, monuments, and other forms of sites of memory are crucial to the project of 
nation building, as they “create common loci around which national identity is forged.”301 Aware 
of their significance, the state manipulates these sites so that they reflect its own forms of 
remembrance. Regardless of the ends to which they are used, official memorials signify the state’s 
acknowledgment of particular events and reflect the ways in which they are appropriated in the 
public sphere. For example, the absence of a memorial for the victims of Hama represents the 
state’s denial of their tragedy, and consequently its attempt to deny that tragedy a presence in the 
national consciousness. In that context, Faṭmah’s personal memorial of the victims, as much as the 
novel itself, refutes the forced amnesia and re-incorporates Hama’s tragedy into the way the nation 
remembers itself, contributing to the making and remaking of national identity.  

The relics themselves, James Young points out in his work on Holocaust memorials, 
commemorate not the lives of victims, but their absence.  
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Armless sleeves, eyeless lenses, headless caps, footless shoes: victims are known 
only by their absence, by the moment of their destruction. In great loose piles, these 
remnants remind us not of the lives that once animated them, so much as of the 
brokenness of lives. For when the memory of a people and its past are reduced to 
the bits and rags of their belongings, memory of life itself is lost.302 

As evident in the excerpt below, the novel goes beyond the relics themselves to involve the reader 
in the intricate relationship between presence and absence. It attempts to defy the absence to which 
the relics gesture, by inviting us into the “play of memory and history”303 that imbues the remnants 
with meaning and significance, for it is only with the “will to remember”304 that lieux d’histoire 
become lieux de mémoire. Although the fragments collected in the room cannot fully represent the 
whole that has been lost, they are given life and personality by unearthing the lived experiences 
that once animated them and made the victims people. Faṭmah’s house, like the novel, is a 
performative space in which each of the victims’ belongings encapsulates their lives, retaining 
after their disappearance “faces that shared a look filled with dreams and hopes.”305  

 ةلیل مونلا ضفر .ً"اریغص ناك مك" :ھھجو لثم ،نیمسایلاو ءامسلا نولب ةرھزملا دمحأ اھیخأ ةداسو لطت
 ھتدخم اوسبلأف ،ھتدارلإ مھعضخأ .ھتدخم ءاطغ فجی نأً ارظتنم ةرخأتم ةعاس ىتحً ارھاس لظو ،موجھلا
 ھیلع اوبعل ... طاسبلا كلذ ... .دعب فج دق نكی مل لیسغلا نأ مغر ،نیمسایلاب رھزملا قرزلأا اھءاطغ ةصاخلا
 مث ،اھضعب قوف طاسبلا ىلع اھطوبھو ءاوھلا يف ةریثكلا مھعباصأ دوعص تركذت 306."شخرب ىّدع"
 صقنیف ،طاسبلا نع اھبحاص نودعبی ،ةسدكتملا يدیلأا حطس لاإ اھل قبی مل يتلا ةلوسكلا فكلاب نوخرصی
 307.ةدجلا ةیاكحل عوشخب نیعمتسم اوعبرتو اھتلیل مھبعل اوعطق فیك ركذتت ً.ادحاو ددعلا

The pillow of her brother Ahmad peeked out [of the linen closet]. Just like his face, 
its floral pattern combines the colors of sky and jasmine: “How young he was!” On 
the night of the attack, he stayed up late, refusing to go to bed until his pillow had 
dried. Adamant as he was, they eventually succumbed to his wish and placed the 
jasmine-patterned blue cover on his pillow, although it was not yet dry…. [On] that 
mat … they played ʿadda barkhash. She remembered [the children’s] hands going 
up in the air and then falling all at once back to the ground, and how they called on 
the one whose lazy hand ended up on top of the pile to leave the mat, decreasing 
the number of players by one. She remembers how they stopped playing that night 
and sat, cross-legged, closely listening to the grandmother’s story. 

In spite of her attempts, Faṭmah is no longer able to protect her home from the vicissitudes 
of public space. The social, political, and cultural degradation that prevails upon the city finds its 
way into the most private of spheres: the protagonist’s house and her own body. Throughout the 
novel, Faṭmah is fighting both a cancer that is consuming her body and a rat that has occupied her 
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house. Notwithstanding all her efforts, she loses her fight against the rat, which, a symbol of decay 
and disease, represents the toxicity of the outside world. Faṭmah’s ultimate fight turns to protecting 
the wooden box and the basement where the victims’ items are stored. She desperately needs to 
keep them safe, she keeps telling herself. However, the more the cancer spreads and the weaker 
she is, the more powerful the rat’s presence becomes in her life and in the novel. It is in the 
bathroom, the kitchen, the garden, and her own bedroom. It even occupies her dreams and 
hallucinations, which convey both her fears and the rat’s growing power. 

 ربع طقاستت ً،امئاد اھارت يتلا ،مجامجلا لب سوؤرلا تأر ... ءام للاش مامأ اھنأ تأر ،فغت مل وأ تفغأ
 ھتبرش ام علتبت دكت مل ،تبرشو ةوقب طقاستملا ءاملا ىلإ اھدی تدم ،مھنیب تفقوو تبرتقا ،فخت مل .للاشلا

 صقری نمك ءاوھلا يف اھب حولی ،اھتدج ةحبسً اكسام عوبرجلا تأر ،ئزاھ توبكم كحض ىلع تظقیتسا ىتح
ً ارربم يل نمّؤیسو ينبحی ةماش وبأ ؟كملاحأ نع نیفكت ىتم ،كلھأ مدبً اثولمً اركع ءام تبرش" :لاق .ةكبدلا
 ناك .تطرفناف اھمون ةفرغ ضرأ ىلع ةحبسلاً ایمار اھكرتو ً،ائزاھً اكحاض ھتلمج لاق ".وبقلا ذخلآً اینوناق
 308.نیزح رصع يفً انیزحً اطارفنا

Asleep or not, she saw herself standing at a waterfall … she saw the heads, rather 
the skulls, that she always sees, tumbling down the waterfall. She was not afraid. 
She moved closer and stood amongst them. She stretched out her hand and drank 
from the falling water. She had not swallowed the water yet, when she woke up to 
a muffled, scornful laugh. She saw the rat carrying off her grandmother’s prayer 
beads, waving them as if he were doing the dabkah.309 It said: “You drank murky 
water, polluted by the blood of your people. When will you quit dreaming? Abū 
Shāmah loves me and will find me a legal excuse to occupy the basement.” He said 
this as he laughed derisively and turned to leave her, throwing the prayer beads on 
her bedroom floor so that they scattered. They scattered sadly on that sad afternoon. 
 

A Marthiyyah to a Lost City 

 
Not only does Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr, through a process of remembrance, make present 

an absent past, but the protagonist’s contemporary experiences are produced and continually 
mediated through a discourse and an aesthetic of loss and absence. The city’s traumatic experience 
is further intertwined with and revealed through the memory of the place itself. “[P]ositioned 
between the loss of tangible space in the present and the memory of a nostalgic connection of that 
place as a symbolic reflection of the past,”310 the novel evokes the traditional poetic genre of rithāʾ 
al-mudun, which reached its height with the numerous military defeats experienced in al-Andalus 
between the eleventh and the fifteen centuries. A hybrid form that fuses elements of the marthiyyah 
(elegiac poem) and elements of the qaṣīdah (polythematic ode), the Andalusī rithāʾ al-mudun, as 
Alexander Elinson emphasizes, “allows for a new method of altering and blending such themes as 
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al-atlal (the abandoned campsite), geographic description, ruminations of the vicissitudes of fate, 
the inevitability of death, and so on.”311  

Beyond the thematic parallel, the narrative in Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr echoes many of the 
rithāʾ al-mudun’s characteristics, including excessive repetition, water imagery, and detailed 
descriptions of space. From its very beginning the novel invokes the generative notion of loss and 
longing by conjuring the poetic topos of al-wuqūf ʿalā al-aṭlāl, which represents, as Hillary 
Kilpatrick reminds us, “a quintessentially Arabian bedouin manifestation of the universal theme 
of return and remembering.”312 A close look at the opening scene of the novel helps us identify the 
ways in which the topos of the aṭlāl is reworked within modern narrative prose: 

 ةریصح ىلع "فصنو ةبكر" تسلج .يقرشلا رادجلا ىلإ ھتدنسأو يبشخلا قودنصلا ءاطغ ةمطف تعفر
 .يلوضفلا اھرصبب اھقودنص بلق يوتحت يك اھقنعب تلواطت .قودنصلا بناجب ،رھد ذنم ،ةدوجوم ةریغص
 ةحئار ھنم ثعبنتً ایقروً اسیك تجرخأو میوقت ةقرو توط ... ةریثكو ةفلتخم ءایشأ نیب ةلیحن عباصأب تثبع
 نبجلاو زبخلا لمحت ةلفط ةمطف دوعتً ادغ .يبشخلا قودنصلا ىلإ اھرھظب تدنتساو اھردصب ھتقصلأ ،ةقیتع
 ئبتخت .ةیربلا ىلإ لصت ىتح نیتفضلا نیب ریغصلا رسجلا عطقت .دوسلأا نوللاب ةرھزملا ءاضیبلا ةرصلا يف
 ىلإ دوعت .میدقلا نرفلا بحاص ضرأ لبانس نیب ضكرتو ،ةیرطعلا ریغ ھتحئار ةقشنتسم 313قیقش قشلا نیب
 سیك ىلإ يضمت يھو ،ةیلاب بایث ایاقبب ةوشحملا ةیشامقلا نھسیارعل نفرصنی يتاوللا اھمع تانب عم تیبلا
 314.ةلیلو ةلیل فلأ صصق ثیح بنقلا

Faṭmah removed the lid of the wooden box and rested it against the eastern wall. 
She kneeled on one knee on a small mat that had been, since forever, next to the 
box. She stretched her neck to contain all that was in the box with her curious gaze. 
With skinny fingers, she fiddled with the many different things [inside the box]. 
She put aside a half-burned candle. She took out her father’s scissors and his ID 
card, her grandmother’s prayer beads, her head scarf, and her cloak … She folded 
a page from an old calendar and took out a paper bag that gave off an old smell. 
She held it tight to her chest and leaned her back against the wooden box. Tomorrow 
Faṭmah will become a little girl carrying bread and cheese in the black and white 
flowery bundle. She crosses the little bridge between the two banks until she 
reaches open land. She hides among the red anemones, breathing in their non-
aromatic smell and runs through the ears of wheat in the old bakery owner’s land 
… She returns home with her female cousins, who head off to play with their rag 
dolls, while she goes for the hemp bag where the Thousand and One Nights stories 
are. 

Like the pre-Islamic poet, Faṭmah stops her daily life to examine the traces (aṭlāl) of her loved 
ones. Her curious gaze, which carefully watches out for their remnants, recalls the ‘pasturing gaze’ 
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in both the nasīb section of the qaṣīda where the poet gazes over the departing womenfolk and the 
rithāʾ (elegy) when the sleepless poet gazes at the stars and compares them to flocks. The poetics 
of loss and nostalgia embedded in the nasīb and established through references to places emerges 
in the novel through the workings of a memory that is grounded in a fixed place, a locale with 
clear topography: a river, a bridge, and fields of wheat and red anemones. The conjuring of the 
poetic tradition and the power that references to places hold in that tradition endows the 
contemporary place with elegiac qualities and turns it into a literary entity with its own evocative, 
symbolic power. 

Furthermore, the unfolding of the process of remembrance, which begins in the opening 
scene and continues throughout the introductory pages of the novel, reproduces the poetic time 
found in the nasīb. In The Zephyrs of Najd: The Poetics of Nostalgia in the Classical Arabic Nasīb, 
Jaroslav Stetkevych describes the notion of time within the nasīb as  

a curve that begins in the radical past, rises to the plane of the subjective past, and 
from there continues rising steeply to the psychological present of memory as 
reverie, only to drop from there precipitously to the original level of the past as 
radical loss. If poetic time at the vertex of the curve thus seems to take us out of the 
past into its own realm of present, that realm is nevertheless irredeemably 
swallowed up by the ultimate-and-original reality of loss, whose realm is the 
past.315 

The process of remembrance that unfolds within the introductory pages of the novel evokes 
Stetkevych’s observation of the poetic time found in the nasīb. The emphasis on the oldness of 
these aṭlāl highlights, as in the nasīb, a distant time of loss that is rendered as “an unarticulated 
wish, a fragment of the transpersonal, the ancestral, and the pre-ancestral, and always an 
understanding of lost time as lost happiness.”316 The wooden box, which stands as the anchoring 
point of the protagonist’s recollection, establishes the narrative’s “archetypal point of 
regression,”317 while the relics that the box contains lend the process of remembrance its sense of 
subjectivity. From there, the narrative abruptly steps out of the protagonist’s past into a state of a 
false present, where, through the use of the present tense, her memories are recreated with vivid, 
though imagined, immediacy. Faṭmah’s reverie is interrupted by the revulsions of her present 
reality, the noise of a rat creeping under her grandmother’s chair.  

The complexity of Faṭmah’s experience demands an intricate process of remembering, one 
that expands and rewrites the pre-Islamic poetic heritage. Evoking the tradition of nostalgic 
recollection of the past, the topos of the aṭlāl is appropriated within the novel, embracing the 
heritage but without being limited or defined by it. Unlike the pre-Islamic protagonist who breaks 
away from the nasīb as “he awakens to the reality of the pastness of his state of happiness”318 and 
acknowledges the impossibility of return, the protagonist in the novel refuses to break with the 
past, traumatically bound to repeat it. She dwells in a complex, cyclical time, in which different 
pasts contribute to shaping the present. The insistent return to the aṭlāl becomes, as Kilpatrick 
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suggests in her reading of the aṭlāl in modern Arabic fiction, “a device for structuring 
experience.”319 It recreates the past, engaging new levels of consciousness and allowing Hama’s 
traumatic experience to be reconstructed after decades of forced silence and forgetfulness. 
Representative of the consciousness of her city, the protagonist cannot move forward and is 
trapped between many forces pulling her in different directions. She repeatedly returns to the aṭlāl 
of her loved ones, to a happy past that nonetheless organizes her present around the notion of loss, 
while this same present is concurrently haunted by another violent and traumatic past.  

The rithāʾ al-mudun is further reproduced in the novel through a geographical, 
architectural, cultural, and literary recreation of the city of Hama, a process that immortalizes the 
city and allows the narrative to function as a counter-site where a memory under threat would be 
literarily preserved. Following the massacre and the bombardment of Hama, the Syrian regime 
spearheaded a systematic process of memory erasure/creation. As it had now become the one and 
only power of domination, the regime was in full charge of the inclusion and exclusion of 
memories. It spent extravagantly, rebuilding and reshaping the city on a grand scale, and space 
was now reconstructed to reflect how the regime perceived of and presented itself: the new Hama 
was modern, secular, and progressive.320 As the following excerpt demonstrates, through strikingly 
detailed descriptions of the homes, streets and natural landscape of the neighborhoods destroyed, 
the novel reflects the “intersection between nostalgic representations of territory and descriptions 
of the urban built environment,”321 manifested in the rithāʾ al-mudun.  

 ىلع تویبلا فطصت ... نیرتم ھتاجرد نم ةجرد لك ضرع غلبی … جردب أدبیً اقیرط كلسی اھوبأ ناك
ً اریثك زواجتت لا لخادلا نم تویبلا هذھ نم يأ ةحاسم .لباقملا تیبلا عم ةكرتشم اھتابتع ،ةریقف نیبناجلا
 نم رثكلأ عستت لا ةقیضلا ةقیدحلا ضاوحأف ،ةریغص ةیلاد وأ ةنیمسای اھنم لّطت دق .ةدحاولا ةجردلا ةحاسم
 روفصعلاو ةطقلا ھنم برشت ءام ءاعو ھبناجب ،ةطقلل ماعط تاتف ھیف ریغص يندعم نحص دھاشی دق .دحاو عون
 نكسی ... ھنأشل اھنبا لسرتل حابصلا يف موقت ةلمرأ وأ ،ةدیحو سناع وأ ،زوجع ةأرما ]تویبلا[ نطقی ...
 322.ةفئاخ ةیاكح … و فئاخ لجرو فئاخ لجرو فئاخ لجر هذھ جردلا ةراحً اضیأ

Her father chose his path, beginning with the stairs … each step of which was two 
meters wide … Houses were lined up humbly on both sides of the stairs, each one 
sharing a doorstep with the house facing it. The insides of the houses were not much 
bigger than the staircase steps. A jasmine tree or a small vine might peek out, as the 
small flower pots could not contain more than one kind of plant. A small metal 
plate with crumbs of cat food might be seen, and next to it a water bowl for cats 
and birds to drink … In these houses lived an old lady, a lonely maiden, or a widow 
who would get up early in the morning to send her son on his way … In that quarter 
there also lived a frightened man, and another frightened man, and another 
frightened man … and a frightened story. 

But as much as the novel documents the city, it is also constitutive of it, at least in the imagination, 
for the process of textualization reproduces the meanings embedded in the space itself. As we see 

 
319 Kilpatrick, 42. 
320 For example, the state instituted co-ed swimming pools in 1983 and inaugurated the first co-ed college 

dormitory. See Miller, 298. 
321 Zayde Antrim, Routes and Realms: The Power of Place in the Early Islamic World (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2012), 75.  
322 Al-Sarrāj, 49. 



