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We have recently witnessed a drama that would have 
been laughable, had the participants not been self-

anointed advocates of the intellectual vanguard. They have 
entrusted themselves with a holy mission: to establish a deterrent 
against myriad conspiracies which aim to recognize the state of 
Israel and promote cultural normalization with the Jewish state.

This group has turned the world upside-down after an 
Israeli TV station conducted an interview with Amin Maalouf. 
Seated inside the French Academy in Paris, Maalouf talked 
with i24 about how the Academy worked on developing the 
encyclopedic lexicon and introducing new words into it. He also 
spoke elegantly about his latest 
book, “A Chair on the Banks of 
the Seine,” where he described 
the notable intellectuals who 
preceded him in occupying the 
famed Academy seat, number 
29, personalities like Baron de 
Montesquieu, Pierre Corneille, 
Ernest Renan, and Claude 
Lévi-Strauss.

None of those who have 
installed themselves as the 
policemen of this boycott 
complained about the substance 
of what Maalouf said, perhaps 
because they considered it an 
indulgent triviality, beneath 
their consideration. This group 
finds no value in literary or 
artistic production beyond 
its capacity for political 
incitement, and the display of 
slogans promoting the fight 
against the nation’s enemies. 
Moreover, by basically ignoring 
the content of Maalouf’s words, 
the opposition, spearheaded 
by this group, indicted him 
for simply appearing on an 
Israeli French TV program. 
This evidently heinous crime amounts to capital treason, holding 
Maalouf accountable before the law, stripping him of his Lebanese 
citizenship, and banning him from entering his homeland.

Some might regret that Maalouf did not capitalize on 
the occasion of his televised appearance to criticize Israeli 
violence against the Palestinians. It remains debatable 
how appropriate such a message would have been in the 
context of an interview primarily focused on the French 

Academy. However, no one has the right to falsely accuse 
Maalouf of abetting the enemy or serving Zionist interests.

The new volunteer advocates have mastered the art of 
accusing others of treason. Those who gather under the banner 
of the “Lebanese Committee of Boycotting Cultural and 
Academic Ties with Israel” use an approach that differs sharply 
from the principles set out by the international movement of 
boycott, founded in 2005. This movement (BDS) has attracted 
important global cultural figures such as the Reverend Desmond 
Tutu, Stephane Hessel, Henning Mankell, Naomi Klein, John 
Berger, and Arundhati Roy. Significantly, BDS also attracted 

the support of Israeli intellectuals 
like Eyal Sevan, Yael Lerer, 
and Michel Warschawski.

The international movement 
basically aims to isolate Israel 
as a racist state through the use 
of boycott, divestment, and 
sanctions, a strategy similar to 
that used against Apartheid-
era South Africa. It does not, 
however, call for boycotting 
individuals, nor does it call for 
boycotting Israeli media. Instead, 
it considers benefiting from 
media platforms in order to give 
voice to the demand for justice 
and confront the extremist and 
racist tendencies in Israeli society.

Those who practice the art of 
accusation, with their nationalist 
ideologies, tend to look down 
on this “tepid” boycott. They 
want to impose more radical 
forms of boycott, unconcerned 
with the potential for the 
increased international isolation 
of the Palestinian question, 
or the dangers of portraying 
the resistance as a fascist 
and anti-Semitic movement. 

Can you justifiably accuse Desmond Tutu of betraying the 
Palestinian people for his many interviews in Israeli media 
where he compares Israel’s treatment of the Palestinians with 
the Apartheid system in South Africa? Do we also regard 
Stephane Hessel as a traitor because of his long interview with 
Haaretz where he explained his support for the struggle of the 
Palestinian people to rise against oppression, the kind of inhuman 

Continued on page 7
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Since the onset of the “Arab Spring,” and through 
the development of revolutionary phases, with their 

violent consequences, Arab satellite TV stations, which 
reach millions of viewers, persistently devoted themselves 
to broadcasting interviews with “analysts,” “academics,” and 
“experts” on the issues surrounding various national uprisings.

