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Chapter 2

Recovering the Past: -
The “Arabization” of the Novel

The basis . . . of the establishment of Arab revolutionary lhought is
the analysis of Arab reality.
—Adonis

I am very much trying to work against literature that tries to build -
up a relationship between a character and. the reader. What I am
trying to do is to get the reader involved in drawing his own conclu-
sions as to what is happening, rather than having preordained con-
clusions drawn for him. I would compare what I am trying to do
with Brecht's. theater in which the onlooker is made aware that he is
watching a play. Similarly, I want to make the reader aware that he -
is reading a work of fiction.

—Abdelrahman Munif

CULTURAL AND HISTORICAL COUNTER-
NARRATIVE: ABDELRAHMAN MUNIE

As we have seen, both Gamal al-Ghitani and Emile Habiby used irony
to comment in a veiled way on political subjects, as well as Arab history
and folk tradition as a vehicle for that irony. At the same time, both of
these novelists used their historical and cultural sources as a means of
experimenting with narrative form. Ghitani’s documentary style was a
highly innovative method of constructing narrative, as was Habiby’s use
of the form of the fantastic fable. Written in the same year as Habiby's
Pessoptimist, Endings (1988; Al-Nihayat, 1977),' by Abdelrahman Munif
(‘Abd al-Rahmin Munif), represents both a continuity with, and a depar-
ture from, these concerns. Munif is a prolific novelist, and presently among
the most familiar contemporary Arab authors in the English-speaking world
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82 CHAPTER TWO

1d have done something a long time ago, when they first came.
rll:nil:\?l:hey would return. I knew they would do things men and jinn
never dreamed of. They came. I saw them myslef. In the Wll‘lk of an
eyc they unleashed hundreds of demons and devils. These dev:ls.catch
fire and roar night and day like a flour mill that_mms and fums_x thho:;
tiring out and without anyone turning it. What will happen in this worl
How can we kill them before they kill us? (71)

The ambivalence in these passages comes fror.n a tension .betw.cen
the truth that is expressed and the primitive terms in which it is 'amcu-
lated. Munif is here treading a thin line, suggesting a paradox. Miteb al-
Hathal’s anger and resentment is at once both visionary and basael:l on
ignorance. Munif’s intention is to steer clear of a narrative that m e;l a
particular historical or ideological point. Ratt}er, he .wan.ts to pliescnt e
reader with a broader, equivocal picture. His subjet::t is the immense
power brought to bear on one culture by another,. the mexorab.lefchangc;
this represents, and the subordination of z_averyt.hfng else to this c:lrce o
change, including personalities, ideology, traditional beliefs, and even

itself. o .
cumll\fu::ff s subject is not so much the devastation f:aused to the tradi-
tional culture by colonial development, but rather th.c inexorable progress
of that development. Within the framework of this progress, th.e:r?;l a;e
really no heroes or villains. The Americans who are so demomze‘ by
Miteb al-Hathal are similarly ambiguous figures, whose personahut?s
are dwarfed by the historical process of which t!ley are a p'art. In cert;l};l
passages, Munif gives us a picture of the Americans as wnde-eyefi chil-
dren, just as naive in the face of an alien culture as are the Arabs:

The Americans, who looked and behaved like small children, showed
endless, unimaginable surprise and admiration. They asked about ev-
erything, about words, clothing and food. (262)

Every small thing cxcited the Americans’ amazement. They took a

great many photographs during the meal and tried to conquer their
cmbarrassment at their inability to eat like the others. (263)

The subordination of character to history is also evident in the way
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cffect on the narrative before they are formally introduced. The charac-
ter of the American, Sinclair, for instance, crops up for the first time in
the narrative as if he had already appeared previously. At the same time,
characters are dispensed of or melt away without any formality. When
the narrative moves to the port city of Harran, Miteb al-Hathal’s pro-
phetic role is taken over by another character, Ibn Naffeh, who similarly
reviles every change that the coming of the Americans has brought. When
Ibn Rashed becomes expendable, he too passes away without affecting
the course of the narrative. In this sense, Munif has the instincts of a
realist, interested in offering a panoramic view of society. He has said
that the “Cities of Salt” series was an attempt to evoke a.sense of both
place and history." But the laconic way in which he introduces and dis-
poses of characters goes beyond realism, and, in fact, parodies realism’s
exaggerated dependence on character development. As in Endings, Munif
is trying to heighten the awareness of the reader by defying his or her
expectations in a way that contravenes the conventions of realism,
In Variations on Night and Day (1993, Tagasim al-Layl wa al-Nahar,
1989)'2 Munif continues to follow his historiographic preoccupations.
The narrative chronicles the creation and expansion of the fictional sul-

tanate of Mooran. The jacket cover of the English translation advertises
the novel as follows:

Full of Machiavellian intrigue and searing political satire . . . Varia-
tions on Night and Day . . . chronicles the creation of a Persian Gulf
nation by a corrupt Arab monarch and conniving British empire build-
ers. . . . The novel depicts the rise to power of Sultan Khureybit and
the emergence of Mooran as a modern nation. Khureybit expands his
dominion, crushing rival clans by military force and internal opposi-
tion with bribes, guile, assassinations, and executions—all in the name
of holy war, even as he is being sponsored by the British Empire, which

. is playing rival sultans off one another to securc its influence over the
region. Against this setting we see as well the venality of the Sultan's
polygamous household, in which his several wives vie for preemi-
nence through gossip, chicanery, and murder.'

Sucha descfiption of the work could not be more misleading. Munif

has said, “The point of the novel was not to write social criticism. There is
far more corruption in Gulf society than is mirrored in the book. If any-
thing, it treats the subject of social and political corruption with kid gloves.”!*

in which Munif introduces and concludes his treatment of characters.
They are introduced in an indirect manner. Often their actions have an
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In this third volume of the “Cities of Salt” series, Munif experi-
ments further with narrative point of view. This experimentation can be
seen most clearly when he focuses on events of particular importance.
At these points, he tends to stop and recount the event from numerous
viewpoints. For instance, after describing the Battle of al-Samha, the
narrator proceeds for two pages to give supplementary accounts of the
battle:

Before verdicts were given and the outcome weighed, there had to be
an answer to the most basic question: what had happened?

Even this question, which should not have caused any great dis-
sension, gave rise to the wildest discrepancies.

One of the Sultan’s biographers, writing seven years after the Awali

campaign, wrote. . . .
One of Mooran's “historians” wrote of the Battle of al-Samha. . ...

A more recent researcher who came to Mooran with a number of
motives, one of which was the writing of history, wrote of the battle

that. ...
Hamilton wrote about the Battle of al-Samha years later, working

from his journals. . . .
Much later a neutral historian recounting the battle wrote that. . ..

(122-23)

At many other points in the narrative, the narrator is at pains to in-
clude various versions of an event, often conflicting. Sometimes ver-
sions are later even asserted to be plainly fictitious. The technique seems
to aim at creating {mcertainty in regard to history, or to make the point
that the reconstruction or interpretation of any event depends on the view-
point of the individual:

The stories and tidbits, and even the rumors about their relationship,
and the matter of Othman’s money and other affairs, were full of con-
tradictions and conflicting versions due to the numerous narrators and
their varying motives, so that it was impossible to establish the truth,
or even parts of it. (185)

There were radically different accounts of what happened next, after
the gold and jewels were handed over. According to one version, the
Sultan sold all of the gold in the markets of Haifa and Jaffa; according
to another, Olayan took it all to India and sold it there. The best-
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informed people said that no final sale took place: the gold had all
been deposited or pawned with Jewish goldsmiths and money chang-
ers in Baghdad, against commercial loans at interest. (188)

Why had the Sultan chosen this specific place? Was there any mean-
ing in this? .

Historians were later perplexed by this detail, and found unnum-
bered interpretations for it. (195)

As to how Ibn Bakhit knew, there were at least three different stories.
(209)

At the same time, however, when Munif reports a given event from
different perspectives or viewpoints, his purpose is to give the reader a
more complete view of an event. It represents an ultimate attempt to
“objectify,” to write history in the form of fiction. The idea that material

- of dubious authenticity can help to construct a “true” historical picture

is a modernist idea in Western literature, but a traditional one in Arabic
literature. Specifically, it hds a direct connection with the Arabic literary
tradition of hadith, or the record of actions and sayings of the Prophet.
In the earlier days of Islam, those people who had lived in the society of
the Prophet were the best authority for this knowledge.  Later, Islamic
tradition was further built on the authority of the first generation after
Muhammad, and then with that of following generations. Not all of
these traditions can be regarded as reliable; in fact, numerous contradic-
tory traditions arose, yet all still form a part of the total body of hadith.'s

At the same time, the notion that an accumulation of viewpoints can
heighten the sense of “reality” conveyed by a narrative is cértainly a
modernist technique, akin to that which we have discussed in relation
to Faulkner, Mahfouz, and others. In view of Munif’s connection with
Jabra Ibrahim Jabra, it may also be worth quoting from The Ship, in which
Jabra reveals indebtedness to Kafka with respect to this narrative tech-
nique:

It was Kafka's habit in his Memoirs to describe an experience in one
way, then again in another way, then again a third way, and so on for a
fourth, or a fifth time in some cases . . . each time he would start
differently, abbreviating some details in the previous version and ex-
panding others. . ... It’s like looking at a huge object and walking around

R
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it. . . . This is the closest thing to a kaleidoscope of words and ideas.
Every time it is turned, a new shape appcars, or new idea. . . . How
many facets does truth have then?"'¢

Munif is intent on challenging both the Saudi view of history and
the Western colonial view of history. He mimics the Western colonial
and postcolonial literary tradition particularly in his depiction of
Hamilton, a character who, in several instances, seems to be modeled on
T. E. Lawrence:

Hamilton . . . was loyal to the Empire but detested it. Money to him
was a mere means of doing business, a means of entry, an autonomous
power in itself. He wished he were aking people never tired of gazing
upon, and yet longed to be an anonymous and unknown man. (50)

When he was on camelback under the sun’s-burning blaze, with the
desert sand below him rolling on like the leaves of a book, he felt that
he was the only man capable of this mission; that an awesome power
had been entrusted to him. (51)

Hamilton . . . was addicted to Arab clothes; he could not give them up.
When he was compelled to wear his own clothes, to board a plane or
travel, he felt disguised. He smiled and laughed when he caught sight
of himself in the mirror—this was the thing his friends did when they
saw him in European clothes: they smiled. (54-55)

With this exposure to nature and turbulence, he felt that his body would
not obey him, that it had mutinied and would not revert to his control
again, especially after such a long time without a woman, and that
only by violent action, no less violent than war, could he restore strength
and discipline to his body. (70)

Hamilton, in fact, is a composite character of the twentieth-century
orientalist man of action. Munif has made the point that Hamilton is
modeled more on Harry St. John Philby'” than on Lawrence. Lawrence,
he has noted, belonged to a generation associated with the end of an
era—namely the Ottoman era, to whose destruction Lawrence was dedi-
cated. Philby, on the other hand, belonged to a subsequent cra, which
was dedicated to building a new society rather than tearing an old one
down.® The history of Mooran is a history of construction and consoli-
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dation, rather than dismantling and dismemberment. This is, indeed, a
valid distinction, but one that relates more to the historiographical aspect
of Variations of Night and Day than to the character construction. In
choosing certain details needed for his portrait of Hamilton, Munif utilizes
some characteristics associated more with Lawrence, than with Philby.

The point is that, by creating such an intertextual character as one of
the focal points of his novel, Munif is at pains to counter orientalist
history. Despite the detail that Munif lavishes on the character of
Hamilton, he never allows him to dominate the narrative. Rather, he is
subordinate to Arab history. In this sense, Variations on Night and Day
responds directly to a work such as Seven Pillars of Wisdom, in which
Arab history is subordinated to Lawrence’s own personal psychological
narrative. Here, the Western orientalist is a mote floating on the tide of
history, rather than a maker of history. o

Munif takes a posture that is the inverse of Lawrence’s with respect
to his intentions as a writer. While Lawrence sought to remake history
into a personal fiction, Munif attempts to use fiction in order to rewrite
history. While these twin impulses seem to be contradictory, in fact they
spring from a similar modemist viewpoint that blurs distinctions between
history or autobiography and fiction. Both produce metahistorical narra-
tives, which look back to previous historical narrative traditions. Lawrence
looks back to Doughty and the medievalists, revising their literary tradi-
tion, while Munif looks back and revises the Western orientalist tradition.

MAGICAL REALISM: SALIM BARAKAT

This same sensilivity to locale that we noted in Munif’s Endings is the
main feature of the early work of Salim Barakat (Salim Barakit), a Syrian-~
born Kurd, living in Cyprus. Unlike Munif, Barakat has yet to have a
complete work translated into English, although he is also an Arabic
novelist of top stature, and a prolific one. His first two works, Al-Jundub
al-Hadidi (The iron grasshopper, 1980) and Fuqaha’ al-Zalam (Sages
of darkness, 1985), are set in poor Kurdish villages near the Syrian-
Turkish border. The former work is not a novel, but an autobiographical
narrative, published in 1980, when the author still lived in Syria. Fugaha'
al-Zalam was published in 1985, after Barakat had moved to Cyprus.
Barakat’s style is probably the closest of any Arab writer’s to that of