 88 

in the excerpt, the city is imbued with feelings, experiences, and values, which transform it from 
an undifferentiated space into a place charged with meanings.323 The mapping of physical spaces 
establishes a strong connection between the city and its people. The city’s community is projected 
onto the physical sphere, giving it a soul that embodies the characteristics of its inhabitants. The 
result is a feminizing personification that intensifies the city’s tragedy: the houses on the two banks 
of the river, for example, are described as tight-knit (mutarābiṭah), transparent (shaffāfah), and 
graceful (rashīqah), with intimate and shy balconies (qarībah wa-khajūlah) that reach out to the 
river asking for its forgiveness (ʿafw al-nahr).  

Manifested in various ways, repetition dominates the novel, turning the literary space into 
a ritualistic performance of symbolic immortality and acting as a focal point in the making of 
continuing bonds and belonging. The protagonist’s daily life is organized around obsessive, 
repetitive actions. All of Faṭmah’s activities are marked with habitual determiners, showing how 
her days, weeks, and years repeat themselves, forming a ritual calendar: Every morning, we are 
told, she goes out into her backyard to check for fallen fruit. Every Friday, she cooks a traditional 
meal and sends a plate to the muezzin at the nearby mosque. Every Saturday morning, she carries 
the same shopping bag, the same copper milk bucket, and her little purse, and heads towards the 
bakery to buy five kilograms of bread. Since Faṭmah’s life was disrupted by sudden and violent 
death, her ritualized actions embody her psychological attempt to defy death. Like the poet in the 
rithāʾ, she maintains stability to “counter the extreme rupture that comes with death, and ultimately 
attempt to control it.”324  

Commemorating a lost city and a lost community, the novel further relies on repetitious 
references to some of the city’s defining landscape features, most distinguished of which are the 
river that flows through the city and the historical bridge that connects its two parts. As the city’s 
physical body is gone, the repetitious invocations of before-and-after images of these places allow 
the literary to replace the real, transcending death and bearing the ongoing power of the city’s 
identity. The literary preserves the meaning of the city’s life and becomes a liminality that 
emphasizes the city’s significance for the ongoing lives of those in the present. The arch bridge 
that before the city’s destruction connected the economically disparate neighborhoods located on 
the two banks of the river, was a porous space, the crossing of which was an everyday practice 
through which the city’s citizens reinvented social meanings and fostered communal bonds, 
casting economic differences as irrelevant. Lamyā, a woman who lived in the poor neighborhoods 
of the city and has later gone mad due to losing her children during the massacre, is one example 
of that every day practice. Despite her poverty, Lamyā was never treated as an other, but rather as 
a family member by the city’s upper and middle classes. She crossed the bridge many times every 
day. She entered the city’s houses without permission and treated children on the streets as her 
own, taking care of them when hurt and spanking them lovingly when they needed discipline.325 
The same arch bridge now connects what is left of the city’s dismembered body to the internet 
center. Lamyā, who still spends her days crossing the bridge, now spits on people, the billboards, 
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and the internet center. Referred to by Faṭmah’s grandfather as “our flesh and blood,”326 the river 
further embodies a form of consciousness within. Like the water imagery manipulated in the rithāʾ 
al-mudun, the river encapsulates the city’s experience and stands as a symbol of its trauma, 
perpetually mediating and generating ongoing connections and associations.327 As the novel 
alternates between two time frames, the reader traces how the river has been stripped of its power. 
What had for centuries provided people with prosperity, shelter, and protection becomes feeble 
and polluted. Loaded with the blood of those who were murdered, its water now reeks with foul 
odors and obsequiously reflects the lights of advertising billboards.  

Placed against a background of forced forgetting, repetition becomes a space within which 
repression is challenged. The ritualistic reiteration of memorialization creates a continuity between 
the past and the present and allows the repressed and forcefully forgotten culture to return over 
and over again in an infinite quest for identity. Faṭmah, who looks like her grandmother and was 
named after her, clings to the stability of the old ways that have been threatened by the 
government’s violence. She, for example, continues to make her coffee exactly as her father loved 
it. She follows the exact hundred-year old recipes that the old nanny Umm al-Ḥubb left behind, 
and ensures, as Umm al-Ḥubb once instructed, that food is prepared with love and generosity. The 
lunch that she sends to the muezzin on Fridays is a sixty-year-old family tradition that is only 
maintained because Faṭmah tends to it. Repeating patterns of past cultural order renders the 
protagonist an extension of a past generation and an embodiment of traditional structures. Only 
through her can the city’s lost culture be summoned time and again. Similar to Faṭmah, the novel 
itself is a space where the repressed cultural memory is constantly sought. As much as the 
evocation of the poetic tradition renders the author’s voice familiar and conjures in the modern 
Arab reader deep-rooted memories and emotions of loss and nostalgia, it also recalls continuity 
and emphasizes cultural survival. 

 

Gendered Reflections on the Past 

 
The protagonist’s ritualized lament of her loved ones evokes the reflection on loss 

embedded in the rithāʾ, constantly conjuring the traditional marthiyyah and the image of the 
classical female elegist. Despite the constant shifts between past moments and Faṭmah’s present 
life, a careful tracking of this movement allows us to divide the novel into three major parts that 
correspond to the major sections of the traditional marthiyyah.328 In the first part of the novel, 
which spans around eighty-five pages, the timeframe oscillates between the present and Faṭmah’s 
life in pre-conflict Hama. Echoing the taʾbīn section of the marthiyyah, where the deceased’s 

 
326 This is a rendering of the Syrian colloquial expression, minnā wa-fīnā. 
327 For an informative reading of the use of water imagery in the Andalusī rithāʾ al-mudun, see Elinson, 15–

49. On the use of natural imagery in Andalusī poetry in general, see Iḥsān ʿAbbās, Tārīkh al-adab al-andalusī: ʿaṣr 
al-ṭawāʾif wa’l-murābiṭīn, 2nd ed (Amman: Dār al-Shurūq li’l-Nashr, 1997), 15. 

328 Marlé Hammond reports that although some scholars describe what can be termed sections of the 
marthiyyah, its polythematic nature has been, for the most part, ignored. Those sections include announcement of the 
kinsman’s death, a description of the death scene, a call for revenge (taḥrīḍ), and the section where the poet enumerates 
the deceased’s praiseworthy characteristics (taʾbīn). Marlé Hammond, “Qasida, Marthiya, and Différance,” in 
Transforming Loss into Beauty, ed. Marlé Hammond and Dana Sajdi (Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press, 
2008), 147. 
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praiseworthy characteristics are enumerated, this part praises a city and a community that no longer 
exist. The second section, which spans around fifty pages, shifts between the present and the time 
of the attack itself, evoking the death or the destruction scenes in the traditional marthiyyah where 
the atrocities of the enemy and the slaughter of people are detailed. Carrying elements from the 
shaming/instigation motif (taḥrīḍ), the third part focuses on the present, highlighting Faṭmah’s 
embitterment with a city drowning in forgetfulness.  

In addition to the predominant images of female characters mourning their husbands, 
brothers, and sons, the formal recreation of the traditional marthiyyah is further accentuated by 
creating a connection between the protagonist herself and al-Khansāʾ, the mukhaḍrama poet who 
is known for her marāthī (elegiac poems) of her brother, and who represents in the Arab 
imagination the ultimate poetic expression of loss and mourning. While the novel typically refers 
in the collective to those whom Faṭmah has lost in the massacre, her brother Aḥmad in particular 
is singled out as a major source of her grief. Aḥmad was a small child when the men of Abū 
Shāmah dragged him out of the house, and for years no one knew where he was, or if he was alive 
or dead. For decades after his disappearance, the echoes of his wailing, we learn, continued to 
inhabit every room in the house. This association can be extended further to the author herself—
in addition to the fact that the novel addresses and details real historical events, and that the author 
is from the city of Hama and was of the same age as her protagonist when the massacre took place, 
the novel’s dedication expands the boundaries of this fraternal relationship: “Do not ask: When 
will he return? To my two brothers: Muṣṭafā and Mukhliṣ.”  

These complex connections implicate the role of women in mourning and the relationship 
between the novel and the classical rithāʾ as a gendered literary space. Examining this relationship 
through the intersection of gender and genre allows us to unpack the novel’s aesthetic response to 
violence, for, as Hartman suggests in her work on the translation and reception of al-Khansāʾ’s 
legacy, “[g]enre is always a key to understanding the interplay of literary works in their social, 
institutional, and other contexts.”329 The fact that the corpus of women’s poetry from the pre-
Islamic and early Islamic periods is dominated by marāthī prompted many scholars to investigate 
women’s rithāʾ in terms of its purpose and meaning within the public life of the tribe. Terri 
DeYoung, for example, highlights the role of literature as a social institution that aims to maintain 
the cohesion of the social fabric in channeling women’s voices in certain directions.330 Suzanne 
Pinckney Stetkevych links rithāʾ to ritualized mourning and argues that women’s rithāʾ must be 
examined as a performance of ritual obligation, through which women’s literary expression serves 
to strengthen and reinforce the collective message.331 Inasmuch as women’s rithāʾ laments the loss 
of loved ones, it celebrates male heroism and collective victory. Considering its role and meaning, 
it is not surprising, as Suzanne Stetkevych suggests, that women’s rithāʾ reflects exclusively male 
concerns, since “[t]he major occupations and preoccupations of women were not considered 
matters of tribal record to be encoded in verse and preserved for the posterity of the tribe.”332  

 
329 Hartman, 27.  
330 Terri DeYoung, “Love, Death, and the Ghost of al-Khansāʾ,” in Tradition, Modernity, and Postmodernity 

in Arabic Literature: Essays in Honor of Professor Issa J. Boullata, ed. Kamal Abdel-Malek and Wael Hallaq (Leiden: 
Brill, 2000), 45–75. 

331 Suzanne Pinckney Stetkevych, The Mute Immortals Speak: Pre-Islamic Poetry and the Poetics of Ritual 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), 162. 

332 Ibid., 166. 
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Like a traditional marthiyyah, the novel laments those who disappeared, or were killed or 
imprisoned during the attack, and like al-Khansāʾ, the protagonist laments her brother. However, 
Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr goes further, mobilizing rithāʾ’s ability to regulate which losses are worthy 
of literary mourning to counter the regime’s denial of Hama’s tragedy. The institutionally silenced 
tragedy is now culturally ratified through the authority inhabited within literature and the city’s 
repressed trauma is divulged through ritually embodied signification. Inasmuch as the traditional 
rithāʾ fulfilled women’s obligation to the tribe and “reinforced the collective message,” the 
mobilization of this literary space against an authoritatively sanctioned silence dislocates the 
officially constructed meanings of the collective and signifies how the Syrian novel positions itself 
in society. This dynamic is particularly subversive in a country where the rhetoric surrounding 
national losses is constantly appropriated to reaffirm the cult of the leader and the state’s strategies 
for dominating the national narrative. 

Through gendered narrative strategies, the novel dwells on the poetics of nostalgia 
embedded in the traditional rithāʾ to look critically at the past, reflecting Svetlana Boym’s 
distinction between “restorative nostalgia,” which perceives of itself as the absolute truth and is 
“at the core of recent national and religious revivals,”333 and “reflective nostalgia,” which calls 
absolute truth into doubt and “explores ways of inhabiting many places at once and imagining 
different time zones.”334 Al-Sarrāj engages in reflective nostalgia by exposing the patriarchal logic 
woven into strategies for domination and maintenance of power that govern the armed conflict 
between the regime and the city’s insurgents. Summoning reflective nostalgia, the novel critiques 
the position of finding absolute truth and is concerned with historical and individual time. While 
reviving the memory of Hama, al-Sarrāj does not reduce the lost city to an idealized, Edenic site. 
She looks critically at the past and does not shy from addressing the contradictions at the heart of 
the nation.  

Remembering the past, Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr exposes a history of sectarian tension and 
discrimination, underscoring the role they played in instigating and escalating the violence that 
afflicted the country. Through Faṭmah’s memories, the reader is introduced to Umm al-Ṣāfī, a 
woman from the community of Abū Shāmah, who led the attack on the city and who represents 
Hafiz al-Asad, and by extension, the ʿAlawī (Nuṣayrī) community in the country.335 Coming from 
an extremely poor background, Umm al-Ṣāfī was brought into the family as a little girl to serve 
Faṭmah’s developmentally disabled uncle, and her story exposes a history of injustice, coercion 
and violence practiced by the Sunni elite against the nation’s minorities. Referred to by Faṭmah’s 
uncle as “a brutish servant,” Umm al-Ṣāfī was ridiculed, looked down on as a member of an 
inferior community, and even forced to adopt the family’s Sunni religious practices. The violence 
that the city endured at the hands of Abū Shāmah’s men is akin to that they had faced themselves 

 
333 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001), XVIII. 
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before their rise to power. When bulldozing one of the city’s houses, the soldiers discover the 
remains of five bodies, which were “perhaps of Abū Shāmah’s people: farmers or servants who 
dared to rebel.”336 The bodies were buried in an upright position, a final insult that exceeded the 
killing and went beyond death itself. For some of Abū Shāmah’s men, defeating the Sunni Islamist 
fighters was a confirmation of regaining their identity and reclaiming their history. Their belief in 
collective culprits only intensifies their group identity and pushes them into severe violence and 
ruthlessness. The soldiers are not satisfied by demolishing that one house, but take their anger out 
on the whole city, leveling many of its neighborhoods. In a scene that details how Abū Shāmah’s 
men destroy the platforms on which the servants and guards used to sit, one of them yells “spit on 
the rocks! Kick them! It was perhaps my grandfather or yours who sat there.”337 

The complex history of rejection that contributed to intensifying the violence is 
encapsulated in the novel through a surreal scene that describes Faṭmah’s secret meetings as a 
teenager with a young man related to Abū Shāmah, with whom she fell in love. Meeting behind 
the city’s hospital, the image of the two young, passionate lovers is set against piles of plaster 
casts, which “had the shapes of different human body parts: legs, arms, thighs, and necks. Like 
real severed limbs, they enveloped the unheeding couple.”338 The bloody history was indeed much 
stronger than the young couple’s dream of a new beginning, the novel suggests, as we, and Faṭmah 
witness the young man being shot by Abū Shāmah’s men. “She saw his body rolling down the 
same stairs that she had climbed many times to meet him.” 339 Similar to the situation in the country 
at the time, “his dead body was rolling downhill rapidly and intensely.”340 

Violence is represented as the logic of patriarchy pushed to its extreme, of absolute power 
and truth, enforced hierarchy, and one final, unquestionable solution to the national question. 
Evoked within a modern context of intranational violence, rithāʾ, as a gendered literary space that 
celebrates men’s heroism, becomes a site on which the conflict is complicated and its redemptive 
masculine logic is contested. Through a gendered critique of the past, al-Sarrāj makes a sharp 
distinction between fundamentalist political Islamic movements that aim to capture the state and 
the Islamic tradition as a form of piety, belief, and ritual. From the Quran lessons that Faṭmah 
devotedly attended as a young woman and the collective prayers she performed with her female 
cousins to the cultural traditions surrounding breaking the fast in the holy month of Ramadan, al-
Sarrāj dedicates pages of the novel to detailed descriptions of religious practices. Within women’s 
private world, Islam is rendered a familiar, open, and even colloquial space.  

 تاماستباو ءاضیب هوجوب ةلاصلل نأضوتی ،ةرحبلا دنع اھمامعأ تانبو ةمطف :تایتفلا محازتت رصعلا دنع
 ،ةدودمملا تاداجسلا ىلع نصصارتی ... بحتسم ریغ ءيش ةملعملا روضحبو تادابعلا عم كحضلاف ،ةیفخ
ً لافاح يمویلا سقطلا اذھ لعجت تایتفلل ةفلتخملا رامعلأا نكل .ةمزلالا ةیعدلأاو ةنسلاو ضرفلا ةیدأتل ةزھجملا
 ةرملل امبرو ةدیدج ةلاص ءدبو ریبكتلل اھعفدتف اھكحضتف اھترصاخب اھمع ةنبا نھادحإ زخت دقف ،تاقرافملاب
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 دیعت يك ضكرتف ،ةحرم ةطرض تلافإب عوكرلا ءانثأ اھءوضو دسفت ىتح نھادحإ كحضت دق .ةثلاثلا
 341.اھءوضو

At ʿaṣr prayer,342 the girls, Faṭmah and her cousins, run to the fountain [in the 
courtyard]. They perform ablution with radiant faces and hidden smiles, for 
laughing while preforming acts of worship and in the presence of the teacher is not 
encouraged… They line up on the mats that are placed for them to perform the 
compulsory and the optional prayers in addition to supplications. Of different ages, 
the girls fill this daily ritual with humorous moments. One girl might repeatedly 
poke her cousin, provoking a laugh and forcing her to redo her prayer, for the third 
time in a row. Another one might laugh so hard that she ends up invalidating her 
ablution while performing rukūʿ343 by releasing a funny fart, and then running to 
redo her ablution. 