As events continued to unfold, the demand for these types 
of guests increased, despite a structural supply shortage of 
serious and professional experts. Subsequently, some stations 
resorted to “manufacturing” their experts, inviting virtual 
unknowns and bestowing upon them supreme titles in an 
attempt to artificially qualify them for their roles as news 
analysts without having to go through the vetting process 
of reviewing their actual scientific or practical credentials.

As a result, many true experts – including those knowledgeable 
about the subject matter in question – simply refused 
to participate in the charade. Respect for the viewers 
and their intelligence, as well as the experts’ own self-
respect, made them unwilling to be misrepresented.

Other groups chose to strictly confine their TV 
appearances within the limits of their expertise, 
avoiding pretensions, or the temptation to make claims 
of knowledge in areas outside their specializations 
or practical experiences. Nonetheless, a majority 
of the guests did willingly plunge into the maze of 
spotlights, exploiting the qualitative and quantitative 
shortage of truly qualified experts. They emerged 
as “stars” of the screen, triumphing at the expense 
of the viewer, regardless of the simplicity of his 
understanding and the shallowness of his knowledge.

The interviews varied from individual commentary on 
a specific event to confrontational conversations between 
two or more speakers. The moderator often actively stirred 
up the atmosphere, inducing shouting matches and raised 
voices in order to attract the largest number of thrill-seeking guests. 
Arabic-language satellites distinguished themselves in producing 
these types of talk shows, justifying the final product as a form of 
vigorous debate and diversity of opinion. Some of these programs 
gained wide popularity with many viewers anxiously awaiting 
their broadcasts, like people lining up to watch a street fight.

As the Syrian slaughter continued unabated, these talk 
show programs became profitable. Those searching for calm 
and deliberate analysis instead found guests engaged in shouting 
matches punctuated with harsh, reckless words, and thoughtless 
gestures. Originally exclusive to Arab TV stations, this practice 
was soon imitated by the new Europe-based Arabic stations. A 
majority of those managing the diasporic media still embrace 
a share of the authoritarian Arab media culture which they 
carried with them as they migrated to the West, releasing hidden 
desires to exercise power in doses of professionally unjustified 

aggressiveness. The image of the winner and the loser becomes 
clear in these conversations: whoever has the louder voice and the 
greater skill in mocking their opponent will emerge as the victor.

According to the old economic market doctrine, demand 
creates supply. On Arab satellite talk shows, this means a vast 
market of loud-talking “specialists” in the Syrian conflict 
who have just strolled into TV studios after practicing in other 
arenas. Both Syrian regime representatives and supporters start 
to psychologically manipulate their counterparts even before 
taking the stage. The regime representatives, polished, and 
professionally made up, face the opposition’s spokesperson 
as if to impart to him the ability to facilitate his “return to the 
homeland,” or they continue to make gestures that question his 
patriotism and nationality. Utilizing the Stasi method – according 
to the horrific East German intelligence service – he succeeds in 

aggravating the atmosphere, pushing the opposition debater to fall 
into the trap of entrenching himself in a defensive position, and 
resorting to verbal violence which causes him to lose control over 
his thought processes. On the opposite side, the loyalist guest, 
carefully trained, remains sufficiently calm when necessary, 
and adequately raises his voice when he becomes vindictive.

However, others, not just regime loyalists, find themselves 
guilty of hollow speech. The “revolutionary” voice or opposition 
falls into the trap of populism, and an empty rhetoric devoid from 
meaning, often reverting to repetition of already-stated sentences 
which they think, erroneously, will enable them to preserve their 
credibility and popularity. Ultimately, they distance themselves 
from actually delving into the subject, or properly analyzing it. 

