Introduction:
A Survival Aesthetic for Ongoing War

hile now 1 have felt this agony ...

So begins a Levantine student term papet on regional crisis. Assuming it is worth trying
to understand the grounds for such com w can agony be correlated to
history? As a visceral response to concrete injusti s a mere affectation of those

who cannot see larger ? There exis »y way of correlating feeling and
fact. The news media’s p e-rhetoric 0 ¢ is of little help; its images can de-
pict the moment’s “wr: “indignation heroic suffering,” but it cannot show the
web of causes leading up to these agonies. And when one considers that these hiero-
glyphs are ofien deployed by obscure forees in apitched battle over vague, unavowed
stakes, the temptation is 0 declare there i§ no up oridown, let alone right or wrong. So
does one have to be a card=carrying postmodernist to grumble that the Levant looks, for
all the world, like a vast reality spectacle, one that yields real-life tragedy but resists any
attempt at fathoming it?
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1. The Dilemma of Mode evanting iverinArabic

The beginning of the twentieth century € o

known as al-nahda (the renaissance). The be -first century sees lit-
erary culture in the Arab Levant in a stat prominent writer, Elias
Khoury, affirmed in a recent le that bus and religious interests have
usurped the role of secular intellectuals who are afginalized, exiled or impris-
oned” (“Intellectuals™). Yet without denying iminishing the burden of censorship
and repression, one cannot help sccing that K own literary production and cou-
rageous stands testify to a in for mancuver that varies from country to country. The
crisis is therefore not solely on the side of produetion but also in consumption: few
bother to read. The usual suspects here would include peor education, obstacles to book
distribution, video culture, and entrenched philistinisms, But beyond these mostly

worldwide phenomena, what if a highly esteemed chapter of Arabic literary heritage is
itself stifling innovation and consequently limiting literature’s, capacity to remain in

touch with history? And what if some writérs have dared to b these fetters, but
readers conditioned to the dominant aesthetic have misappreciated their work? Consider
in this regard the legacy of *adab multazim (commitment literature) in'th ant.

As an import from the West, the novel vectored to the Arab world a constellation of
modern values centered on progress

olitical emancipation and indi-
vidual conscience. Yet r imports

, the novel was arn ptionally flexible tool
that could be immediatély adapted to Arab needs. In an important speeial issue of Fusul
devoted to the novel, 1 i ic, Rashi Daif, suggests some
of the Arabic no;

“Modernity, li
in all its fo
was a prestigiol
leged mediato;

5 a privi-
novel it-

’ SeetheUnitedN Bssessment of 2.
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* The term “modernity” ift fhis
Enlightenment. The Arabic
nity. Later in the essay the term * i i
position to realism, but it is worth remembering that'®

parcel of modernity.

ges consequent to the
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body of literary techniques in op-
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self was “Arabized,” especially in it

of the novel in the Arab world was thus
and the Enlightenment ideals of progres
dividual conscience. The Arabic novel,
values of modemity such that, as M.M.
ment of the 1920s initially bore a politica

ccupation with modernity. The rise
tof and an inquiry into modernity
n, political liberation and in-
stitutively committed to the
us, even the Romantic move-
file (14).°

Levantine ¢ veen the novel and modernity meant
pled througha other. It was during this formative early
at Arab novelists established a remarkably resilient tradition
modernity at the very time when it would have been easier to
hen Western novelists were in fact attempting to do so. Thus
indicted for twentieth-cer horrors, from imperialism to
he Arabic novel did not attempt to reject the Enlightenment
or the postmodern novel did. For one
blame, Arab modernity was not. For another,
to reject modernity would have been to fisk sacrificing social'and gender equality (to
name just two kinds of progress) when the problem was arguably a malignant strain of
modernity and not modernity as such. Thus when Badawi notes, for example, that by
1944, “a stream of angry social protest egan to pour out” of Arabic literature, he is
identifying a mid-cen no mitment to modernity (16).
The novel, as Mohan as a means by which Arab modernity con-
fronted essential
atrol of a privileged
ollapse the na-

itical domina-
f the national
its most sig-
talizing, and
atures devel-

The close linkage in Ara
that the fortunes of one
twentieth-century period
of critically engaging wi
break with it and, indeed
when modernity itself w
world war and genocide
tradition as, for examp
thing, while modernity may have been to