In juxtaposition to that intimate and informal space, there is Faṭmah’s uncle, Nadhīr, who incited 
the city’s fight against Abū Shāmah, only to escape during the attacks.344 Powerful, 
uncompromising and cruel, Nadhīr represents patriarchal structures that are built on loyalty and in 
which men’s domination is both shaped and expressed through embodied physical power and 
exploitation. While Nadhīr’s patriarchal patterns of power and hierarchy are continuously 
negotiated by the family’s women, including the protagonist herself, they are also sustained by a 
generation of older women, represented by the grandmother, who acts as a guardian of Nadhīr’s 
rule. Through graphic images of corporal punishment, we follow how Nadhīr instilled fear and 
submission not only in the family’s women, but also children and young men, only to later use 
them to terrorize anyone in the city who would diverge from his doctrine by actions or beliefs. 
With the rise of Abū Shāmah to power, Nadhīr, followed by the young men of the family, closed 
the city’s doors to the outside world. Perceiving any attempt to disturb the well-established order 
as some sort of contamination, he destroyed the front balcony of the big house, and covered the 
windows with thick blinds, sealed with plastic, so that no dust would find its way in. “His room 
was now empty and clean, but a very dark and cold place.”345  

On the night before the city’s young men revolt against Abū Shāmah, the grandmother tells 
a story that captures their minds: three hundred years ago, the voices of the muezzins occupied the 
skies at dawn, sharing the news that a young man from the al-Māyil family had raped the 
neighborhood’s most beautiful woman. “Armed with truncheons and daggers, [our] men gathered 
at the entrance of the al-Māyil’s neighborhood, roaring like the river’s water. Only one woman of 
the al-Māyil’s family survived,”346 the grandmother said slowly, emphasizing each word. The 
grandmother’s story endows Nadhīr’s struggle with a mythic, gendered logic that casts the nation 
as a raped woman, her honor violated and awaiting restoration by men. But as the fighting rages 

 
341 Ibid., 25.  
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345 Al-Sarrāj, 100.  
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on the next day, Nadhīr flees the city, dismantling his image as male protector. Further 
disintegrating the myth of the male protector is a scene where Nadhīr is gently wrapping his son 
in a shawl of wool at dawn, preparing to escape, while the children and young men who believed 
in him charge out under the cold February rains to meet the bullets of Abū Shāmah’s fully armored 
men. Like the protagonist’s brother, the children and young men who were left behind to face the 
brutal punishment of the state are not heroes but rather victims of deception and hypocrisy. 
Heroism was ascribed to them by force (ulṣiqat bihi), we are told. By rendering the conflict a 
complex space where the lines between guardian and enemy, oppressor and oppressed, and heroes 
and victims are hazy and entangled, al-Sarrāj dislocates the binary frames of reference that mark, 
as Miriam Cooke suggests, the “War Story,”347 allowing the novel to mourn loss while 
condemning the violence that had engendered it. 

Embittered by the culture of silence and forgetting, the female protagonist is controlled by 
a desire for vengeance, reproducing the same patriarchal logic of violence that the city has endured. 
Falling squarely within the taḥrīḍ notion of traditional mourning, Faṭmah constantly shames the 
men of her city. “You are all useless, willing to survive on the flesh of your own children (taʾkulūna 
laḥma awlādikum),”348 she tells them. Indeed, the horrifying image of parental cannibalism serves 
as a the most violent and disturbing symbol of a society whose values turned upside down and a 
state willing to consume its own citizens in order to preserve power.349 The line encountered in the 
novel’s dedication appears again within the novel, only to underscore the gendered notion of 
taḥrīḍ. Reading in a poetry book that has long rested next to her bed, she reaches a particular 
section that arouses her distress: “Do not ask: When will he return? Ask instead: When will men 
rise?”350 The lines are a direct quote from “Wa ʿāda fī kafan” (And He Returned in a Shroud), by 
the Palestinian poet Maḥmūd Darwīsh, in which he elegizes a resistance fighter. In addition to 
accentuating Faṭmah’s rejection of the predominant culture of silence and surrender, the reference 
establishes a connection between the struggle of Syrians and that of Palestinians. It equates the 
rule of the Baʿth party with that of an occupier, stripping the Baʿth of any legitimacy and justifying 
a popular uprising against it. 
 While, through engaging the reader in the protagonist’s agonized inner world, the novel 
produces a locus of understanding of her distress in the face of others’ responses, it also 
underscores the problematic nature of Faṭmah’s response to her and her city’s trauma. Faṭmah’s 
immersive experience, embodied in traumatic reenactment and repetition, a pursuit of revenge, 
and a failure to reengage in the here and now, represents a harmful relation to the past that begets 
further suffering and hinders the individual’s ability to negotiate through her traumatic 
experience. In the novel’s concluding pages, al-Sarrāj draws a parallel between the forced 
forgetfulness of the outside world and the protagonist’s complete entrapment in the past, 
emphasizing that both responses are damaging. On one level, Faṭmah’s cancer grows in 
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conjunction with her anger until the two forces take full control of her body and her mind. As her 
disease spreads, turning in her nightmares into black insects that viciously feast on her body, her 
anger also grows, transforming into uncontrolled outbursts of rage and frustration that she takes 
out on everyone and everything around her. On another level, the protagonist’s final 
hallucinations fuse the rat with her cancer, her embedded anger, and her desire for revenge. 
Everything is toxic—not only the forgetting world around her, but also the retraumatizing 
remembrance in which she imprisons herself. In a gothic turn, the rat now inhabits Faṭmah’s 
body, its voice reverberating within her head: “I am here, inside your swollen organs. I hear you 
and monitor your dreams and nightmares. I shape your nightmares.”351  

As an alternative to Faṭmah’s response to trauma, the novel proposes, through a new 
generation of women represented by her niece, Lamīs, a different model of mourning and 
remembrance, one that allows, by retaining critical distance, a process of working through 
trauma.352 Although she did not actually witness the horrors of the conflict, the young woman 
grew up with overwhelming inherited memories. Aware of the ghosts of violence that inhabit her 
surroundings and the effects that this violence has on her present and future, Lamīs seeks to find 
a balance between preserving her family’s legacy and discovering her own path of life, 
unimpeded by the city’s trauma. Lamīs embodies what Marianne Hirsch has termed 
postmemory, which describes  

the relationship that the ‘generation after’ bears to the personal, collective, and 
cultural trauma of those who came before … But these experiences were 
transmitted to them so deeply and effectively as to seem to constitute memories in 
their own right. Postmemory’s connection to the past is thus actually mediated not 
by recall but by imaginative investment, projection, and creation. 353  

While Faṭmah and her generation of women are consumed by an immersive process of 
remembering that leads to “self-wounding and retraumatization,”354 Lamīs identifies with the 
memory of loss and trauma but retains critical distance from it. Although she looks like her aunt 
and maintains many of the cultural values that Faṭmah symbolizes, Lamīs is not imprisoned in the 
trauma of the past. Conscious of the oppressive modes that had incubated the violence, she is 
focused on equality and independence. While Faṭmah spends her life waiting for men to avenge 
the death of other men, Lamīs refuses patriarchal structures and insists that women are better 
leaders and politicians than men. In contrast to her aunt, Lamīs is not interested in revenge, but 
rather in leveraging usable knowledge of the past. The internet center, which summons terrifying 
and haunting memories for Faṭmah, is used by Lamīs as a tool for a better future. “Abū Shāmah 
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does not matter to me. I want to know everything, and this center is my tool,”355 she tells her aunt. 
The final scene juxtaposes Faṭmah’s dead body with that of vibrant and strong Lamīs, who has 
spent her life contemplating her aunt’s suffering. “Every morning, with her head held high, Lamīs 
crosses the bridge that connects the two banks, taking in all that is happening around her. In her 
beautiful eyes, one can see Faṭmah, who now lies next to the city’s citadel, as a river should.”356 
 

Conclusion 
 

In his famous remark to Frank Budgen, James Joyce stated that in Ulysses he had aimed 
“to give a picture of Dublin so complete that if the city one day disappeared from the earth, it could 
be reconstructed out of [this] book.”357 Like Joyce, al-Sarrāj imagines her novel as a narrative map 
that fights against obliteration and forgetfulness. Merging space and historical storytelling, she 
imagines the city as a relational construct, one that is shaped by and simultaneously contributes to 
shaping the experiences of its inhabitants. Clearly, as in any other literary work, the Hama 
represented in Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr is not, and cannot be, the same as the “real” Hama, for as 
Robert Tally asserts, “[t]he mapping project of narrative is necessarily incomplete, provisional, 
and tentative.”358 However, the novel does successfully capture and preserve the pulse of the city 
by turning it into a literary construct. 
 Through an interplay between gender, trauma memory, and poetics of loss and nostalgia 
rooted in the Arabic poetic tradition, Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr becomes a productive space where 
the fixed logic of repressive systems is challenged and self-reflective alternatives are constructed. 
By creating a narrative map of a traumatized city, the novel defies strategies of forced forgetting, 
which aim to distance the nation from responsibility towards its past. As it unearths repressed 
memories to reconstruct the nation’s story and subvert dominant historical readings, al-Sarrāj’s 
work proposes a productive model of remembering and mourning in which trauma is 
acknowledged, reflected on, and understood in all its historically situated complexity. Critical re-
membering and reflective nostalgia allow the emergence of new forms of reconciliation with the 
past through an understanding of those structures and practices that facilitate violence. In a system 
where the state controls the definitions and representations of traumatic experience, liberating 
memory becomes a major tool for contesting the legacy of authoritarianism, since reconstructing 
history directly challenges the dominant political discourses and realities. Like other Syrian novels 
that emerged around the unfolding of the new millennium, Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr pauses at the 
violence and destruction, breaks the silence, and then invites readers to look the past in the eye, 
reflect on it, and contest it in order to reimagine the future. 
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Chapter Four 

 Reclaiming the Narrative 

 

Overview 
This chapter focuses on Brūvā (First Draft), a 2011 novel by feminist novelist, essayist, 

and political activist Rūzā Yāsīn Ḥasan, who in 2006 co-founded Nisāʾ min ajl al-dīmuqrāṭiyyah 
(Women for Democracy), which was soon thereafter shut down by the Syrian government. Born 
in 1974 into an ʿAlawite family, Ḥasan is a vocal critic of the Syrian regime. While her first novel, 
Abanūs (Ebony, 2004), received the Ḥannā Mīnah Award for Young Writers in Syria, which is 
sponsored by the Syrian Ministry of Culture, her second novel, Nigatīf (A Negative, 2007), put her 
in direct confrontation with the Syrian authorities. A documentary novel, as she labels it, Nigatīf 
is based on interviews with female political prisoners and exposes their horrifying experiences in 
Syrian prisons. In 2010, and due to her sharp criticism of freedom of speech violations in Syria, 
the Syrian security services issued an order prohibiting Ḥasan from leaving the country. In 2012, 
one year after the demonstrators took the streets in Syria, Ḥasan fled to Germany following the 
journey of many thousands of Syrian refugees who migrated to Europe.  

Brūvā is presented as the first draft of an unfinished novel. The unnamed, fictional novelist 
is an agent of the Syrian secret police, the mukhābarāt, who spends his time listening to tapped 
phone calls. During his compulsory military service, the mukhābarāt agent develops an obsession 
with some of those on whom he spies and turns them into the characters of his first novel. The 
novel consists of raw, transcribed phone calls, semi-developed narratives and monologues, and 
three brief, but informative, diary entries that grant the reader access to the world of the 
mukhābarāt agent himself. Two of these entries introduce and conclude the novel, while the third 
is inserted in the middle. The semi-developed narratives are further supplemented by dense 
footnotes wherein the mukhābarāt agent credits the sources on which the narratives and 
monologues are built, and addresses himself, documenting ideas and suggestions to be included in 
the intended second draft of the novel. Throughout the novel, the mukhābarāt agent emphasizes 
that he attempts to convey the stories of his subjects of surveillance with utmost transparency and 
credibility, however the text is laced with ambiguities that blur the lines between the real and the 
imagined.  

The novel introduces the reader to a group of friends in their thirties. The characters’ 
present lives, memories, and histories are revealed in fragments through an unfinished and 
nonlinear narrative that jumps back and forth between the past and the present. While the stories 
of some characters are developed, those of others are abruptly cut off, leaving it to the reader to 
fill in the gaps and construct her own endings. Additionally, the diary entries tackle the intra-
national sectarian divide in Syria, shedding light on the relationship between the ʿAlawite 
community and the Baʿth party. The access that the mukhābarāt agent gains into the lives of the 
friends, who are supposedly enemies of the ruling authority, leads him to his own journey of 
transformation, including an obsession with preserving the stories, memories, and histories of 
those on whom he spies.  

My discussion of Brūvā is divided into three sections. The first section traces the ways in 
which the novel creates an unreliable narrator, and uses metafiction, footnotes, and 
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multiperspectivity, challenging the notion of authorship as well as the legitimacy of the authority 
it metonymically represents. The second section reveals how through subtle, but powerful 
allusions and cross-genre intertextual practices, the novel provides its reader with a critique of the 
project of ḥadātha as a rupture with the nation’s past. While Brūvā continues to assign the Arab 
intellectual social responsibility, it also announces the death of the savior, prophet-like writer, and 
calls for the rise of a novelistic intellectual who engages in a dialogical relationship between the 
self and the other, both in literary texts and in real life.  

The Arabic novel of the 20th century, which actively contributed to the projects of nation-
building by shaping national imaginaries, often burdened women with excessive symbolization, 
constructing them and their bodies as signs and symbols of the nation, an eroticization that is 
premised, as Wen-chin Ouyang reminds us, “on gendered binary dualities, whereby culture, mind, 
power, state and agency are masculinized and nature, soul, powerlessness, nation and passivity are 
feminized.”359 Following the (hi)stories of Hālah and Ṣibā, two female characters from different 
generations, the third section of my analysis aims to show how Ḥasan’s novel works against this 
prevalent discourse and investigates the ways in which an emerging feminist sensibility and 
literary discourse manifest within the literary space. 

 

A Story of a Generation 

  ،تانیعبسلا لیج ،يلیج ىلإ

 .ةیاورلا هذھ تدلو كتابیخو كتاراسخ نمف
To my generation, those who were born in the seventies, 

from your defeats and disappointments, this novel was born. 
 

The above statement is the dedication with which Ḥasan opens her novel. As a paratextual element 
that mediates between Ḥasan, her novel, and her reader, the dedication promises to shed light on 
the lives of those Syrians who have known no other Syria but the one burdened by the totalitarian 
rule of the al-Asad family, which took control of the country in 1971. Unlike previous generations 
of modern Syrians that participated to various degrees in the social and political life of the country, 
jīl al-sabʿīnāt was born and raised under a state of political disenfranchisement and social and 
economic exclusion. Since paratexts, as Gerard Genette and Marie Maclean suggest, “present [the 
text], in the usual sense of this verb, [and] in its strongest meaning: to make it present, to assure 
its presence in the world,”360 Ḥasan’s dedication can be read as an attempt to present both the text 
itself and those to whom the text is dedicated. By exploring the lives of a group of friends who 
belong to jīl al-sabʿīnāt, Brūvā is involved in an act of counter exclusion, establishing the presence 
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of a whole generation against the systematic political and economic marginalization practiced by 
the state and its unilateral discourse.  

The reality of Syria under the rule of the “eternal leader,” where the state recognizes no 
limits to its authority, corresponds to many dictatorships and totalitarian regimes around the world. 
In his writings on the totalitarian system in Czechoslovakia, Václav Havel points out that in 
totalitarian systems, where there is one central agent of all truth and all power, an institutionalized 
“rationale of history” becomes the sole natural agent of all social activity. In such systems, “public 
life,” he explains, “ceases to be an arena where different, more or less autonomous agents square 
off, and becomes no more than the manifestation and fulfillment of the truth and the will of this 
single agent. In a world governed by this principle, there is no room for mystery; ownership of 
complete truth means that everything is known ahead of time.”361 Immersed in such reality, Jīl al-
sabʿīnāt is best described by the characters themselves. For example, Ayham, one of the friends 
under surveillance and a talented young man who is struggling to fulfill his dreams as a musician, 
reveals a static country whose story has already been written and depicts a generation that harbors 
an embittered feeling of superfluity.  

 يف ىتأ ھنأك .راتسلا لادسناو يحرسملا ضرعلا ءاھتنا دعب حرسملا ةبشخ ىلإ ىتأ ،انلیج لاح هذھ تناك امبر
  362.يدرفلا ھصلاخل ،هانعم لا يف كرت مث ،ىنعملا ىھتنا نیح ضئافلا تقولا

Perhaps, this is the story of our generation. It came on the stage right after the play 
had ended and the curtains had closed. As if it arrived during an added-on time, 
when meaning had ceased to exist, left on stage alone in its meaninglessness; 
searching for its own salvation. 