The first and the last victim remains the Syrian viewer who 

Manufactured Expertise: 
Selling Out Arab News Audiences

By Salam KawaKiBi

Continued on page 7
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‘Children of Monsters’: Doomed 
by Nature and Nurture?
By elie Chalala

With the passing of Patrick Seale (1930-2015), it might 
become difficult to read more “authoritative” personal-

political biographies of members of the Assad family. Assad 
the son demonstrated little trust in the past decade, even for the 
British scholar in whom Assad the father frequently confided. 
Will anyone else step onto the stage of political biographies 
about Syria’s elites in order to offer us a stronger grip over the 
character of Bashar al-Assad? Not certain, at least as of now. 

Having studied and taught political science, I became 
fascinated long ago with social psychology, to the disappointment 
of my progressive friends and colleagues, for whom the dialectical-
materialist remained their only method of analysis, an approach 
that insisted upon ignoring personal factors in the personalities 
of those making decisions. Without visiting the arcane debates 
of different theories and approaches in political science, I 
still maintain that psychology offers some clues into one’s 
personality and political behavior. Human beings can never be 
considered totally rational, and even the most intelligent people 
– certainly Assad does not number in this category – fall victim 
to misperception, erroneous attributions, and faulty judgments.

A book review of Jay Nordlinger’s “Children of Monsters,” 
by Christine Smallwood, which appeared in Harper’s Magazine 
(September 2015 Issue), provoked me to discuss this question. 
Nordlinger,  a right-wing conservative intellectual, whose treatment 
of the subject the reviewer describes as “sketchy,” believes his 
book in part to be “a psychological study.” The book’s title has 
revived an old interest in discovering what influence Assad the 
father (or the “monster” to use Nordlinger’s term) exercised upon 
his child, Bashar. Daniel J. Flynn of  the conservative Breitbart.

com cites Nordlinger as stating, “It’s a strange fact that Bashar 
Assad has killed many more than the old man, Hafez Assad, killed 
or probably dreamed of killing” (the number of the Syrian dead 
today borders on half of a million). Nordlinger adds: “Bashar 
has kept the family business going, so to speak. He has killed as 
many as necessary to remain on the throne, to keep that family 
business going. I suppose his father would be proud.” A word of 
clarification: the subject of Nordlinger’s book does not focus upon 
one specific monster, but rather concerns the children of many 20th 

and some 21st century dictators, which includes Bashar al-Assad.
While Franco and Pol Pot had one daughter each, and Hitler 

may have had a son, Hafez al-Assad fathered four sons, two of 
whom still live, Bashar and Maher. Of the other two, the first – Basil 
al-Assad (known as a playboy) – died in a car accident in 1994, 
while his brother Majd al-Assad suffered from emotional problems 
and died mysteriously in 2009.  As for the surviving two sons, 
Bashar and his brother Maher, the commander of the Republican 
Guard, both have surpassed their father’s brutality. In fact, Maher 
might have outpaced the lot of them. As for the other Baathist 
leader, Saddam Hussein, whose followers in Iraq purportedly 
included important players in ISIS, his two sons, Uday and Qusay, 
also developed rather shady reputations. Many suspected Uday, an 
alleged rapist and torturer, of the murder of his two brothers-in-law. 
The review cites an analogy with Benito Mussolini, who also had 
his son-in-law killed. The third Arab leader, Moammar Kaddafi, 
had a son, Saif al-Islam Qaddafi, who attempted to give lip service 
to liberal and reformist positions, but participated in the slaughter 
and persecution of regime opponents when the Arab Spring 
reached Libyan shores in 2011, and threatened his father’s reign .