In the A e to discredit
modernity tha itérs’ commitment.
It signaled ra gan to narrow their
* In a lecture given in 1968 g that commitment is part of

the permanent landscape of i
What has marked Arabic writing from an ever-active classical revival-

ism, is the dominance of a number of themes that can be reduced basically to three: social justice,
political struggle, and a moral evaluation of the human condition. (18)
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focus within the range of modern preocoupationsaBy.the early 1950s, the term iltizam
(commitment) gained curren¢y. Verena Klen at the Beirut-based journal, 4/-
Adab, adapted the Sartrean notion of engage geds through two key link-
ages: 1) The engagement priorities of freedo “were merged” in ilti-
zam “with aesthetic value, sineerity, and ma ) The post-1948 context
of iltizam privileged the struggle against Is nitment” 151). These
linkages coincided with a b of creative érs who have since become
associated with commitment = Hanna Mina, abra, and Ghassan Kanafani
among them.

The Six-Day War of June 1967 only redoubled the eonviction that the pen was an essen-
tial adjunct to the sword. Thepretical support game from, Kanafani’s exposure of Zionist
literary and political synergy in 'Adab al-Mugawama ilistin al-Muhtallah: 1948-
1966 (Resistance Literature in Occupied Palestine: 1948-1966) and especially, Fi al-
"Adab al-Sihyuni (On Zionist Literatur hich seemed to 1 Arabic literature for
naiveté in the face of ultra-committed Zlon literature. While Kanafani's books are
arguably saying much more than this,® the notion that Arabic li re, despite every-

thing, lacked the political commitment of Hebrew literature has refufned in leitmotif
ever since. Thus in 1974 Ahmad Mohammad Attiyeh compared the alleged frivolous-
ness of Arabic literature to the efficacy of Hebrew literature and implied that Arab writ-

ers had much to learn from their Heb; (9). He claimed that Ar-
abs had to “fight then wri alling for the age ora and society to an all-
out war effort:

The l % o Arab A or. 1 20 S '1- ﬁom
the battle. And i cenli battle except in rarc in-
smm- ! i : i \ od

who is
ever,
mained stro
I am not exaggerating
dangers of Zionism fo pré-1967 Palestine. It was little more tha
acterized s, lamenting, and reminding Arabs o ves (EDE
1967 defeat lack of literary understanding toward afire g the problems

5 See, for example, Kilpatri politically committed
author, wedded to his cause” (157).

7 For more on Zionist religious martyrdom, see for example Yael Zerubavel’s analysis of the Trumpeldor
legacy.
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that plagued the Arab nation and th se to play a major role in standing up

to these problems. (Qaatami 156)

Samir Qaatami finds little
967 novels.

In his study of four pos
to differentiate these frox

Today, the injunction to g'as to cfface the acsthetic aspect
of literature. In the pages of the influential j algidl-Adab, numerous writers empha-
size the extra-cultural roles of intellec to concede that writing itself is nuga-
tory. Echoes of the 19708 lament for the vriter’s separation from the struggle remain in
complaints about “the gulf separating the intellegtual from his social context” (Tafifaha
46). The word “iltizam”|i§ not always used, but thie injunction to writers is clear: they
must be ever more socially committed in implicit orexplicit imitation of Zionist com-
mitment.

Os and 70s heyday. Per-
ammatic sense des d by Klemm has ar-
aders chafe under. As‘a fesult, writers often
literature at all. Even Elias Khoury, who has

bridled at the mention of commitment dur-

e

mwsage I writea
he full, but literature i some g else. Litera-
i 3 o; literature

Thus iltizam has enjoyed considerable longevity since its
haps too much., Commitment in the pro
guably become a yoke that writers and
sound as if they eschew any social role

never been accused of being politically i

ing a recent interview:
Ldon' ke

W commit-

d defined for itself:

.
wied) l||v1|-~

Our role was to steer ¢ he 0 etheobstaclesﬁ'omthepmhof
history’s wheel — niotice this expression — so that it should not be held up or get stuck...
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The world, with all its conStituent parts, ws med into things. As soon as
the word changed, the thing would change: ividuals, groups — in short,
all living and inanimate creatures.

All that was required was the masses s
use, for the course of history to be changed. This was our mission.