Against this reality, Brūvā strives to introduce a cacophony of personal living experiences. It 
uncovers a dynamic life, and shows that behind surveillance, singularity, and stillness, there are 
multifaceted lives that cannot be boxed into one narrative. While the characters are supposedly 
under surveillance because of their opposition to the state, the novel avoids any mention of political 
activities, focusing exclusively instead on the characters’ private lives and personal histories. As 
the mukhābarāt agent explains,  

 لاو يتایصخشل ةماعلا تاطاشنلاب نعأ مل .ةدایقلا ھب متھت امب كلت يتیاور يف ةتبلا نعأ مل ينأ يئراق ظحلایس
 ينینعی ناك ام .تاطلسلا دض ھلعفت امب لاو ةیدئاقعلا اھتاشاقنب لاو اھتاءامتناب نعأ مل ،ةیسایسلا اھرارسأب
 نم ينینعی ام لك اذھ .ينینعی ام لك اذھ .لومحملا يرتویبموك ثیح ةیدلجلا يتبیقح يف انھ بوتكمو دوجوم
  363.نلآا ةایحلا

My reader will notice that I did not pay attention to what the leadership was looking 
for. I did not pay attention to the public activities of my characters or political 
secrets. I did not pay attention to their affiliations, ideological discussions, or 
oppositional activities. All that matters to me is written here, available in my leather 
bag, where my laptop is. This is all that matters to me. This is all that matters to me 
in life.  

 
361 Václav Havel, “Stories and Totalitarianism” in Open Letters: Selected Writings 1964-1990, ed. Paul 
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From Ṣiba, who through sexual pleasure crosses imposed cultural boundaries and realizes her 
emergent sense of self, and Ayham, a Kurd who navigates his way through a social and political 
culture of discrimination, to Diyālā who struggles with her self-image, trapping herself in an 
unhappy marriage, the novel traces the lives of a young generation of Syrians at a micro level. It 
rescues the personal through everyday experiences, foolish mistakes, and minute dreams, victories, 
and losses, enabling the emergence of multiple humanized and individualized images of 
intellectuals who are characterized by a complete loss of any grand unifying narrative. Havel 
argues that “between the aims of the post‑totalitarian system and the aims of life there is a yawning 
abyss: while life, in its essence, moves toward plurality, diversity, independent self‑constitution, 
and self‑organization, in short, toward the fulfillment of its own freedom, the post‑totalitarian 
system demands conformity, uniformity, and discipline.”364 From the homogeneity, regularity, and 
anonymity imposed by the state, Brūvā rescues the personal and the unique. It is the inherent 
tension between the individual and authoritarian system that the novel attempts to capture.365  
 

Unreliable Narrative, Unreliable Reality 

 
Against fixed ideological discourses and an image of the nation that is constructed by an official, 
omniscient narrative, and around one omnipresent leader, Brūvā introduces a text that is marked 
by uncertainty and conflict over the right to authorship. In her work on self-conscious fiction, 
Patricia Waugh proposes one of the most influential definitions of metafiction:  

Metafiction is a term given to fictional writing which self-consciously and 
systematically draws attention to its status as an artifact in order to pose questions 
about the relationship between fiction and reality. In providing a critique of their 
own methods of construction, such writings not only examine the fundamental 
structures of narrative fiction, they also explore the possible fictionality of the world 
outside the literary fictional text.366  

By disrupting the relationship between fiction and reality, the metafictional nature of the first draft 
style in Brūvā draws attention to how fictional writing cannot be isolated from the wider concerns 
of history and politics. Revealing the constructed nature of the characters invites the readers to 
reflect on the way subjectivity is similarly constructed by ideological means in the non-fictional 
world. It urges them to question their own assumptions, beliefs, and perspectives. In that sense, 
Brūvā destabilizes the national narrative and the notion of a central agent of all truth and all power 
by challenging the very notion of authorship, and the legitimacy of authority behind truth and 
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historical knowledge. The juxtaposition of three different types of narrative—the “fictional” 
narratives, the imagined author’s diary entries, and the phone logs—also contributes to reinforcing 
the notion of unreliability. While the conventions of the phone logs and the diary entries are meant 
to serve the fictional author’s claims to authenticity, their reliance on a first-person narrator also 
implies a high degree of subjectivity, signaling the complexity and unreliability of self-
representation.  

The notion of unreliability further emerges from the ways in which the characters’ 
experiences are mediated and interpreted. In addition to the fact that the reader is twice removed 
from the characters’ experiences; once by Ḥasan, the author of the novel and again by the fictional 
novelist, the Mukhābrāt agent, the latter’s claim to trustworthiness only renders him suspicious. 
Throughout the footnotes, the fictional author insists that his main goal is to be faithful in rendering 
the lives of his characters, but this insistence only betrays his underlying lack of credibility. As he 
reveals in his final diary entry,  

 ىلع رطخت ةركف كرتأ لاو ،دیعأو ةءارقلا دیعأف ،اھقطنمب سیلو يقطنمب تایصخشلا تبتك نوكأ نأ فاخأ
 ،ةیصخشلا تاجلاتخا نم ةجلاتخا لقن يف ترصق دق نوكأ نأ فاخأ .شماھلا ىلع ةظحلام اھنودأ لاإ يلاب
  367.ام ةظحل يف ھب رعشت تناك يذلاب رعشأ يك تیمتسأو

I am always afraid that I have construed the characters through my own perspective, 
rather than theirs. So, I read, reread, and make certain to document every idea that 
comes to my mind in the footnotes. I am always afraid that I might have failed to 
convey the smallest of the characters’ internal flutters. I therefore make desperate 
efforts to feel what a character felt in a certain moment. 

The deep anxiety detected in this paragraph points at the inherent tension between fiction and 
reality, and reminds us that it is impossible to reduce reality to a single truth. As Ben G. Yacobi 
puts it, “Human perceptions of the world and concepts for their interpretation are entangled and 
inseparable. To a great extent, the perceived reality is intricately intertwined with illusions of 
observations and their interpretations.”368 Like the writing of fiction, Brūvā presents reality itself 
as a process of engagement and of subjective acts, something that is ongoing. The disjointed text 
not only manifests a fragmented reality, but one that is also always in the making.  
 The all-knowing, monolithic author is further contested by destabilizing the reader-author 
relationship. As part of an authoritarian system and a representative of it, the fictional author is, 
from the very outset, under strong suspicion. Despite all his claims of trustworthiness, it is never 
clear to what extent he has manipulated the stories of those he spies on. His excessive footnotes 
further heighten the reader’s suspicions and engage her in the politics of storytelling. Packed with 
ideas and suggestions, the footnotes reveal the mukhābarāt agent’s willingness to exploit those on 
whom he spies and to twist their stories in order to create a more “thrilling text.” For example, 
when Ayham reveals his sexual adventures with a girl named Ḥamīdah during the time he spent 
working in Libya, the mukhābarāt agent recognizes how appealing it could be to elaborate on the 
story.  
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 نأبو ةقرزلا ىلإ لئام نولبً ادج ءارمس تناك ةدیمح نأب ةیاكحلا نم ام ناكم يف لوقلا نكمملا نم )٢١(
 دقو ،ةیصخشك اھدوجو قمعأ يك قباسلا اھجوز عم اھتصق نع رثكأ تدرس امبرلو .ةظیلغ تناك اھھافش
 اھتنایخ فشتكاً لااوجً اعئاب اھجوز نوكی دق وأ .اھامر مث تاونس عضب اھلیغشت ىلع لمعً اداوق اھجوز نوكی
 ،بونجلا قراوطو لامشلا برع نیب ران قلاطإ ثداح يف امبر وأ ةرایس ثداح يف لتق امبرو .اھقلطو
 369؟يمدقت ھنلأ نویملاسلإا ھلتق امبر وأ .ایبیل يف ةیلھلأا تاعازنلا صصق ىلع جرعأ يلاتلابو

(21) It is possible to add, somewhere in the story, that Ḥamīdah’s skin color was 
very dark with a blue tone, and that she had thick lips. I could perhaps add more 
details about her story with her ex-husband in order to deepen her presence as a 
character. Her husband could perhaps be a procurer who had her work for him for 
years and then threw her away, or a peddler who discovered her infidelity and then 
divorced her. He might have died in a car accident, or been killed in a fire exchange 
between the Arabs in the north and the Tuareg people in the south. This way I would 
be able to mention the civil conflict in Libya. Was he perhaps killed by Islamist 
groups for being progressive? 

The juxtaposition of the main text against marginal footnotes disrupts the continuity of the 
narrative, and reveals the hierarchal relationship between the official narrative on the one hand, 
and the marginalized living memories of Jīl al-Sabʿīnāt. Shari Benstock suggests that footnotes 
call attention to the presence of author and reader on textual grounds. She further argues that while 
authors of fiction depend on narrative personae to distance themselves from the text and veil their 
authority, footnotes in literary works, on the other hand, highlight the very interplay between 
author and subject, text and reader that is always at work in fiction.370 The fictional author’s 
suggestions in his footnotes are, as in the footnote above, marked by ambiguity. Every suggestion 
engages a sign of uncertainty; a “perhaps,” a “maybe,” or a “could be,” leaving the reader to 
wonder what the novel will eventually look like. The footnotes do not fill the various gaps that the 
text creates, but rather invite the reader to do so, and in the process, open up the boundaries of the 
narrative and disturb the very authority they supposedly represent.  

The uncertainty embodied in the footnotes, which destabilizes the notion of one 
representative narrative and challenges the authority of an all-powerful narrator, also makes 
possible a process of multiplication. By inviting the readers to fill the gaps and construct their own 
accounts of the characters’ lives and histories, the novel allows the emergence of multiple, 
individualized drafts that can take the narrative out of bounds and into new directions. However, 
this room for multiplication is complicated by the fact that the imagined author is a state agent, 
underscoring the power hierarchy involved in writing the (hi)story of the nation, and the inherent 
conflict between individual experiences and state narrative. Despite the possible individual 
variations, the one with the upper hand in the novel is the state agent, since no individual reader 
has the authority to make his or her version official, to print a completed text and present it to the 
world.  

Challenging the notions of certainty and authorship goes much deeper than that—it not 
only manifests itself through juxtaposing different genres, but also in the very formulation of the 
narrative chapters. The internal structure of the narrative chapters reveals an intense struggle 
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between the characters on the one hand, and a traditional third-person narrator on the other, a 
struggle over the right to tell the story. This struggle, which will be further discussed later in this 
chapter, is manifested through abrupt switching among a first-person, third-person objective, and 
third person omniscient narrator, making it hard for the reader to navigate the text. The centrality 
of this struggle is further evident in the way the chapters in the novel are labeled. Instead of titles, 
each of the novel’s fifteen chapters is headed with a statement that reveals the narrator(s) in charge 
of recounting the events in the chapter, calling the reader’s attention to the competing voices within 
each chapter. While, for example, in some chapters, and after many attempts by a character to take 
control of the narrative, an omniscient narrator triumphs and finishes the chapter, in others, a 
character eventually succeeds in seizing the right to narrate her or his story. 

 

Rewriting the Intellectual 

 
Through subtle but powerful allusions and cross-genre intertextual practices, Brūvā 

provides its reader with a critique of the project of Arab modernity (ḥadātha), as interpreted by 
the liberal intellectual of the fifties and sixties, and this intellectual’s subsequent relationship with 
and imagining of the nation and its past. This project, which strongly linked poetic ḥadātha with 
a more general cultural ḥadātha, and aspired to change the world, politically, socially, culturally, 
and linguistically, produced, as the Syrian critic Kamal Abu Deeb explains, “a totalizing discourse 
which sought to interpret the world in terms of identity, modernity, secularism and nationalism 
and, very often, socialism, and was utterly certain and confident in the absolute validity of its 
premises.”371 In contrast to the ḥadāthī intellectual, Brūvā introduces multiple humanized and 
individualized images of intellectuals who are characterized by uncertainties and are in constant 
search for new possibilities.  

The relationship between the disabled Hālah al-Summāqī and her son, Mihyār al-Sālimī 
calls for special attention. Mihyār, one of the friends under surveillance, is a leftist artist who 
suffers from impotence and lives with his disabled mother. The name Mihyār al-Sālimī (Mihyār 
of Salem) evokes Mihyār al-Dimashqī (Mihyār of Damascus), the poetic persona through which 
the prominent ḥadāthī Syrian poet and cultural critic Adūnīs articulated his revolutionary vision 
of the world in a collection of poems titled Aghānī mihyār al-dimashqī (Songs of Mihyar of 
Damascus). Known for his metaphorical adventures and formal experimentation, Adūnīs, in his 
collection, adopts the persona of the medieval Arab poet Mihyār al-Daylamī (Mihyār of Daylam) 
and, “refashion[s] him into his own image, a modern Arab poet.”372 As Adūnīs himself explains, 
he wanted in these poems “to get out of the direct object of discourse and speak an impersonal 
language, objective-historical and personal, symbolic and mystic at the same time.” Therefore, 
“Mihyār is more than a mask; it is a vortex where Arab culture would meet with all its dimensions 
in the central and pivotal cause: crossing from the old Arab world into the new.”373 In Aghāni 
mihyār al-dimashqī, Mihyār becomes Adūnīs’ alter ego, and “what makes him an appropriate alter 

 
371 Abu Deeb, 347. 
372 Wen-Chin Ouyang, Politics of Nostalgia in the Arabic Novel: Nation-State, Modernity, and Tradition 

(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2013), 22. 
373 Quoted in the Introduction to Adonis Selected Poems, trans. Khaled Mattawa (New Haven & London: 

Yale University Press, 2010), Xvi. 



 104 

ego, is that Mihyār of Daylam launched a rebellious voice within the political and religious culture, 
making him one of those who stood far enough outside the tradition to endure its dynamism.”374  
 Hence, the novel’s allusion to Mihyār al-Dimashqī simultaneously extends to Adūnīs 
himself, and establishes Mihyār al-Sālimī as the successor of a generation of Arab intellectuals 
who, like Adūnīs, defined the ḥadāthī project as an epistemological posture, an intellectual 
revolution against referential systems, values, and paradigms.375 It is as Adūnīs puts it, “the 
emergence of new movements, theories and ideas, and new institutions and systems, which leads 
to the disappearance of old, conventional structures in society and the rise of new structures.”376 
The stanza inscribed in Mihyār al-Sālimī’s painting exemplifies Adūnīs’ vision of the modern 
Arab intellectual, emerging as a fire that battles the old order, setting fire to the stagnation of 
society, and then blooming with new beginnings. 

 رایھم كٌلم
 ران قئادحو رصق ھل ملحلاو كٌلم
  تاملكلل هاكش مویلاو

  .تام تٌوص
 رایھم كٌلم
 حیرلا توكلم يف ایحی
 377.رارسلأا ضرأ يف كلمیو

Mihyar is king, 
A king who dreams of a palace and gardens of fire. 
Today a voice deceased 
challenged him before the words. 
Mihyar is king,  
He dwells in the realm of wind  
And rules the land of mysteries. 
 

The rupture between Mihyār and the nation’s past can be traced through his anxious relationship 
with his own mother’s past. Although he does not explicitly voice his opposition to traditional and 
religious world views, the reader can sense his anxiety on many occasions. Despite his attempts to 
convince himself, and the reader, that he is at peace with his mother’s religious background, 
Mihyār’s nervousness betrays him, for example, when Shaykhah Saḥar, a religious old friend, pays 
his mother a visit. “I had agreed to have an interview that day with a young journalist who worked 
for an art magazine. I told myself, I would leave them alone to remember the beautiful old days,”378 
he tells us. However, throughout the interview, Mihyār cannot hide his agitation, and, at the same 
time does not understand the real reason behind it. The tensions between him and the journalist 
escalates, until he abruptly ends the interview, and unintentionally reveals the reason behind his 
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stress: his fear that his mother might find refuge in religion again. Mihyār is not relieved until he 
is certain that his mother will not take that path again.  

 تامھمھلا ،تاصنلإل ةحلم ةبغر يّف نلاعشت ،نولاصلا نم يّلإ ىھانتت رحس ةخیشلا اللهو ةلاھ تاسمھ تناك
 رحس ةخیشلا تعمس ،ةیفاحصلا ءارو بابلا تقلغأ تقو .ةیاغلل ةدیعس يمأ نأ ودبی ناك .مّث نم تاكحضلاو
 تفقو .ةتماص ةلاھ تناكو ،اھنامیإ رابتخلا اھلاتبا ھنأبو ،انربتخی يك انولبی الله نأب هانعم ام ائیش يملأ لوقت

 تیتأ ... اھیلع تصنتت ناذآب تسحأ اھنأك اھتوص ةخیشلا تضفخأ .يحراوج لماكب تصنأ بابلا فلخ
 تنك .يمسرم ىلإ تدع انأو ،ةتماص ثیدحلا نم ءزجلا اذھ ةلیط ةلاھ تلظ ... قحلا نامیلإا ىلإ كوعدلأ
 ءاقللا يف ھلوقلأ هركذتسأ تنك ام لك تركذت مسرملا تلخد املاح ً.ادیج اھفرعأ انأف اھدر نم دكأتم ھبش
  379.لشافلا

The whispers of Hālah and Shaykhah Saḥar that I was able to hear induced within 
me a burning desire to listen. Whispers and then laughs. It seemed that my mother 
was very happy. As I was closing the door after the journalist left, I heard Shaykhah 
Saḥar telling my mother that God tests us with ordeals; that her ordeal was a test of 
her belief, but Hālah was silent. I stood behind the door listening with all my might. 
The Shaykhah lowered her voice, as if she felt that some ears were listening … I 
am here to invite you back to the real belief … Hālah was silent for the whole time. 
At that point I went back to my studio. I knew it. I knew what Hālah would say. I 
know her so well. As soon as I got to the studio I remembered all that I wanted to 
say in that failed interview. 