According to Ms. Smallwood, the book offers interesting 
features, including insight into the similarities between the children 
of dictators and their lives. “Being a dictator’s child seems a bit like 
being the child of any rich workaholic  –  nanny, boarding school, travel 
and/or exile.” She adds that many possess advanced degrees, true in 
the case of both Bashar and Maher (Bashar studied Ophthalmology 

From left to right: Uday Hussein (www.gettyimages.com), Bashar Assad (www.independent.co.uk), and Saif al -Islam Gadaffi (www.ibtimes.com).
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while Maher studied business administration); although no evidence 
exists for the case of Saddam’s sons except that his son Uday 
shared an interest with Valentin Ceausescu (son of the late deposed 
Romanian dictator Nicolae Ceausescu) in that “both oversaw 
soccer organizations.” One of Muammar Kadhafi’s sons, Al-Saadi 
Gaddafi, a professional football player, captained the national squad.    

Interestingly, “Children of Monsters” reveals no apparently 
monstrous daughters. “Bashar al-Assad, Kim Jong-il, and Kim 
Jong-un inherited the family business, though smart and politically 
savvy daughters – Marie-Denise Duvalier, Bushra al-Assad, and 
Kim Sul-song – were denied succession.” I do not know much 
about Bushra al-Assad except that she had no blood on her hands 
and rumors indicate that her brother and the circles close to him 
allegedly had something to do with the murder of her husband, the 
then Deputy Minister of Defense, in 2012 (although no definitive 
information exists). So, does being a female child of a monster 
preclude that child from becoming another monster? Hard to say.  
Consider Saddam’s two daughters – Raghad and Rana – who both 
remained ardent and loyal supporters of their father, even though 
he ordered the brutal murders of their husbands after returning 
from exile in Jordan in 1995. An immediate answer would indicate 
that the patriarchal and patrimonial system in Iraq, and for most 
of the Middle East, has been the most effective deterrent to 
women’s ascendancy to power, and thus, perhaps, has shielded 
female dictatorial offspring from fulfilling their horrific potential. 

Ms. Smallwood’s conclusion remains problematic: Nordlinger’s 
book is not a psychological study and does not clearly answer a 
central question: “Are they [dictators] doomed to reproduce their 
own small fascisms, training the younger subjects to desire absolute 
power over others? Or can they – somehow – rear individuals 
capable of truly democratic relations?” 

A difficult question indeed. I am inclined to think that even 
if Hafez Assad or Saddam, for some strange and unexpected 
reason, had decided to socialize their offspring in “democratic” 
ideals, they would still have encountered insurmountable obstacles, 
such as their past socialization of those children, as well as the 
prevailing political cultures, political systems, and economic 
interests – forces that sustained the fathers and inevitably 
impacted their children’s psychology. In short, the utopian wish 
of rehabilitating the children of monsters may be possible, but can 
only be achieved through the absence of those monstrous fathers 
and their authoritarian systems which thrive on brutality.AJ

Continued from page 2
Amin Maalouf

oppression he experienced in the Nazi death camps? Do we also 
accuse the famous Swedish novelist Henning Mankell of treason 
due to his having chosen to write in the literary supplement of 
Haaretz, despite his support of the Palestinian people, and the 
challenge to the Israeli military from aboard the Gaza Freedom 
Flotilla which had tried to break the Siege of Gaza in May 2010?

Of course, if we follow the logic of the cultural boycott 
and its extreme ideology, we would be forced to pass judgment 
on the most important recent Palestinian intellectual, Edward 
Said, as well as the most important Palestinian poet, Mahmoud 
Darwish, due to their violation of the boycott system as defined 
by the new volunteers. How dare Said and Darwish appear on 

Israeli media? These new vanguardists would have antagonized 
anyone of any intellectual stature, leaving only those miserable 
activists who bleat empty, repetitive slogans which disguise 
their subjugation to despotic regimes, and their glorification of 
murderous tyrants, from Saddam Hussein to Bashar al-Assad.