The ruling class realized this, and realized in ar that it was against its interest. Its in-
terest was to hide the truth, because the truth liberdtes. Amen!

ing of the war = our war=in 1975, I realized that my mouth
ere stitched together like adeep wound sewn up with strong

... until one day, at the beg
was full of ants, that my lip
thread. (5-6; italics in original)

This passage, which is rapidly becoming a locus classicus of dise tment, illustrates
how writers and their readerships landed in 4 predicament during the war. Having de-
voted their lives to modern liberation movements, they endured stingingdisillusionment
when these (along with every other political and ideological movement) fell to corrup-
tion and coercion. Commitment oozed away, leaving writers and readers sullen and
empty but unable to cast off its aestheti gen _so closely linked to the val-
ues of modernity and mods cause, Palestine, that to rejeétit would have been to
admit their defeat as wéll. The alternatives, a return to a Levantine brand of feudalism
or religious extrem i tmosphere of
the 1970s, an aestheti but at least
does not coi
its usefulness an wri isca s without retreat-
ing into fo g \

is the dile

2. The Dilem

Commitment li ier than in Arabi ch ear-
lier when o A g :
writing no
and the Has
imagery with 2
readers interior
Jews of Eastern Ed
more to do with the E

Id which had
(Parfitt 65).° If

( of lsrael than with Berdlchev Brody, Lub
3 Ambivalent identity does not disappess ; te of Israel, but the value polarity

often reverses: Ammiel Alcalay, for example, shows how Ashkenazi Zionists strove to present Hebrew
literature and Israeli culture as indelibly European (31).
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ss and political emancipation, then
prototypically committed.
stages to Zionism” (Hebrew

commitment literature i appeal fi
from the Zionist perspeetive, this lite
Robert Alter claims that it “led writers

78). Benjamin Harshav es an even st role of literature in the rise

of Zionism. Identifying the 1881-82 Russ ershed, he writes:
What happened between 1881 and 189 zfounding of the World Zionist Or-
ganization]? The new Jewish literature stage: first poetry, fiction, and es-
says in Russian; towa e end of the ¢ §, the new prose in Yiddish; at the beginning
of the nineties, the new Hebrew poetry of B and his followers.... This new literature
created a fictional image of the world, which seryed as a vivid base for the nation®s and the
individual’s self-awaréness; it was mostly a critical picture, but written from the inside.

the politic
le in the form

ideologies formulated. Without un-
ion of the new intrinsic polysys-
sSsomed. (64)

Only on the basis of self-image we
derstanding the rise offliterature and its
tem, we cannot unders ow.these i

ements such as fleeing persecution and eco-
nomic want surely played a role in bringing East European Jews toPalestine, still, it is
arguable that only a culture possessed of @ strong faith in literary representation could
have performed such atask.’ Alter, in figt, traces the power of the image in Hebrew-
language culture to DIES w medium” itself (Hebrew

While a range of other motives and ind

N ‘ N\

By the mld-19 s Z alestine as Jewish
literature waded i ern Europe. Yet'with a post—World War I'Jewish population of
less than 60 graphi his gave rise
to a highly w eaders were
reversed

The long hi : arly Zionist litera-
ture a religious 8 ) ; i f aesthetic, religious and

? To avoid overstating iating role ofhtu-amm,nls necessary t0 note that the vast majority of
Jews emigrating from Eastern Et ea. The first three waves of immigration
spanning 41 years (1882 to 1923) brought a total of only 100,000 Jews to Palestine, a figure sometimes
equalled in a single year of emigration to the United States (Shaked, Modern 243).
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political linkages that lasted at least throug y.years of the Zionist state. Ger-
shon Shaked writes about the garly Zionist 3

nption. Their writings did
siasm for it. For the most
creating instead a sort of
ef Luidor, and Meir Wil-
kansky produced a literature that not only co ucs and ideals of pioneering Zi-
onism but, in a way, invented them. So powe persuasive were these writers, both the
Jews living in Erets Yisrael and those living in the @iaspora, that one might say of their per-
ceptions of the homeland thaf influence of life o ir literature was less important than
the influence of their literature on life. (Modern 65)

ience was a fo
ding reality as
objective cond
s, notably Mo

For them, the pioneering exp
not so much mirror the surro
part, these writers ignored th
dreamland. Erets Yisrael

ent of a wider project to
squeezing alternative
n’s literature, poetry,
Zionist movement

Thus Yael Zerubavel remarks that literature ‘Was a key ele
build what she calls “colle memony, albeit at the pric
literatures to the margins (215). Through fictignal narrative, childh
history, and holiday commemorations, the early twentieth-centu
constructed symbolic links to a heroic past:

Thcnewlitera:ywork.smﬁwlawdthe' on of the “wondrous™ quality of the national
pastanditssymbollcconun y rite mdemcaorsmmedms-

Throughout the Brifis played a key

ideological role i ormation of the Jev , featuring vigorQus, single-minded
Zionists in itus - ing geners

“Waves”), n
played an i
literature” (.
or a bane. One
model for a
natively, o
mass produc

Be that as it may, ate 1950s Hebrew literature bega
documented criti : ard Zionist ideology (Band 123;

Yudkin 220). 3
sionment which,
teristic of most
had inherited and the'res
so beholden to literary co
tween Hebrew literature and s

m disillu-
1s, “charac-
dreams they
other states are
atic relationship be-
an clsewhere.
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The parting of the ways
ated a decades-long dile
commitment, it could b
the Enlightenment broug

een po
a. If Hebre
o into questio
into questio

iterature and the Zionist state cre-
ere to evolve too far from Zionist
of Zionist ideology much as
ndations of European soci-

cty.'” On the other hand, if writers lash ist ideology, Hebrew litera-
ture could drown in dodtrinaire formz i : forfeiting the centuries-old

bond between literature and Jewish society.

yus enough to exercised more than a few minds. Band
f dilemma by presenting another option, that Zionist hero
types might evolve to pond to the “widedarray of transformations in what we
might call the evolving ISraeli identi 130). Inthis spirit, Alan Mintz identifies a
range of innovations and €xperimental teghniques in ¥§racli writing since the 1970s (11-
16). All of the technique§ Mintz mentions, however — anjincrease in fantasy or magical
realism, a deliberate deg ideology ory-telling, a dismantle-
ment of the novel form, and a manipulation of point of view = either ignore or under-
mine not only the nationalist ideology but especially its foundation in “the representa-
tional bias” of Hebrew-language culture. Of course, none of these teChniques are unique
to Hebrew literature and they may tum out to be utterly inconsequential. Indeed,
Zerubavel notes how language can dance around dilemma in satire and irony: “These
texts debunk the [Zionist] & it the pla iious framework helps blur the
ideological import ) 3 e dilemma, which many
nations may facedut none so urgently A esurfaces: Can a sense of
the nation rem and othe ! :

imagined cQ

The question remains se
wrestles it off the horns

aintain it as an

As if to fé | Drese i i or reassures
the read : 23 : y in Hebrew
fiction HEE _ A iy 4 A ‘ > i + rcliam
that &0 3 [ iti H v Riichia? (17) He

' For an exploration of the nexus between myth and history, see for example, Modern Jewish Mytholo-
gies and Joseph Heller’s, “The End of Myth: Historians end the Yishuv (1918-1948).”
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Ostensibly a way of avoiding the dilem se”” literature actually ratifies the
victory of political expediency and literature be: an exercise in assuaging
bad conscience.

The most cogent response t0 the dilemma, i glish, comes from Hannan
Hever who argues that Zionist culture has b he threat of ideological

loose cannons since the carly ticth cents

When divergent texts ... come to threaten tk fHoritative unity [of mainstream Zionist],
... countermovements arise in an attempt to press o co-opt these texts. At the same time,
efforts are made, within the dominant literary narrative, to conceal or erase the processes of
reaction and accommodation that inform hegemonic litefature. (5)
In just the way that one of t ost thriving medical subspeeialties is now “pain man-
agement,” Hever is identifyir ind of cult thought management” that is as supe-
rior to Orwell’s Thought Police as modern anesthesia is to ¢ ainstream Hebrew
literature and culture appear both less monolithic but more sophisticated in repressing or

he tracks. Hever arg this rhetoric

co-opting alternative voices and then covering
of repression and recuperation operates even in the work of the “progressive” writers of
the 1960s such Amos Oz, A.B. Yehoshua, and Amalia Kahana-Carmon;

[D]espite their canonica eflect the ambive e of the cultural situa-
tion: in them, an empow efits the weakness of aminority, yet the sto-

Among the
finds a “far
bivalence, as He
inasmuch as Sepha
of ambivalent te
may conclude
opted, perhaps Hebre
tually renew itself by lead

emselves co-
oject, will even-

he way to a post-Zionist Isracl.’!

' Yerach Gover is among those who see liitle to be optimistic about in post-Zionism, arguing that “*post-
Zionism’ as it is currently developing stems from the same hegemony it claims to oppose” (31).