Unlike Adūnīs’ Mihyār, or the Mihyār we encounter in Ḥaydar’s work Walīmah li-aʿshāb al-
baḥr,380 Brūvā introduces Mihyār, who is no longer a protagonist, as a disillusioned antihero. The 
son of a communist activist, and the heir of his father’s secular revolutionary vision, Mihyār is 
impotent, depressed, and unable to engage in the real life around him. He lives in his own world 
and continues to trap himself in an old model of progress; one that, as Brūvā suggests, needs to be 
thoroughly reevaluated. Emasculated Mihyār represents the modern Arab intellectual who is 
powerless, crushed by the oppressive political regimes under which he lives. It was on the day of 
his mother’s “disastrous accident [that] everything changed,”381 that young Mihyār lost his sexual 
abilities and therefore the power that the notion of masculine sexuality signifies in a patriarchal 
system. Depressed and unable to engage in the life around him, Mihyār adopts, as Samira Aghacy 
points out in her work on the post-naksa Arab intellectual, “elitist and seclusionist stands by 
seeking refuge in the ivory tower of [his] inward states of consciousness and direct[s] [his] path 
towards the self rather than people’s destiny.”382 A transcribed phone call between Mihyār and his 
friend Ayham, conjures the ‘betrayal of the intellectuals’ narrative—the abandonment of the 
people by elite writers and thinkers who seem to be out of touch with the collective mood.383 “You 
bend everything in order to serve agenda. Why do I feel that you live in the paintings you create 
instead of immersing yourself in reality?!”384 says Ayham, before accusing Mihyār of being one-

 
379 Ibid., 167. 
380 See chapter-II. 
381 Ibid., 93.  
382 Samira Aghacy, Masculine Identity in the Fiction of the Arab East since 1976 (Syracuse, New York: 

Syracuse University Press, 2009), 56. 
383 See chapter-II. 
384 Ibid., 175. 
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sided, and unwilling and unable to acknowledge the multiplicity embedded in the world around 
him.385  

The novel’s critique of the elitist, prophet-like Arab intellectual continues, suggesting that 
Mihyār’s impotence is not only a sign of the oppressive systems in place, but rather of Mihyār’s 
own entrapment in a particular coveted image of progress. The first chapter graphically details 
Mihyār’s nearly incestuous obsession with his mother’s body, and his indefatigable efforts to 
preserve it in its most sexualized image—he immensely enjoys bathing her every Thursday, 
scrubbing her body with perfumed soap and her long beautiful hair with shampoo, dressing her in 
colorful short dresses, and even removing her body hair in order to show her velvety skin. In other 
words, Mihyār is shackled by the belief that he, the hero, is the only one who should save and 
preserve the desired nation/mother, and his impotence constitutes him as an anti-hero riddled with 
guilt and failure. Despite the nights that he spends weeping, and the constant suffocation he feels, 
he is too frightened to break out, explore new ideas, and move forward.  

 حابصلا لوأ ذنم تمصب هدلجی ،ھتاقوأ لك ىلع ةنكاسلا ھتوطس ضرفی باشلا دسجلا كلذ حار موی دعبً اموی
  386.ھتاحول يف ءاسنلا داسجأو هدسج ءازجأ لكب مكحتیل ددمتی ،تیبلا ءازجأ لكب مكحتی دسج .لیللا رخآ ىتحو
  387!!ةعتملاب كلاب امف ً،امدن توملا ينعی باصتنلاا .ریرملا مدنلا تاباوب حتفب لیفك هركذ باصتنا درجم

Day after day, [her] young body imposes its static authority on Mihyār’s time, 
lashing him with its silence all day long. [Her] body controls every little thing in 
that house. Its authority further extends to control [Mihyār’s] own body parts, and 
the bodies of the women in his paintings. 
The mere notion of an erection provokes feelings of bitter guilt. Erection means 
death by guilt. All the more so sexual pleasure! 

Echoing the ḥadāthī intellectual’s particular interest in the myth of death/rebirth, which stems from 
his preoccupation with cultural salvation,388 Mihyār is obsessed with preserving Hālah’s fertility, 
the nation’s capacity for revival and rebirth. 

 وھو ھمسرم ىلإ قلطنیو ءامدلاب ةخمّضملا ةطوفلا ذخأی يملاسلا رایھم ناك رھش لك نم ثلاثلا مویلا يف
 ... ةحوللا ىلإ لئاسلا لقنی مث رمحلأاب لتبملا نطقلا يف ةشیرلا زرغی .ةیبونجلا ةھجلا نم تیبلاب ةقحلم ةفرغ
 ىلع رداقلا نوللا ھنإ .هدسج يف ةرارحلا رشتنتو ةایحلا ىلع حتفنی ھیلإ رظانلا لعجت ةئفاد ةقاط رمحلأا نولل

 
385 In 2011, as Adūnīs generated massive criticism when he harshly criticized the Syrian uprising, the 

Lebanese Islamic scholar Raḍwān al-Sayyid criticized Adūnīs for reducing all the ills against which Arabs were 
revolting to Islam, without acknowledging the complex problems of the regimes in place. Al-Sayyid accused Adūnīs 
of living in the past and stressed that Adūnīs refused change unless it confirmed to his own conditions, showing no 
respect or understanding of people’s realities. See “al-muthaqqaf al-‘arabī wa-ḥarakāt al-taghyīr wa’l-zaman al-
munqaḍī,” al-Ḥayāh , June 25, 2011; and “al-muthaqqafūn al-‘arab wa-ikrāhāt al-taghyīr,” al-Ḥayāh, July 07, 2011. 

386 Ḥasan, 18. 
387 Ibid., 92. 
388In the 1950s and 60s, ancient Near Eastern mythic figures of rebirth, such as Ishtar, Tammuz, and the 

Phoenix became powerful symbols through which ḥadāthī poets, most prominently Adūnīs, expressed their desire to 
escape from what they regarded as the stifling tradition in the contemporary Islamic world, stressing the possibility of 
and the need for a rebirth in the face of cultural and political death. see Salma Khadra Jayyusi, “Modernist Poetry in 
Arabic,” in Modern Arabic Literature, ed. M. M. Badawi (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992) 132-79. 
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 ،متاقلا رّمحملا ينبلا :بیرغلا نوللا كلذ نأ دحأ فرعی مل ... بائتكلااو ةیوادوسلاو نزحلا نم انررحی نأ
 389.اھتداع مد وھ رایھم تاحول نم ةحول لك يف صوغی يذلا دیرفلا نوللا كلذ ،ةیاوغلاو بصخلاب لمحملا

On the third day of every month, Mihyār al-Sālimī takes his mother’s bloody pads 
and runs to his studio, a little room on the southern side of the house. He dips his 
brush in the red cotton, and transfers the liquid on to a painting …. The red color 
has warm energy, capable of opening us up to life and spreading warmth through 
our bodies. It is the color that can free us of sadness, melancholy, and depression 
… No one knows that that strange color: that dark, reddish brown, which bursts 
with fertility and seduction, that unique color, which is embedded in each of 
Mihyār’s paintings, is her menstrual blood.  

However, Mihyār’s fixation on Hālah’s body indicts the myth of death and revival embedded in 
the ḥadāthī intellectual’s quest to capture and preserve the essence of fertility and rebirth. Not only 
does Mihyar’s ritualized preservation of the mother by painting with her blood extend her body 
and completely dissolve the boundaries between her and the nation, but it also is in itself a visceral 
patriarchal appropriation that is rooted in tension and absurdity, since, as a palpable sign of failure 
to conceive, what Mary Douglas has termed a sort of human being manqué,390 menstruation has 
historically marked women as defiled and impure, placing them at the bottom of social hierarchy 
that is in turn expressed as ritual status from pure to polluted. Further, Mihyār’s paintings lack 
energy and life. As his friend Ayham tells him, the naked female bodies in his paintings are opaque 
and impermeable.391  
 In contrast, Brūvā suggests a new path for the national hero: to break free from a single 
truth, a unidimensional narrative and image of the nation. Echoing the hero journey in the pre-
Islamic qasida, bonds of dependence must be cut away in order for Mihyār to explore new 
beginnings. The mother’s death towards the end of the novel, the shattering of the intellectual’s 
long-preserved image of the nation, generates new possibility, forcing Mihyār to rethink his world 
views. The hero’s journey is precipitated by the emergence of productive uncertainty as an 
incentive for exploring new narratives.  

 يمأ بایغ ىلع نارھش رم .موی رثإً اموی ينلكأت يتلا ةریحلا هذھ ةیمست يعاطتسمب ناك ام اذھ ،كشلا ةیواھ
 .... اھاوھ ىلع ينشھانتت ةضقانتملا راكفلأا كلت كرت اھبایغ .يكش لكب انأ امك يسفن بحأ يك دھاجأ انأو
 ينأك ،باطقلأا نیب سونأ ... للش نیقیلاو ،ةایحلاب اننقحی يذلا هدحو وھ ،عادبلإا ةرذب كشلا نإ لوقی نم كانھ
 392.ناسونلا ةیرشبلا ردق نأك سونأ ،اعم اھجزم دیرأ

An abyss of uncertainty. This is what I can call the bewilderment that continues to 
destroy me day after day. Two months have passed since my mother passed away, 
during which I have tried to love myself despite my uncertainty. Her absence has 
left me torn apart by contradictory ideas … there are those who say that doubt 
carries the seeds of creativity, and that certainty is a sort of paralysis ... I oscillate 
between different poles, trying to bring them together. I oscillate, as if it is the 
destiny of humanity to oscillate. 

 
389 Ibid., 90. 
390 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger (New York: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1966). 
391 Ḥasan, 95. 
392 Ibid., 222. 
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The fragmentation of the nationalist narrative of the nation-state, and the intellectual’s possible 
quest for new prospects is a frightening notion for the state. The significance of Mihyār’s possible 
transformation can be traced in the mukhābarāt agent’s anxious reaction, as he, without paying 
any attention to the destinies of the other characters, abruptly ends the novel with the chapter that 
reveals Mihyār’s possible exploration of new trajectories, as he, following his mother’s advice, 
plans a journey to India in an attempt to explore new world views and new possibilities. “No matter 
what order the chapters of the novel take, this will be the final chapter,”393 a footnote firmly states. 
With the reason behind surveilling this group of friends continues to be unclear, the mukhābarāt 
agent’s last diary entry further accentuates the establishment’s apprehension over the possible 
emergence of a new intellectual: an official order is issued prohibiting Mihyār from leaving the 
country.  

Though Ḥasan follows in the footsteps of Adūnīs and his generation in terms of aesthetic 
and formal experimentation, she rejects their entrapment in one worldview as the only way 
forward, and their insistence on severing the nation from its past. In opposition to the calcified 
prophet-like poet of the fifties and sixties who sees himself as a catalyst for Arab modernity,394 a 
new type of Syrian intellectual emerges: a novelist who is in constant exploration of the relation 
between self and other, both in literary texts, and in real life. The diary entries of the mukhābarāt 
agent uncover another conflict within the world of the young man who belongs to the ʿAlawite 
ruling minority. They reveal another journey of rediscovery, one that involves the self and the 
other, and suggests that only by stepping out of our social and cultural location, out of our own 
boundaries, are we able to interrogate the determining features of our world, to experience a new 
relation with the other, and to eventually become able to novelize the world around us.  

Relying once again on a multi-layered cross-genre allusion to communicate a new vision 
of the role of literature and of the intellectual in society, Ḥasan opens the first diary entry, and in 
fact the whole novel, with the following stanza-like lines.  

 .تعمتسا يذلا انأ
  .تفشتكاو تفرع ،تّصنأ ،تّصّنت

 .كلذك لقُی مل امو ،لیق ام لك يتساح تطقتلا يب طیحملا تمصلا نم مغرلا ىلع
 395.تعمتسا يذلا يدحو انأ

It is I who have listened;  
eavesdropped, hearkened, learned and discovered.  
Despite the silence that surrounds me, my senses caught all that has been 
said, and all that has not. 
It is only I who have listened.  

 
393 Ibid., 221. 
394 In Politics of Nostalgia in the Arabic Novel, Wen-Chin Ouyang points out that the dialogue that Adūnīs 

establishes with the mythical, literary and cultural past of the Arabs is characterized by an antinomy between a desire 
for crisis and rupture with the past and a longing for a totalizing or unproblematic circulation of the same past. Ouyang 
exposes the asymmetries and the assumptions hidden beneath the ‘grand narrative' of Arab modernity developed by 
Adūnīs in his theorization of Arabic literary history in al-Thābit wa’l-mutaḥawwil, where often the ‘cultural other' is 
the catalyst of a selectively determined Arab modernity.  

395 Ḥasan, 11. 
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The lines allude to a post-naksa epic poem by the Syrian poet Muḥammad ʿUmrān, titled “Anā al-
ladhī raʾayt” (It is I who have seen), in which the mythic hero and the prophet merge into the 
modern poet who is rendered powerless by the tragic state of the nation. 

 تیأر يذلا انأ
  يتءوبن يمرأ
  يضمأ مث تاحاسلا ةعجھ يف
 396.يضرأ كوشبً لاّلكم

It is I who have seen 
I cast my prophecy off  
in the silence of the squares, and walk away, 
crowned with the thorns of my own land. 

The bilateral and mutual reinterpretation at the heart of literary allusion illuminates the novel’s 
vision of the intellectual.397 On the one hand, the alluded-to text informs Ḥasan’s, establishing the 
novelist as a successor of the poet and claiming for the novel a leading role in Arab culture that 
poetry had enjoyed exclusively for centuries. On the other hand, Ḥasan’s text calls into question 
the prophet-like intellectual. By replacing the verb “to see,” which indicates knowledge, 
experience and prophetic vision, with the verb “to listen,” the monologic intellectual disappears, 
and a new uncertain, dialogic intellectual emerges; one who, by listening, opens up her world to 
the other, constantly seeking new imaginings and understandings.  

While the novel exposes the state of surveillance that engulfs everyday life in Syria, its 
obsession with the power that inhabits the notion of voice becomes a space where exclusive 
narratives and rhetoric are contested. Though brief, the diary entries shed light on the world in 
which the mukhābarāt agent was born and raised, and on the rhetoric around which this world is 
constructed. A young ʿAlawite man who has just graduated from college with a degree in 
philosophy, the mukhābarāt agent grew up as a loyal follower of the state’s rhetoric, and when he 
began his compulsory military service, he was determined to support the regime in repressing any 
opposition. His father’s opinions and conversations, documented in the diary entries, further reflect 
how for many ʿAlawites, “the Asad regime symbolized the rise to equality in Syrian society after 
centuries of marginalization and periodic persecution,”398 and how it was necessary for the 
community to support the regime in order to preserve its historically threatened existence. The 
father’s words merge homeland, the state, and the ʿAlawite sect into one being, and echo the 
official rhetoric as he describes oppositional voices as saboteurs and the demons who want to burn 
the whole country.399 

 
396 Muḥammad ʿUmrān, Anā al-ladhī raʾayt (Damascus: Wizārat al-Thaqāfah wa’l-Irshād al-Qawmī, 1978), 

107; my translation. In this poem, ʿUmrān relies heavily on allusion. The opening line of the poem evokes the opening 
line of the myth of Gilgamesh: “It is he who has seen it all. Oh my land, sing for him! It is he who experienced 
everything and gathered lessons.” For an Arabic translation of Gilgamesh, see Ṭāhā Bāqir, Malḥamat gilgāmish wa-
qiṣaṣ ukhrā ʿan gilgāmish wa’l-ṭūfān (Baghdad: Dār al-Shuʾūn al-Thaqāfiyyah al-ʿĀmmah ʾĀfāq ʿArabiyyah, 2002). 

397 Chana Kronfeld argues that the intertextual patterning, which results from the simultaneous activation of 
two texts through allusion, is not uni-directional, but rather bilateral, and as such, a mutual interpretation of the two 
activated texts occurs. Chana Kronfeld, On the Margins of Modernism: Decentering Literary Dynamics (Berkeley: 
UC Berkeley Press, 1996), 130. 

398 Leon Goldsmith, Cycle of Fear, 3. 
399 Ḥasan, 115. 
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Ironically, the act of listening, which had aimed to control the other, opens the mukhābarāt 
agent’s closed borders, redrawing the self as a set of relations, without which there is no self and 
there can be no self-reference. Listening turns the agent from a static figure to a curious being, 
seeking to understand the other. Only when the mukhābarāt agent listens to the subjects of his 
surveillance, when he engages with their human experiences, does he break out of the enclosed 
cocoon in which he had lived and see the friends as persons with full human status. The sympathy 
that results from seeking knowledge of the other and engaging in her human experience, the novel 
suggests, does not lead to losing the self entirely into the other. It rather generates what the German 
philosopher Max Scheler terms a “fellow feeling,” where there remains a clear distinction between 
the self and the other, 400 a notion that the mukhābarāt agent emphasizes by situating himself such 
that he now exists within that space between the self and the other. He is one of them and not one 
of them, he tells us.  

The more the mukhābarāt agent listens the more obsessed with the power of voice he 
becomes. 