In exaggerated attempts similar to those used by Andrey 
Vyshinsky, the Stalinist prosecutor who ran the ill-reputed Moscow 
Trials, some of these reckless activists have gone to the limit searching 
for the seeds of dangerous “deviations” in Maalouf’s novels. In 
“The Ports of Call” (1996), they discovered the character of Clara, 
the leftist-Jewish activist loved by Ossyane, the hero of the novel, 
who was forcefully separated from her as a result of the partition of 
Palestine. Those reckless volunteers find the mere appearance of a 
Jewish heroine in the novel to constitute symbolic support for the 
Israeli state, and see her as sufficient justification to accuse Maalouf 
of supporting normalization with the enemy. Never mind that 
Palestinian literature abounds with such characters, starting with 
Ghassan Kanafani’s heroine from “Returning to Haifa,” Maryam, 
who escaped from the Nazi concentration camps and the Jewish 
character, Rita, whom Mahmoud Darwish exalted in his poems.

Yet the worst moment of this reckless campaign arrived when 
they recalled how, in the early phase of Amin Gemayel’s tenure, 
the Lebanese government summoned Maalouf in order to have him 
organize press coverage for the negotiation of the Israeli withdrawal 
from Lebanese territories in 1983. Here, the activists suggest that 
Maalouf committed a crime in dealing with the enemy, not bearing in 
mind Maalouf resigned from his post prior to the signing of the May 
17th Agreement, and returned to Paris to devote himself to writing.

People who live in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones. Can we 
ask one of the famous journalists, who spearheaded the campaign 
accusing Maalouf of treason, where he himself was, and to what 
group he belonged when the Israeli army occupied the Lebanese 
territories in 1982 and supervised the massacre of the Palestinian 
refugee camps of Sabra and Shatila, a crime committed by the militias 
of the Lebanese Forces? Should we mention that Maalouf numbered 
one among many covering the negotiations which led to the May 
17th Agreement? That delegation included, among others, a famous 
journalist who later became editor-in-chief of Al Akhbar newspaper.

Like the ancient symbol of the Ouroboros, the logic of 
accusing others of treason proves useless and always turns on 
those who do the accusing, like a snake swallowing its own tail.AJ

This is an edited translation from the Arabic by Elie Chalala.

searches for intellectual assistance, or even truthful news assistance, 
to aid his own personal understanding of daily issues. The Syrians, 
and other Arabs, who live with great pain and deep wounds, 
constitute the real losers far more than all these guests on the satellite 
screens who are presumably considered “strategic experts.”AJ

Edited translation from the Arabic by Elie Chalala. The author 
has granted Al Jadid magazine the right to translate and publish 
his essay. The Arabic version of Mr. al-Kawakibi’s essay appeared 
in https://hunasotak.com/article/21186

Continued from page 3
Manufactured Expertise
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Former Lebanese Prisoners of 
‘Tadmor’ Reenact Dark Days 
Within Assads’s Dungeons

When people hear of Tadmor, they might think of its 
English name, Palmyra, which refers to the ancient ruins 

in the Syrian Desert. For some, however, Tadmor evokes images 
of one of the cruelest prisons in the world, and its gory history of 
torture and suffering. The prison, seized briefly by ISIS in May 
2015, but then retaken almost a year later by pro-governmental 
forces, holds a dark place in the memories of those who were 
forced to live in it under Hafez al-Assad’s regime in the 1980s. 
Recently, Tadmor has been in the news due to a documentary 
about a group of former Lebanese detainees of the prison who 
have come forward in an act of healing and confrontation, 
hoping to allow their past come to terms with their present.

Lokman Slim, a Lebanese writer and publisher, and his 
German wife, Monika Borgmann, a director and journalist, 
created an intense and eye-opening documentary with their world 
premiere of “Tadmor” at the Visions du Reel in Nyon, Switzerland 
on March 20, 2016. The documentary recounts the terrifying 
torture that took place within the walls of Tadmor prison, which, 
according to poet Farag Bayrakdar, functioned as a “kingdom of 
death and madness.” The film delves into the experiences of 22 
Lebanese survivors still haunted by memories of the horrors they 
faced under Assad’s regime. Slim and Borgmann present the film 
using theatrical staging rather than a traditional interview style, 
with the former prisoners playing themselves in a reenactment that 
not only testifies as an indictment of the crimes committed against 
them, but also allows the men to stand together, confronting their 
past. “Ultimately, the men chose to reenact it,” says Director 
Borgmann in the film’s Director’s Note, “They wanted to relive it.” 