 :ةدحاو ةفیظو ينذلأ نأ دقتعأ تنك ... اھب رھجلا نع ةزجاع ةروصلا ،ةینادرفو جازمو ةرارحو نول توصلل
 مل ام رشّقأ موی دعبً اموی توصلا ينلعج ... اھاقلتأ نأ ةایحلا يندیرت يتلا تاوصلأا ،ةایحلا تاوصأ ىقلتأ نأ
 توصلا .ينعً ایئان نمزلا ھلعج امو ،ھیلع قلغنی ناكملا ناك ام ،اھبجح ةروصلا ھیلع تلدسأ ام فرعأ ،هرأ
 401.فشكلاو ةفرعملا ىلإ يتباوب

[v]oice has color, warmth, mood, and individuality that a picture cannot reveal … I always 
thought that my ears had one task: to receive life’s sounds, the sounds that life wants me 
to receive …. [but] day after day, the voice made me discover what I had not seen, the 
things that the still picture had veiled from me, what place had closed off, and what time 
had kept distant. The voice is my gate to knowledge and revelation.  

In addition to conjuring the ecstatic, Sufi experience of kashf, through which the Divine mysteries 
are unveiled to a devoted seer, the evoked antithesis of ḥajb/kashf (veiling/revealing) in the quote 
above further takes on a teleological dimension, for kashf, or stepping beyond the accessible-to-
all meaning (ẓāhir) of Quranic verses towards the implicit meaning (bāṭin), is a fundamental 
concept in the belief system of the ʿAlawite community, to which both the mukhābarāt agent and 
Ḥasan herself belong. In both meanings and traditions, the Sufi and the ʿAlawite, reaching a state 
of kashf requires mental and spiritual struggle.402 Listening becomes the intellectual’s passage 
towards a state of kashf, a quest that aims to move beyond the static ẓāhir of the nation in order to 
uncover its diverse bāṭin, where individual human experiences reside.  

 
400 In The Nature of Sympathy, first published in 1913 with a fifth and a final edition in 1948, Max Scheler 

considers the connection between fellow feeling and moral motivation. Scheler differentiates between fellow feeling 
and three other phenomena involving the emotional state of others, or co-feeling. These are vicarious feeling, psychic 
feeling and identification. Often referred to as sympathy or pity, fellow feeling carries an intention of the other, a 
feeling for the other, with a clear distinction between the self and the other. In genuine cases of fellow feeling, Scheler 
argues, we not only share the suffering the other feels, but we also feel for the person who suffers, often motivated to 
act to end the suffering.  

401 Ḥasan, 12–13. 
402 On the ʿAlawite concept of kashf , see Farhad Daftari, ed. Intellectual Traditions in Islam (London: I.B. 

Tauris& Co Ltd, 2001); and Yaron Friedman, The Nuṣayrī-‘Alawīs: An Introduction to the Religion, History and 
Identity of the Leading Minority in Syria (Leiden. Boston: Brill, 2010). 
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Ḥasan foregrounds novelization as the process through which opening to the other 
materializes, and the heteroglossia at the heart of the nation is literarily captured through an 
aesthetic of democracy. Acknowledging that the regime is not safeguarding the marginalized other, 
the mukhābarāt agent documents “dislodged memories”403 through a process of novelization, 
reintroducing the marginalized voice into the national narrative. It is, once again, the responsibility 
of the new intellectual, the novelist, to highlight and preserve the multiplicity of the nation. Rooted 
in a dialogic imagination, both novels, Ḥasan’s and the agent’s, become spaces that rest on 
encounter, coexistence and interaction. Echoing a Bakhtinian vision, Ḥasan approaches human 
existence itself as a dialogical event. She advocates dialogism as “an epistemology, a way of 
knowing the world, a philosophy of truth, knowledge, and the self.”404 

 

A Gendered National Narrative 

 

Hālah : A Battle Over the Female Body 
Out of the many individual stories that Brūvā implicates, that of the disabled Hālah al-

Summāqī occupies the largest space in the novel. Through Hālah’s story and her relationship with 
men, including her own son, Mihyār, Brūvā exposes and seeks to undermine the patriarchal system 
of representation. “The new postcolonial nation,” Elleke Boehmer explains, “is historically a male-
constructed space … in which women are more often than not cast as symbols or totems, as the 
bearers of tradition.”405 Nationalisms, critics further argue, are necessarily implicated in gendered 
binaries. Anne McClintock remarks that “despite many nationalists’ ideological investments in the 
idea of unity, nations have historically amounted to the sanctioned institutionalization of gender 
difference.”406 As in other places in the postcolonial world, the 20th century Syrian novel actively 
contributed to the project of nation-building by shaping the national imaginary. Governed by 
gendered binary dualities, it often burdened women with excessive symbolization, constructing 
them as ciphers for the nation, and their bodies as the site upon which the battle for national identity 
and sovereignty is fought. Reflecting an emerging feminist literary discourse, Brūvā uses this 
masculine-feminine binary only to subvert it from within, exposing the ways the nation has been 
narrated into modern self-consciousness by male writers who more often than not cast women as 
symbols, rather than as literal national subjects.  

Attempts to render the sick/disabled female a symbolic or metaphoric embodiment of the 
state of the nation are not new to modern Arabic fiction. In The Female Suffering Body, Abir 
Hamdar studies the representation of the disabled and ill female body in the work of male and 
female Arab writers, a topic that, as she remarks, remains largely outside the Arabic literary 
imaginary. Comparing the patterns of literal and symbolic representation of the ill female body in 

 
403 Ḥasan, 114. 
404 Gergana Vitanova, Authoring the Dialogic Self: Gender, Agency and Language Practices 

(Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2010), 24. 
405 Elleke Boehmer, Stories of Women: Gender and Narrative in the Postcolonial Nation (Manchester: 

Manchester University Press, 2005), 22. 
406 Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest (New York, 

London: Routledge, 1995), 353. 
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the works of male and female Arab writers between 1950 and 2000, Hamdar demonstrates that, 
with slight differences, most writers did not only use the female suffering body as a social or 
political signifier, but gave it minimal narrative voice, and denied it the textual freedom to embody 
itself. However, as Hamdar argues, with the unfolding of the new millennium, the representation 
of the female suffering body, which had been marked by invisibility, symbolic meaning, and 
voiceless presence, completed its journey towards narrating its own subjective identity.407 

Situated within this newly emerging literary discourse, Brūvā uses the female body as a 
cultural signifier only to destabilize it. Hālah , the ill mother, is placed at the center of the narrative, 
and presented as a powerful voice capable of challenging the patriarchal stranglehold on her body. 
The novel’s first chapter opens with the day on which Hālah was injured and paralyzed, 
establishing her as a cultural signifier whose immobility symbolizes the overall paralysis of 
society:  

 لواطت نأ لواحت تناك .يبشخلا ملسلا نع يقامس ةلاھ توھ نیح اھرمع نم نیثلاثلاو ةعبارلا تغلب دق نكت مل
 مطتراف ملسلا تاجرد ىلعأ نم ةیفاحلا اھمدق تلز .خبطملا ةفیقس نم نوتیزلا تیز ةكنت طقتلت يك اھتماق
 للاخ ،اھدسج لعج يذلا رملأا اھقنع تارقف نیب يكوشلا اھعاخن قحسنا وتلل .ةیماخرلا ىلجملا ةفاحب اھلاذق
 .اھینیع نم ةجاض جرخت ،ةمعفم تناك حور نم ةیقبو اھناسلو اھسأر لاإ ءيش اھیف كرحتی لا محل ةموك ،ناوث
 اھرمع نم نیثلاثلاو ةعبارلا يف ىثنأ ،ةباش مأب ينتعی نأ يملاسلا رایھم ىلع ناك ةظحللا ىتحو مویلا كلذ ذنم
 408.يرجح دسج ایاوز نیب روكتت

Hālah al-Summāqī was almost 34 years old when she fell off the wooden ladder. 
She was trying to reach an olive oil can in the kitchen’s attic. Barefoot, she slipped 
off the highest step, and the back of her skull hit the edge of the marble sink. Her 
spinal cord was crushed between the vertebrae of her neck. Within seconds, her 
body turned into a pile of lifeless flesh, just like a hay stuffed doll. Nothing left 
alive except for her head, her tongue, and the residue of a soul whose vigor used to 
shine through Hālah’s eyes. Since that day, Mihyār al-Sālimī has been caring for 
his mother, the thirty-four-year old mother trapped within a stone body. 

The mapping of the state of the nation on the disabled female body is emphasized through the 
subtle reference of Hālah’s age, connecting her, incapacitated at the age of thirty-four, to Syria, 
which was also incapacitated by the rise of a dictator thirty-four years after Syria’s “birth” as an 
independent entity—an independence that was assured at the signing of the Franco-Syrian treaty 
of independence in 1936. Throughout the first chapter, the mapping of the nation on the mother 
manifests itself through detailed, idealized descriptions of her beautiful, but paralyzed, body. 
Between her son, Mihyār, and the masculine fictional author, her beauty is illustrated through an 
excessive use of markers native to Syria—Hālah’s body smells like pine trees, and her brown-
reddish hair has the color of henna. The brown and red colors in her hair are balanced in two-to-
one proportions, exactly like the traditional triple-distilled ‘araq liquor, which is enjoyed in Syria 
mixed, in two to one proportions, with chilled water.409  
 The narrative chapters that tell Hālah’s (hi)story are marked with a struggle over who has 
the right to speak. Although the first narrative chapter opens with Hālah’s story, she is, in this 
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chapter, rendered visible only through two competing masculine voices, that of an omniscient 
narrator, supposedly the state agent, and that of her son, Mihyār, both of whom reduce Hālah’s life 
and (hi)story to detailed descriptions of her body. Against these two dominant masculine 
intermediaries, Hālah’s voice emerges in the following chapters fighting for agency, until it finally 
seizes the narration and steps out of the boundaries of her body, to tell Hālah’s (hi)story in her own 
words. The footnotes in these chapters unveil the intensity of the struggle between Hālah and the 
official masculine discourse on the right to speak. In the chapter when Hālah finally seizes the 
right to narrate her own (hi)story, using a first-person narrative, the state agent interferes, 
expressing dissatisfaction and anxiety with the emergence of the female voice. “I should perhaps 
let other characters tell her story, her son for example, or perhaps her deceased husband … (Serious 
reconsideration [is required]),”410 he writes.  
 The unfolding of Hālah’s (hi)story, as she tells it, challenges Syria’s history as constructed 
by the official discourse and exposes how the female sexualized body is the territory over which 
political and ideological battles are fought. All men in Hālah’s life are rendered powerless and 
ineffective by means of emasculation or death. Since Hālah symbolizes the nation, and her body 
the home of the nation-state, the novel announces the defeat of all masculine ideologies competing 
over owning or preserving the female body at the hands of the authority currently in place. Any 
man who dares to desire Hālah or attempts to have rights to her body, the novel suggests, is 
destined to be crushed by the one and only leader, whose power is all-pervading despite his absence 
in the narrative. However, against the silence, death, and emasculation of men in the novel, the 
female voice emerges, unearthing hidden histories and contesting dominant narratives. 

Sālim al-Sālimī, Hālah’s first husband and the father of her only son, was a member of the 
communist party. After a romantic love story, and a short marriage, he, according to the forensic 
report, died by suicide. However, Hālah’s fragmented process of remembering puts to question the 
findings of the official report, suggesting that the husband was actually murdered. “He was filled 
with love and life, waiting for your arrival. A man in love and an expecting father does not kill 
himself,”411 she keeps telling her son. Although Hālah does not go any further with her doubts, a 
footnote interrupts to complicate the relationship between fiction and history, allowing Hālah’s 
doubts to take on new dimensions. “A return to Akram Ḥawrānī’s memoirs might help me here,”412 
the fictional novelist tells himself. In his memoirs, Ḥawrānī, a prominent politician who played a 
fundamental role in the rise of the Baʿth party to power but was exiled in the aftermath of the 1963 
coup d’état, reveals a history of violent practices by the Ba’th against political activists in Syria.413 

The killing of Hālah’s first husband is followed by that of her second, Abū Khālid, the 
religious man who, three months after she gives birth to Mihyār, takes her as a second wife and 
raises her son. Abū Khālid, a member of the Muslim Brotherhood, was killed during the group’s 
uprising against Asad’s regime in the late seventies and early eighties. Describing Abū Khālid’s 
murder and funeral, Hālah’s words echo the fear that engulfed people during the Muslim 
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Brotherhood’s uprising, and the state’s practices that aimed to render men like Abū Khālid and his 
fellow fighters completely expendable.  

 حور ىلع ءازعلا میقأ .ھسفنو صخشلا نیب وأً اسمھ لاإ مھللا ،ءازعلا ةرتف ةلیط ةثداحلا ركذ ىلع دحأ تأی مل
 تیمرو لجترم ربق ھل رفح ً.ادبأ عراشلا ةبقارملا تارایس قرافت مل امیف ،ھتثج ھلھأ ملستی نأ نودب دلاخ يبأ
 414.ةدھاشلا تعضو مث رمطو ھتایجاح ضعب ھیف

Throughout the funeral, no one mentioned the incident [al-ḥādithah], except in 
whispering or between one and one’s own self. Abū Khālid’s funeral was held, 
without his family receiving his body, while the watching [military] cars did not 
leave the street. A grave was hastily dug, and some of his belongings were thrown 
in it. It was then covered with dirt, and a headstone was thrown on top. 

The fear embodied in people’s whispers is juxtaposed to the bombastic rhetoric of the authorities, 
which relies on tactics of depersonalization, reinforcing the enemy’s lack of humanity and 
allowing for acts of violence that would usually be forbidden to be celebrated.415  

 كاذ نیبرخملا ركو ىلع .لسابلا شیجلا دارفأ راصتنا( :ربخلا اوعمسی نأ لبق ھتوم نم نیدكأتم عیمجلا ناك
  416.ىلولأا ةیمسرلا ةانقلا ىلع ءاسم فصنلاو ةنماثلا ةعاسلا رابخأ ةحتاف يف )ھیف اوناك نیذلا لك لتقمو

Everybody was certain of [Abū Khālid’s] death before hearing the headline in the 
introduction to the 8:30 evening news on the official channel: The Triumph of our 
Brave Army over the Saboteurs and the Death of all Those Who Were Hiding. 

 Though the novel does not attempt to paint Abū Khālid as a pure victim,417 it does emphasize his 
humanity—it portrays him as a loving, warm husband and reestablishes him as a member of society 
by uncovering the impact his death on those who love him. Abū Khālid’s status as human who 
deserves grief is restored through graphic description of his first wife’s pain and grief. 

 نامیھت امھتعس ىلع ناتحوتفم نانیع .مھدحأ اھسمل اذإً ادامر لیحتست نأ كشوت ءایمومب ھبشأ ھتجوز تناك
 ،اھھاجت بیرغ بحو ونحب ترعش .لحارلا اھجوزب قحلت ىتح لایوط رظتنت نل اھنأ يل ادب .غارفلا يف

  418.تیم نیبجكً ادراب ناكو ،اھنیبج لبقأو اھتحئار مسنتأ ،يتایح يف ةرم لولأ اھقصلاأ ينلاعج
His wife looked like a mummy that would turn into ashes if touched. Her eyes were 
wide open hovering in the vacuum. She seemed ready to follow her deceased 
husband. I felt strange love and longing toward her, which made me, for the first 
time in my life, stay close to her. I would smell her and kiss her forehead, which 
was clod like that of a dead body.  

Nevertheless, contrary to all men in her life, Hālah herself has managed to break out of the 
constraints of her body. Her accident leads her to embark on a journey of self-discovery. Her body, 
she realizes, “even when it was brimming with health, never paid attention to the tremendous 
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potential of her soul.”419 This tension between the body and the soul represents the inherent tension 
between the nation and the state, echoing Ernest Renan’s argument that while the nation is a soul, 
a spiritual principle constituted by a rich legacy of memories and a desire to live together, the state 
is a legal and political entity.420 Hālah’s celebration of the nation as a spiritual principle undermines 
the state as the prototypical institutional embodiment of political modernity. For Hālah, as she tells 
us, the body is limited, limiting, and enclosed, while the soul is open, vibrant, and energetic. She 
sees in the failure of the body and the political ideologies it signifies an opportunity to rethink and 
rediscover the soul. The failure of the state, as the novel suggests, does not mean the death of the 
nation. For Hālah, the death of her body is the only way to liberate herself from its shackles. It is 
the death of her metaphoric existence that allows the birth of her literal one. 

As she rejects exclusionary agendas, Hālah focuses on instances of human connection, of 
individuality and solidarity as a new way of imagining the nation. Her approach manifests itself in 
her relationship with her family. Abandoned by her mother, Hālah grew up with her two aunts who 
were members of the Qubaysi Sisters, a women’s group whose main focus is the revivalism of 
Islamic piety in Syria and the Arab world.421 Under her aunts and the Qubaysi Sisters, Hālah lived 
a life of silence where opinions and questions were forbidden and where the Shaykha’s central 
voice represses all others. However, when recalling moments from her past, Hālah highlights the 
loving and accepting individual voices within this circle—from her loving little aunt to accepting 
Saḥar, a religious woman with whom she had a close connection, the reader traces instances of 
humanity and solidarity that characterize these circles. 

 .مامتھلاا :يلخاود يف ةوسنلا كلت ھتعرز يذلا میقملا روعشلا وھ ناكملا كلذ يف ينرحس يذلا يساسلأا رملأا
 يرعاشمو يتایح لیصافت نم لیصفت لك .ةباغ يفً ارئاس راجشلأا طیحت امك مامتھلااب ةطاحم تنك كانھ
  422.كانھ مامتھا لحم ناك يموی ثداوحو يتاجلاتخاو

What fascinated me about [the religious circles I attended] was the attentiveness 
those women gave me. There I was surrounded with solicitude the way trees 
surround someone in a forest. My feelings, my thoughts, and every little detail 
about my life mattered there.  

Informed by a profound desire for multiplicity and a rejection of all claims to truth embedded in 
political ideologies, Hālah embarks on a journey of self-discovery that allows her to engage in a 
trans-historical dialogue and to raise new questions of selfhood and subjectivity. Using mystical 
language that heavily borrows from Sufi, Buddhist, Hindu, and Taoist teachers, Hālah develops a 
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new vision, to which acknowledging uncertainty is fundamental. It is only in giving up all ideas 
about Truth that we have the possibility of being ourselves, she always tells her son.423  

 

Ṣibā: Carving a Space of Equality 
 “For those on the margins,” Emmanuel Yewah suggests in his work on the postcolonial 
African novel, “contesting various boundaries has often come through their way of framing what 
might be considered personal, individual, local issues, everyday life stories in ways that transcend 
the boundaries of their imagined communities.”424 In Brūvā, this dynamic manifests itself in the 
journey of Ṣibā, a determined woman from jīl al-sabʿīnāt who, frustrated with the certainty in 
which she lives, struggles to find uniqueness, mystery and individuality. Mysterious things, she 
believes, give life meaning. Without them, life becomes sheer certainty. Having “lost hope to find 
amazement in public life, Ṣibā seeks adventures through the most personal, her sexual life.  
  The male characters in the novel conceive of Ṣibā solely through her sexuality and sexed 
body. Seductive and sexually assertive, as they describe her, they reduce her to a detailed 
description of her body, which, once again, confirms to the persistence of gender hierarchies in 
which women are positioned as objects. When one of the friends under surveillance, for example, 
describes her long black hair, and compares her gaze to that of a lioness, we find that even the 
imagined author, the mukhābrāt agent, steps in, in the footnotes, and maps his own sexual fantasies 
on Ṣibā’s body.  

 ،ناتلحكم ناتعساو اھانیع ،ببدم اھھجو لكش :ةیرغملا كلتل ةروص مسر ىلع لییختلا زفحت ]مھیأ[ ةلمج
 يلحلا عضو يف اھتقیرطو اھدسج لیصافت ىتح اھلك اھمسر نكمملا نم .ةرعاد اھتكحضو ناتزنتكم اھاتفش
 425.نیح لك اھایإً ابطرم اھھافش حسمی يذلا اھناسلو ،ةوھقلا اھفاشترا ةقیرطو ةلضفملا اھناولأ ،اھرایتخاو

Ayham’s words trigger the imagination to paint a picture of that seductive woman: 
a sharp-featured face, big eye-lined eyes, full lips and a slutty laugh. Perhaps, a 
detailed picture of her body should be provided, her jewelries, her favorite colors, 
the way she sips her coffee, and her tongue, which licks her lips every now and then 
keeping them moist. 

However, while Ṣibā’s sexual assertiveness makes her wildly attractive, it also makes her deeply 
threatening, as she represents the woman who does not yield to the order of a system that 
subordinates women to men, and therefore her assertiveness could undermine the order of things 
within a patriarchal social system. Ayham, one of the men under surveillance and who is obsessed 
with Ṣibā’s, is open about how intimidating her assertiveness is to his masculinity:  

 ةباجتسلاا ىشخأ تنك ينكل .ةسرشلا كلت اھیف تبذ .كبترأ تنك ينتحفاص املك .ةدشب .. ةدشب اھب بغرأ تنك
 ةباد ىلإ برقأ ودغیس ً،لاجر سیل ةردابم نود لجر .ھبً اروخف تنك يذلا ةردابملا سح يندقفت اھتوق .اھل
  426.ةداقم

 
423 Ibid., 45. 
424 Yewah, 46. 
425 Ḥasan, 50. 
426 Ibid., 49. 



 117 

I desired her desperately… desperately. Every time she shook my hand, I felt 
disconcerted. I was infatuated by that ruthless woman. But I was too scared to react. 
Her strength stripped me of any sense of initiative, something that had always been 
a source of pride for me. A man who lacks initiative is not a man. He becomes 
closer to a submissive animal.  

Contrary to the fixation of the male voices in the novel on Ṣibā’s sexed body, Ṣibā’s own 
voice tells a different story. The story she tells of herself opens with her revolt against the abusive 
men in her life. Marked with a loose use of verb tenses that blurs the lines between past and present, 
signaling the persistence of women’s abuse at the hands of men, the opening scene into Ṣibā’s 
story reveals a cycle of violence that has governed her life and the lives of the women around her—
from herself to her sister and her mother. The rebellion of Ṣibā, whose name means ‘youth’ in 
Arabic, is juxtaposed to a submissive older generation of women embodied in her own mother. 
The mother’s passiveness is emphasized in the novel through various subtle techniques. Despite 
Ḥasan’s focus on and careful choice of the characters’ names throughout the text, Ṣibā’s mother is 
left nameless, symbolizing her background role in the primary storylines of history. Namelessness 
is further reinforced by an almost complete absence of the mother’s voice in the narrative. 
Throughout the novel, we only learn about her and her suffering through Ṣibā, who is engrossed 
by her mother’s silence and how her exhausted body silently received her husband’s beatings. 
When he left her to marry another woman, she remained silent. When he threatened that he would 
take her daughters away from her if she asked for a divorce, she also remained silent. Only on two 
occasions does the reader encounter the mother’s voice, and in both cases, we see a woman who 
has internalized patriarchal oppression and continues to perpetuate it by blaming her daughters for 
their husbands’ abuse.  

The revolt of women against the oppressive patriarchal power in the family is certainly not 
a new theme in the Syrian novel. As Vauthier points out in her study of the Syrian novel in the 
second half of the twentieth century, the Syrian novel often detached itself from the denunciation 
of political and religious spheres by applying its criticism to a general social code, often embodied 
on the level of the family.427 Contrary to the older generation of Syrian writers, Ḥasan explicitly 
locates the familial and social oppression within the political. Ṣibā, we are told, is trapped between 
two violent men, a Ba‘thist father who is also a general in the army, and a communist husband 
who is the editor-in-chief of his party’s official newspaper. By associating the male abusers with 
prevalent political ideologies opposing in nature, the novel intentionally highlights the intricate 
relationship between the social and the political, announcing women as the principal victims of 
both spaces.  

On her way to the police station to report her husband’s abuse, bloody faced Ṣibā repeatedly 
asks herself why it is now that she finally feels the courage to stand up against her husband. The 
focus on the timing of her empowerment emphasizes the date that is explicitly stated in the first 
line of the chapter that disclosing her story: the year is 2000. Ṣibā’s revolt against her abusive 
husband in the year 2000 coincides with the death of the dictator, and the shattering of the wall of 
fear in the country. But soon, as the police officer simply returns her to her husband’s house, she 
realizes that nothing has changed, and that the ruling establishment continues to function within a 
patriarchal framework, as it soon did under Bashar al-Asad, following his father’s death, and 
following a very brief period of hope for change. Frustrated with the authorities’ response, Ṣibā 
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takes matters into her own hands. She divorces her husband without her parents’ approval and goes 
back to Latakia, the city in which she grew up, where she meets Mihyār, who quietly falls in love 
with her.  

A typical approach in the novel, the narrative structure in the chapters that disclose Ṣibā’s 
story reproduces a patriarchal system. Ṣibā’s voice emerges in the narrative after a long struggle 
with an omniscient narrator. It repeatedly erupts in the text, breaking the continuity of the male 
voice, before it finally takes control. For example, in the chapter that describes her return to Latakia 
after her divorce, Ṣibā’s voice breaks through the narrative during moments of strength in her 
personal life, highly correlating literary agency with actual agency—as she takes command of the 
narrative, she also reclaims agency in her own life. The chapter begins as follows: 

 اھفیظنت ءانع اھسفن فلكت نأ نودو ،اھتمرب اھجاوز بایث نمحرلا دبع ابص تعمج اھلھأ تیب ىلإ اھتدوع دعب
 لصی نأ لبق عیباسأ تضم ... عراشلا ةیواز ىلع ةمامقلا ةیواح يف اھتمر مث ،نیریبك نیسیك يف اھتمزح
  ... تیبلا ىلإ ةرادلإا رقم نم ةرشابم ىتأ ،بلأا ىلإ قلاطلا ربخ
 ؟كتنب ةطومرشلاھ نیو -
 ،اھباب ىلع كانھ .اھیف اھلخدی يتلا ةلیلقلا ھتارم يف ابص ةفرغ ىلإ هروف نم ھجتا مث ،خبطملا يف ملأا تغاب
 ،ةنتلفلا اھیلإ اھتلصوأ هذھ اھلاح نأبو ،اھقلاط وھ ھصقنی ناك ام نأب قعزی قفط ،لماكلا يركسعلا ھیزبو
 قمر ... ةیناثلا ھتجوز نوكتس ... ينطوو للاح نبا ،ردیح ناسح ھمسا ھیلإ برقم مدقم نم اھجوزیس ھنأبو
 ً.ارجمزم بحسنا مث ،اھمف ةرغاف اھریرس ىلع ةسلاج لازت ام تناك يتلا ھتنبا
 .. يجوزتت ىتح تیبلا نم يجرخت نلو -
- ...428 

When Ṣibā ʿAbd al-Raḥmān returned to her family’s house, she gathered all the 
clothes that she had when she was married in two big bags and threw them in the 
garbage bin at the corner of the street … Weeks later, when her father learned of 
her divorce, he immediately left the [military] center and came home …  

—“Where is that whore, daughter of yours?”  
he asked the mother who was in the kitchen, and immediately headed to Ṣibā’s 
room, which he rarely entered. There, at the door, in full military uniform, he began 
to scream that divorce was not allowed in his family, and that it was her looseness 
that had led her to where she was now. He also told her that he would immediately 
marry her off again to a friend of his: Lieutenant Colonel Ḥassān Ḥaydar, who is a 
good man and a nationalist … She would be Ḥaydar’s second wife … He glanced 
at his daughter who was sitting on her bed in shock, and then thundered out of the 
room. 
—You are not leaving the house until you get married again! 

— …  
By beginning the chapter with Ṣibā’s first and last name, the third-person objective narrator 
immediately distances himself from her. The camera’s eye, as a type of external narrative mode, 
describes Ṣibā and her parents from the outside. The narrator, just like Ṣibā’s father, is not 
interested in feelings or internal struggles. For him, all that matters is the very surface of events. 
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Likewise, for the father, who in his military uniform represents the whole authoritarian system, all 
that matters is that Ṣibā stays within the entrenched social order, and her divorce threatens to 
disturb that order. While Ṣibā herself is completely silent, the narrator’s voice continues to 
dominate the narrative, describing later on how she succumbs to her father’s orders and agrees to 
meet with Ḥassān. However, at the end of her first meeting with Ḥassān, when Ṣibā’s father slaps 
her in order to force her to be silent, her voice finally emerges as an active force in the text. The 
following two pages, for example, are marked with abrupt and sometimes confusing alternations 
between the narrator’s and Ṣibā’s voices, illustrating Ṣibā’s struggle for agency both within the 
narrative and in her life. The struggle within the narrative continues until Ṣibā finally gathers her 
strength and revolts against her father’s orders, describing, in her own voice this time, how she 
unapologetically stormed out of the restaurant where she was meeting with Ḥassān. From that 
moment on, Ṣibā’s voice dominates the chapter, uncovering her new journey.  

For Ṣibā, a victim of male abuse and sexual frustration, sexual pleasure and assertiveness 
become synonymous with her liberation. “365 men per year is my goal in life,”429 she declares. 
Sexual pleasure, as Ṣibā announces, is a means through which she crosses imposed cultural 
boundaries and realizes her emergent sense of self. Since patriarchal society is obsessed with 
women’s sexuality, it is through this space that she strengthens her resistance to patriarchal 
conceptions. In other words, Ṣibā uses her body to redefine herself and rewrite her story in terms 
of her own rules. 

 .... رخآ فرعلأ يوق لوضف يدل راصً لاجر تفرع املك
 ناوللأا لك تفرع نإ لاإ عتمتست نم عمو بحت مھنم طمن يأ ،لاجرلا نم هدیرت يذلامً ادبأ ةأرملا فرعت نل 
.... 
 تحر ينغلا نمزلا عم ً.لاصأ اھدوجوب ةفراع ریغ تنك نكامأ ،ھتذل نكامأو يدسج فشتكأ تنك نمزلا عم
 لوقأ نأ يناكمإب ناك امبر مویلا .اھدرفت ةقیقح نم رثكأ برتقأو اھتجزمأ فرعأ ترص ،رثكأ يحور ىرقتأ
  430.يدسج تربتخا ينإ

Every time I met a man, I grew curious to get to know another ….  
A woman will never know what she wants from men, what type she likes and with 
whom she enjoys sex, unless she experiences all types …. 
Over time, I discovered my own body, and its hidden spots of pleasure, spots that I 
had no idea existed. Over that rich time, I learned how to investigate my own soul. 
I learned all about its tones and uncovered the truth of its uniqueness. Today I can 
say that I experienced my own body.  

Nonetheless, Ṣibā’s quest for sexual freedom and assertiveness is rooted in violence and a result 
of victimization.  

 ةیاھن يف تناك يبأو اھمون ةفرغ نأ نم مغرلا ىلع .يمأ خارصب يدل سنجلا ةسرامم تطبترا يل ةبسنلاب
 يھو اھتوصب جضی ناك لیللا نأ لاإ ،نولاصلا ىلع حوتفم لاایدو انأ انتفرغ بابو ،مامحلا بناجب رودیروكلا

 
429 Ibid., 155. 
430 Ibid., 156-58. 
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 يف يوتسأ تنك ينكل !ودبی امكً امود ةمئان نوكت مأ مونلا يعدت لااید تناك نإ فرعأ لا .ةفطعتسم ھلسوتت
 431.تمصب جشنأ ]و[ ... تصنأ حورأو يشارف

Sex has always been associated with my mother’s screams. Although my parents’ 
bedroom was next to the bathroom at the end of the hallway, and my sister’s and 
my bedroom was next to the living room, our nights were filled with our mother’s 
voice begging him to stop. I did not know whether my sister really slept through 
that or she pretended to, but I used to sit in my bed listening … [and] crying silently. 

As a result, what she thinks of as a struggle for liberation and an attempt to avenge patriarchy at 
large, positions her body as a playground for men, retaining the binary and hierarchal structure of 
the prevalent, faulty system. This dynamic embodies itself in a rejection of any link between sexual 
desire and emotional involvement. She represses the feelings she begins to develop towards 
Mihyār, and continues with her sexual adventures. Over time, Ṣibā finds herself trapped in an 
endless cycle of corroborating men’s ideas of female sexuality and reproducing the story of her 
body with male logic.  

 ،هرسأأ ىتح ةعتمب ةرھاطلا رود بعلأف ،ةرھاط ةلضاف اھلضفی نم كانھ .ھینیع نم لجرلا حاتفم فرعأ تنك
 بعلأف لطبلا رود بعلب عتمتسی نم كانھ ،دلابلا يف ةرھاع ربكأ ودغأف تارھاعلا روجف يف تومی نم كانھ
 432.مھعم ةرّكلا تدعأ نم لئلاق ،مھنم لك عم ةدحاو ةلیل يضقأ تنك اذكھ .ھعم

Looking through a man’s eyes, I was able to figure out the key [to his desire]. There 
is a man who is attracted to [sexually] pure women, so I would joyfully play that 
role to get him. There are those who are attracted to slutty behavior, so I would 
become the biggest slut in the country. There are those who enjoy playing the role 
of the hero, so I would nourish that feeling for them. I usually spend one night with 
a man and never return. Rarely have I done it again with any of them.  

Her sexual experiences were far from bringing her the liberation to which she aspired. As she puts 
it, “I now feel that every man I meet takes a piece of me and runs away. Perhaps [he takes] a part 
of my liveliness or my soul.”433 Ṣibā’s sexual encounter with ʿAbd al-Hādī, a man she meets at a 
bar, makes it painfully clear that what she had thought of as an expression of freedom was merely 
another form of repression. In his apartment, Ṣibā finds herself with a sadist monster. Fighting 
back, trying to survive his beatings, “I saw my mother. I saw her history repeating itself in me,”434 
she tells us. She manages to escape, but, in addition to the trauma she endures, Ṣibā discovers the 
next morning that the violence she experienced the night before ended a pregnancy of which she 
had had no knowledge. With memories of her oppressive father looming heavily on her, Ṣibā feels 
disjointed, ripped away from herself and from her sanity. “Like a desert at night, emptiness 
whistles through my soul,”435 Ṣibā asserts. Rooted in oppression and not based on mutual love, 
recognition and respect, Ṣibā’s sexual experiences result in death, not in life.  