Rebuilding Tadmor Prison from the remains of an abandoned 
school, the survivors stepped once more into this dark age of their 
lives, playing both victims and victimizers for each other in order 
to convey their story – a story which they believe others, like 
themselves, still struggle to cope with. With a performance that 
serves as therapy instead of entertainment, the 22 men unite as 
to bear witness to their survival in the face of inhumanity. “One 

couldn’t watch the film without feeling shame, shame because he is 
a man,” wrote Roger Outa in Al Modon electronic newspaper, citing 
the late Italian-Jewish writer and Holocaust survivor Primo Levy. 

 Slim and Borgmann’s former work, the award-winning 
“Massacre,” which debuted at the Berlin Film Festival in 2005, 
also dealt with a similar contrast of humanity and inhumanity. 
Where they filmed “Tadmor” with more theatrical cinematography, 
the two presented “Massacre” with more formulaic interviews, 
featuring six perpetrators involved in the mass murders at Sabra 
and Shatila in 1982. The darkness of “Massacre” and the light 
within “Tadmor” represent elements that, while not the same, 
complement one another. In “Massacre,” the constant shadow 
cast upon the interviewees alludes not only to secrecy, but also 

to an intangible burden, 
one that looms perpetually 
and seeks an unattainable 
redemption. Light in 
“Tadmor,” on the other 
hand, acts less of a symbol 
of hope and more as a 
warning of torture to come, 
as the prisoners were only 
exposed to the outside 
light when the guards 
chose to punish them. 

Both films document 
the suffering of man in 
opposing situations; one, 
a story of the victimizers, 
the other, revealing the 
struggles of the victims. 
According to Borgmann, 
“Massacre,” filmed in 
secret, never exposed the 
faces of the six men and 

took special precautions to protect their identities. The film functions 
“less about giving answers and more about asking questions,” while 
“Tadmor,” filmed out in the open, acts as a direct confrontation 
of crimes committed against former Lebanese prisoners in Syria. 
“It is as important to talk to the victimizers as to the victims if 
you want the real truth of what happened during a massacre,” says 

Left: A dormitory at Tadmur - the writing on the right reads “To preserve the dignity of citizens.” (Source: www.bbc.com) Right: Co-Director Monika 
Borgmann (Source: www. lesrencontresalechelle.com)

Co-Director Lokman Slim, courtesy of 
Karaz W Laimoon.
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The Syrian War: Untold Tales of 
Human Suffering in ‘The Morning 
They Came for Us’

During the past five years of the Syrian revolution, all 
eyes have been drawn to Assad’s atrocities, and – during 

the last two years – to those of the Islamic State. Analysis has 
focused on the immense damage caused to the country’s physical 
infrastructure, the colossal impact on the Syrian people, and 
significantly for the Western media, the regional and international 
implications. In the town Darayya alone, the Assad regime dropped 
nearly 7,000 barrel bombs from January 2014 to February 2016, 
reports Janine di Giovanni in a New York Times article. The war 
itself has led to 470,000 deaths, a number small in comparison to 
the millions of lives it has devastated, with so many injured, as well 
as close to 12 million Syrians displaced both internally and abroad. 

Ms. di Giovanni, one of Europe’s most respected reporters, 
chronicles the hardships inflicted upon adults and children alike, 
telling tales both gruesome and emotional in her new book, “The 
Morning They Came for Us” (Liveright, 2016). From her visits 
to Syria in 2012, di Giovanni gathered stories, speaking with 
a diverse group of people including pro-Assad nuns, regime 
doctors, and civilian activists. Her writing, stylistically as well as 
literally, expresses her sorrow for the people, with its “staccato 
sentences, in its flashbacks to similar scenes of suffering in the 
Balkans…[and] its helpless empathy,” writes Michiko Kakutani 
who reviewed her book for New York Times. According to di 
Giovanni, she devoted her book to the “people never to forget.”