Ḥasan does not object to women’s sexual liberation, which can be seen, for example, when 
Ṣibā herself explicitly warns the reader not to take her frustration as a sign of guilt or repentance. 

 
431 Ibid., 156-57. 
432 Ibid., 156. 
433 Ibid., 158. 
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The novel rather calls to question the power relations that inform Ṣibā’s approach to sexual 
liberation. She uncovers the social meaning that female bodies carry and advocates a sexual self-
determination that does not play into normative gendered codes. Reflecting a Foucauldian view on 
disciplinary practices of the body, Ḥasan underlines how power works, not necessarily through 
physical coercion, but through individuals forcing their own bodies into compliance with social 
norms. Death is the inevitable ending of violence, and her baby was killed by the violence from 
which it originated. Instead of destroying the older system, Ṣibā unwittingly contributed to 
preserving its logic. Her actions were a diversion from pain, and therefore the liberation she felt 
was temporary and artificial. In that light, death, in Brūvā, becomes a precondition for a new 
beginning. The death of Ṣibā’s unborn baby coincides with two other deaths, the physical death of 
her former husband and the metaphorical death of her father as he loses all sorts of power after his 
dismissal from the army. In other words, it is only through a complete collapse of the whole system 
that women can truly and effectively realize themselves. The loss of her baby becomes the sacrifice 
that completes Ṣibā’s rite of passage. Laying down with her blood flowing, she, for the first time, 
realizes what she is really looking for. “I want a man who loves me for myself, the way I am.”436

 

Conclusion 

 
Through language pregnant with possibilities and uncertainties, and a narrative that is fluid, 
polyphonic, and open-ended, Brūvā symbolizes a total loss of faith in a unifying and 
comprehensive central narrative. It exposes the falsity and failings of the official, nationalist 
imagining of Syria as a homogenous entity built around a central leader. Additionally, the novel 
embodies a newly emerging Arab women’s narrative discourse that disentangles itself from the 
patriarchal binary thought that informs the nationalist discourse, carving an equal space for women 
in both the private and public spheres. Like many other female writers in the Arab world, Ḥasan 
“choose[s] alternative routes to the traditional borders of discipline, hence crossing the borders of 
genre, of history, of sexual preference, of bodies, and of politics.”437 Manifested on many levels 
in the text, border crossing or border opening is portrayed in the novel as a productive model for 
the re-construction of the self in relation to the other. First and foremost, Brūvā in itself is a border 
text that destabilizes the authority of the literary canon by negotiating the established borderlines 
between creative and documentary writing.  
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Beyond the Nation 

 
In the year 2000, as demands for reform, freedom of speech, and an open civil society were 

gaining strength and momentum, a shock wave hit the literary field when the Druze Council in 
Syria issued a statement condemning the novel Qaṣr al-maṭar (The Rain Castle) by Mamdūḥ 
ʿAzzām. Signed by three of the Druze community’s spiritual leaders (shuyūkh al-ʿaql), including 
the shaykh Shiblī al-Ḥinnāwī, the spiritual leader of the community in Syria at the time, the 
council’s statement accused ʿAzzām of slandering the Druze and demanded the termination of the 
novel’s print authorization and the removal of all copies from the market. The statement was 
further accompanied by expressions of outrage by members of the Druze community, some calling 
for the death of the novel’s author, who himself belongs to the Druze community. All copies of 
Qaṣr al-maṭar were indeed pulled out of the market and destroyed at the hands of a committee 
formed by the Syrian Prime Minister, while high officials in the Arab Writers Union urged ʿ Azzām 
to ask for forgiveness. Although the situation was later diffused through various channels of 
reconciliation and the council eventually did not file a case against ʿAzzām, he continued for 
months to receive death threats and live in fear for his safety. 

Qaṣr al-maṭar returns to the time of the Great Syrian Revolution against the French 
mandate (1925-1927), which, led by the Druze Sulṭān, Bāshā al-ʾAṭrash, began in Jabal-Druze, a 
mountainous region in the southeastern corner of the French mandate, and later expanded to 
include various sectarian groups, regions, and classes. In addition to the fact that it was the first 
Syrian novel to be exclusively set within a clearly designated minority community, the Druze in 
this case, the novel exposes a seminal, yet contested event that over the years underwent multiple 
processes of appropriation and mobilization, as advocates of different national narratives 
incorporated it into their visions of modern Syrian history. As evident in the statement below, what 
seems to have triggered cries of anger was, above all, the novel’s engagement in an open and 
public probe into Syria’s national history and the intricate role and place of a minority community 
in the making of it.  

 قسفلا ھفلؤم لحتساوً اظیغ ماركلا ظیغتوً اضیف مؤللاب ضیفت ةقفلم تاماھتاو ةقلتخم ةیاور باتكلا اذھ نمضتی
 عفر مھیلع ركنأو قدصلاو دیحوتلا لھأ ىلع قلتخاوُ ابجع ةءورملاو فرشلا لھلأ فافعلا لعجوً ابسن ھسفنل

 نیرمعتسملا دض داھجلا لعج ذإ لطبلاو نابجلا نیب ھلبخل زیمی ملو لعف ام ءایحلا ھعنمی ملف ... داھجلا ةیار
 ناطلس ھل روفغملا اھدئاق نمو ىربكلا ةیروسلا ةروثلا نأش نم للقو تاھرت نع ةرابع )يسنرفلاو ينامثعلا(
 438.دسلأا ظفاح ىدفملا سیئرلا ھمرك يذلا شرطلأا اشاب

The book includes malicious, invented narratives and fabricated accusations that 
outrage honorable people. The author of the book has embraced immorality and 
denied chastity to people of honor and magnanimity. He defamed the people of 
monotheism (tawḥīd) and honesty, denying them their raising of the banner of Jihad 
… Lacking any shame, he did not distinguish between cowards and heroes, as he 
belittled the Jihad against the colonists (Ottoman and French) and trivialized the 
Great Syrian Revolt and its leader, the late Sulṭān Bāshā al-ʾAṭrash, who was 
honored by the one we sacrifice our lives for, President Hafez al-Assad. 

 
438 “Ṭāʾifah durziyyah tahdur damm al-kātib al-sūrī Mamdūḥ ʿAzzām,” al-Bawwabah June 26, 2000. 
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The timing of the controversy is of great significance to this dissertation, for when it was first 
published in 1998, Qaṣr al-maṭar went almost unnoticed, and it was not until the year 2000 that 
the novel gained attention. On one level, the unprecedented interference of a religious entity, which 
not only openly attempted to control the country’s literary production, but further used intimidation 
and social and religious exclusion to achieve such power, points at a general feeling that the state 
had begun to lose its full control over the literary field, highlighting the need for other authorities 
to interfere and practice new forms of narrative power. On another level, as questions of freedom, 
transparency, and inclusion had come to dominate the cultural field, the condemnation of ʿ Azzām’s 
novel is more than an attack on an individual literary work or author. It exemplifies the anxiety 
around emerging sensibilities and language of activism that were deeply threatening to the 
interrelated power establishments in the country.  

Unlike in other Arab countries, the literary field in Syria was new to the kind of controversy 
that surrounded Qaṣr al-maṭar—it was the first time in the country’s modern history that a literary 
work received a heated religious or popular reaction. In a time when they were struggling to 
establish some sort of autonomy and to limit the authority that the political had had over the literary 
and the cultural, many Syrian intellectuals were rattled and troubled by the council’s attempt to 
expand its power over the literary field. The majority of the country’s writers, artists, and thinkers 
stood in solidarity with ʿAzzām, casting the case as a new battle between freedom of expression 
and authoritarian powers, and drawing parallels between the council’s reaction and state’s 
censorship. Syrian intellectuals’ courageous stand in support of ʿAzzām is considered one of the 
first initiatives that characterized and catalyzed the Damascus Spring period. In his statement about 
ʿAzzām’s case, the author and journalist Yaʿrub al-ʿĪsā presented the case as a battle that must be 
won. Losing was not an option, because it would allow the emergence of a new type of censorship 
in the country. “We should be aware that if we fail now,” he stated, “we are allowing the execution 
of many more intellectuals in the future by religious decrees.”439 Despite the council’s and the 
state’s reaction to Qaṣr al-maṭar, ʿAzzām continued with his quest—he published Jihāt al-janūb 
(The Directions of the South) in 2000 and ʾArḍ al-Kalām (Land of Words) in 2005, both of which 
are set within the Druze community and contest the leveled and homogeneous image of the nation 
projected by the official discourse. Qaṣr al-maṭar was also followed by many novels from multiple 
authors that openly challenged established narratives and reconstructed the nation’s history, 
memory, and power hierarchies. 

This dissertation has focused on the historical moment that ʿAzzām’s case represents and 
from within which it emerged, the critical period from around the turn of the century up until the 
2011 popular uprising, which mobilized people after decades of fear and silence. Collectively, the 
preceding chapters of this dissertation have tracked the emergence of subversive aesthetic 
engagements and practices within Syrian fiction, placing them within the larger context of a 
continuously evolving literary field that has always been engaged with the political, social, and 
cultural world around it. Here it is important to place my reading of this junction within recent 
scholarly discussions. Within the field of postcolonial literary studies, the notion of national 
narration has been at the heart of many debates and discussions. Caught between globalization on 
the one hand and ethnic or regional particularisms on the other, many scholars have emphasized 
the vanishing of the nation as a means of social transformation. They advocate the abandoning of 
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the nation, a necessarily repressive construct, for the sake of post-national, trans-national, or 
cosmopolitan paradigms. This shift from nationalism to post-nationalism is symptomatic of a 
prevalent postcolonial trend that celebrates the post-national as a fait accompli and renders 
anticolonial nationalisms indistinguishable. The national paradigm is unfavorably opposed to the 
transnational, to border crossing, and to a post-national, hybrid, and globalized academic and social 
world.440 To think of experiences in national terms, where one could give a certain amount of 
fidelity and attention to basic national identities is pretty much over, Edward Said states.441 Taking 
into consideration the ever increasing flow and movement of people across national borders either 
voluntary or under the pretext of internal unrest, Arjun Appadurai further suggests that “[w]e need 
to think beyond the nation,” for “as the ideological alibi of territorial state, it is the last refuge of 
ethnic totalitarianism.”442  

Other scholars, however, continue to emphasize the relevance of the nation in the cultural 
production of the formerly colonized world. In “Nationalism: Irony and Commitment,” Terry 
Eagleton argues that “to wish class or nation away, to seek to live sheer irreducible difference now 
in the manner of some contemporary poststructuralist theory is to play straight into the hands of 
the oppressor.”443 Timothy Brennan also points out that “if one means by globalization the creation 
of new world subjects who are not bound by the laws and territorial limitations of locality or, 
indeed, are necessarily happy in their uprootedness, one is indulging in a fiction and is either 
missing the point or obscuring it.”444 For Brennan, the nation-state remains the linchpin of any 
attempt to counter the workings of transnational capitalism, since “any meaningful politics is still 
about the control of states,”445 and “cosmopolitanism worthy of the name ... would have to give 
space to the very nationalism the term is invoked to counter.”446 In the context of the Arab world, 
Anna Bernard argues that the lived realities of many peoples and communities pose a challenge to 
the constructed binary of nation-coercive/post-nation-liberational. Focusing on Palestinian-Israeli 
national narration, Bernard makes it clear that “our understanding of national narration is not 
exhausted, but rather left seriously incomplete, if we stop with Anglophone responses to mid-
twentieth-century decolonization and its aftermath,” for “the idea of national narration as a literary 
strategy, process, and goal is even more in need of elaboration considering the 2011 uprisings in 
many Arab countries, all of which have been fought in the name of diverse ideas of the nation.”447 
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My reading of the pre-2011 Syrian novel points to an aspiration not to necessarily bypass 
the nation altogether. Rather, these new literary voices think beyond singular definitions and 
emphasize nuanced and fluid, yet distinct, conceptualizations of the nation. They strive to undo 
the political subjugation of the cultural that would produce hegemonic, exclusionary narratives of 
homogeneity. In other words, driven by post-ideological frameworks and no longer informed by 
the colonial condition, the pre 2011 Syrian novel attempts to unshackle the nation located in the 
nation-state construct and dislocate the belief that the state is the rational arbiter of conscious 
collective will. This consciousness further manifests through the slogans, banners, and chants that 
the protestors adopted during the first months of the 2011-uprising. Slogans such as “the Syrian 
people are one,” (al-shaʿb al-sūrī wāaḥid) and “the Syrian people will not be humiliated” (al-shaʿb 
al-sūrī mā-bi-yendhall), dominated protests all around the country, making a public proclamation 
of “national” identity. While, as in Egypt, the Syrian protesters announced themselves as ‘the 
people,’ they anchored that announcement in unmistakable national terms, i.e., “the Syrian 
people,” which constituted, as Salwa Ismail argues, a performance of peoplehood and nationhood, 
in which the re-imagining of the nation was an imperative of envisioning a political community 
different from the one that had been nurtured by the current regime.448 This re-imagining reflects 
what Immanuel Wallerstein identifies as a fundamental break in the modern history of the world 
system, which, he suggests, was inaugurated in 1968 with worldwide protests against military and 
bureaucratic elites and intensified in the following decades. A disillusionment with the efficacy of 
transforming the world by altering its economic and political forms, Wallerstein argues,  

has led many to see “culture” as an alternative arena in which at last human action 
might be efficacious … Against the so-called objective pressures that are said to 
come from the politico-economic realm, the acolytes of culture assert the intrusion 
of human agency — as intrinsic possibility, as source of collective hope. The people 
are oppressed (by the state, that is), but the people (and/or the intelligentsia) have 
the power (and exercise the power) of forging their own destiny … The concern 
with “culture” represents the search for ways out of the existing system, for ways 
out other than via the “classical” nostrums that seem to have failed.449 

In his reading of oppositional movements in pre-2011 Egypt, Talal Asad identifies the 
development of what he terms “a democratic sensibility as an ethos” that has the potential to 
undermine “democracy as a state system.” The former, Asad explains, “involves the desire for 
mutual care, distress at the infliction of pain and indignity, concern for the truth more than for 
immutable subjective rights, the ability to listen and not merely to tell, and the willingness to 
evaluate behavior without being judgmental toward others; it tends toward greater inclusivity.”450 
In the Syrian case, such an ethos manifests through not only the radical inclusivity that transpires 
on the pages of the Syrian novel and within the intellectual discourse that developed around the 
advent of the new millennium in Syria, but also through the oppositional activities that took place 
on the ground during the Damascus Spring, which brought together for the first time in the 
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country’s recent history a variety of social elements—Christians and Muslims, both Sunni and 
heterodox, Islamists and secular liberals, men and women— all working against the authoritarian, 
neoliberal state.  

In addition to the "Manifesto of the 99," and the “Manifesto of the 1,000,” to give one 
example, the Muslim Brotherhood published the "National Honor Pact for Political Work" in May 
2001, which sought to spark a dialogue between the movement and other opposition groups inside 
and outside Syria. The pact proposed a pluralistic vision that allows for the transfer of power by 
means of free elections and called for separation of powers, no discrimination among citizens, and 
equality between men and women.451 What allowed for such dialogues to take place was a 
pervasive sense of outrage and a shared feeling that the situation had become unbearable. Asad’s 
analysis of the plurality within the Kifaya! (Enough!) movement, which emerged in Egypt during 
the first years of the 21st-century, applies to the oppositional atmosphere that prevailed in Syria at 
the time. Asad argues that the outrage at the brutality and corruption of the Mubarak regime, which 
compelled different social elements to act, was not merely negative, for it provided a space of daily 
interaction and negotiation. The religiosity of Muslims involved in this movement, Asad remarks, 
“is characterized by a mode of being often inwardly unsettled yet outwardly civil. This religiosity 
seeks the cultivation of feelings tuned to mutual care within the community, and in that sense it 
can lay claim to a democratic ethos.”452 

However, as much as the pre-2011 Syrian novel can be read as an aesthetic anticipation of 
and an engagement in an inevitable change, it also embodies, as this dissertation has indicated, a 
deep anxiety about the fragility of the national bond constructed and imposed by the Baʿth party’s 
discourse and exclusionary practices. Facing a crisis of nationhood and well aware of the long 
history of inter-communal tensions and conflicts, which was first exploited by the colonial and 
imperialist powers to solidify their dominance in the region and later deepened by the contradictory 
ideologies and practices of the Baʿth party, the pre-2011 novel emphasizes the hazards and 
complications of a shattered national self that is trapped between a publicly concealed, yet 
embodied and experienced, self—gender, religious, sectarian, or ethnic— and an imposed identity 
that is defined by an external discourse through an identification with a national construct that 
simultaneously denies the authentic self its existence. This very reimagining of a complex self and 
a nuanced cultural space, where multiple identities and embodied practices overlap, underscores 
an urgent need for a reconsideration of the meanings and implications of notions such as 
citizenship, loyalty, and belonging in Syria. This reconsideration will unearth, identify, and address 
the underlying forces that produced the fissures and fractures in Syria’s national façade, and 
perhaps it can also help us better understand how to create more sustainable architectures. 
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