“The Morning They Came for Us” provides rich content that 
can be difficult to find in daily news coverage alone. The tales 
paint a complicated, sometimes counter-intuitive picture. Often 
times, those suffering do not wish to discuss their situations, 
whether out of pride or shame. When the author visited upper-
class enclaves of Damascus, she also discovered that rich 
Syrians believe claims of regime crimes to be propaganda, 
created by terrorists or “foreign-interventionists.” As such, 
the details of actual victims remain well hidden or outright 
ignored. However, di Giovanni tirelessly uncovers some of 
those stories, exposing a reality filled with violence and cruelty.

The book offers a personal window into the small details that, 
while to some may be easy to overlook, open larger perspectives 
about how “ordinary Syrians” are faring with the war. Most 
importantly, it unmasks the true nature of the regime, showing 
its willingness “to rape, torture, starve and gas as many of its 
citizens as necessary to secure its rule – and in the process, sow 

such apocalyptic chaos as to help spawn a global refugee crisis 
and the rise of ISIS,” as written by Anand Gopal, who also 
reviewed the book for the Sunday New York Times Book Review.

The different accounts, as heartbreaking as they are gruesome, 
feature people such as Nada, a young woman who grew up near 
Qardaha, and fell prey to the depredations of the secret police. After 
her capture, she suffered humiliation, beatings, and whippings, 
before ultimately being raped. Other stories include details of 
men who broke into a school, raping a group of women for six 
hours. This led one of their victims to commit suicide afterward. 

Di Giovanni also interviews Mohammed, a baker in Aleppo, 
whom authorities threatened with the closing of his factory 
because he chose to feed an opposition-held neighborhood. One 
man, who had become paralyzed as a result of being tortured, 
told the reporter, “Every time they hit me, they screamed: ‘You 
want freedom! O.K., take this! Here is your great freedom!’ ” 
Another man, a student named Hussein, explained how his 
participation in a peaceful demonstration led to his being 
horrifically shot, captured, tortured, and then left to die after 
they cut open his abdomen. The young man claimed that he 
only survived because a pro-regime doctor took pity on him, 
declared him dead, and then allowed him escape from the morgue.

Currently the Middle East Editor of Newsweek and 
contributing editor of Vanity Fair, Janine di Giovanni focuses her 
writing on shedding light on the human costs of war, and giving 
war a human face. In order to do so, she has traveled through 
numerous conflict zones – Sarajevo, East Timor, Sierra Leone, 
Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia – where violence tints the daily lives 
of people. Her book, “The Morning They Came for Us,” not only 
exposes the Syrian regime and its many crimes, but also delves 
into the traumatic effects of that cruelty on the Syrian people.AJ

Author Janine di Giovanni from www.france24.com.

Lebanese Author’s Novels, Poetry 
Books, and Short Stories Available on 

Amazon.com 
under Hanna Saadah

Borgmann. “It is really on two levels: first, reconstructing the truth 
and second, better understanding the phenomenon of violence.”

Though centered on different episodes of Lebanese history, 
both films question the causes and effects of violence committed by 
human beings, upon human nature. Slim and Borgmann, founders 
of UMAM, a research center for Lebanese history, continue to 
work together in uncovering the untold stories of Lebanon.AJ
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With an initial investment of $24 million funding the 
Palestinian Museum, many attending the opening on 

May 18th felt surprised by the institution’s lack of art exhibits. 
The Dublin-based architectural firm, Heneghan Peng, designed 
the 43,000 square-foot museum to showcase artworks and pieces 
that the Palestinians hoped would tell the story of their exile and 
loss. Museum directors had originally scheduled the opening 
on May 15th to honor Nakba Day, a memorial to the Palestinian 
“nakba” or catastrophe, and had advertised the opening exhibit, 
the “Never Part” for almost a year. Thus, the lack of Palestinian 
embroidery, traditional folk crafts, vintage photographs and 
collected memorabilia sparked confusion among many of those 
who attended the event.

With the inauguration of the Palestinian Museum missing its 
exhibitions, the world media focused on the resulting controversy 
with media headlines such as these: “Palestinian museum opening 
without exhibits, but creators say that’s no big deal” (Washington 
Post); “New Palestinian museum missing one thing: all the 
exhibits” (USA Today); “Palestinian Museum Prepares to Open, 
Minus Exhibitions” (The New York Times); “New Palestinian 
museum opens without exhibits” (BBC).Two issues seem to have 
fanned the flames of the controversy. The first issue centered on the 
political and bureaucratic struggles of groups supposedly dedicated 
to building a Palestinian state with modern private and public 
institutions, rising above parochial interests. Building the Museum 
constituted the first test for the Palestinian cultural management and 
artists, which they failed. Their differences and squabbles resulted 
in inaugurating a museum without exhibits, or, as one newspaper put 
it, with “no artworks on the walls.” Regardless of the justifications, 
this must either be attributed to incompetence or inefficiency.

Mr. Omar al-Qattan, chairman of the museum, had some 
conflictive issues with Mr. Jack Persekian, the Museum’s previous 
director and head curator. Although both individuals gave 
reasons for their differences, neither clearly spelled them out. 
Qattan, as cited in the Washington Post, says that the museum 

decided to dismiss Persekian in December over “disagreements 
about management style and planning controls.” The New 
York Times article further quotes Qattan as claiming that the 
former director “had not sufficiently built expertise among 
staff members during his tenure of three and a half years.”

According to Persekian, however, the dismissal came abruptly. 
“I can’t fathom what happened,” he told the New York Times, 
before conceding that “They are the owners.” He went on to add: 
“Maybe they didn’t want to take a risk with something that is so 
unpredictable and so uncontrollable,” referring to his intention to 
make all of the exhibit’s materials available to other artists for their 
own interpretations.

Apparently, the most powerful and influential figure in the 
museum, Qattan, seemed unaffected by the controversy and 
the criticisms. Quoted in an article in the Washington Post, he 
justifies the missing artwork, stating, “Some institutions build a 
shell around their existing collections. We decided to build the 
institution first.” While Qattan seems unperturbed by this bold 
reversal of the normal order, others appear critical of the decision. 
A New York Times article quotes Mr. Sam Bahour, a Palestinian 
business consultant, as stating,“If there’s no substance, I wouldn’t 
open it.” He further characterizes the decision as “shocking.”

The second issue separating the management from the 
former director concerns two different visions of the museum, 
one more traditional and the other futuristic, geared toward future 
generations of Palestinians. Persekian, the original coordinator of 
the “Never Part” project, planned the exhibit to display personal 
belongings collected by Palestinian refugees. However, following 
his ouster, the administrators of the Museum abandoned the 
entire project. Where Mr. Luay Khoury (who apparently shares 
Persekian’s vision) hopes for “something different, something for 
the young people, for tomorrow,” according to the Washington 
Post, Qattan represents a more traditional approach, desiring 
exhibitions to focus on the cultural meaning of martyrdom 
and the debate over which people inhabited the area first.

Palestinian Museum Opens Without Exhibition, Focused Approach

Credits: On the left (photo and caption from the New York Times): Visitors at the new Palestinian Museum in Birzeit in the West Bank. It will open its 
doors on Wednesday despite being empty. On the right (photo and caption from the Washington Post and Abbas Momani/Agence Fran  ce-Presse via 
Getty Images): Journalists visit the Palestinian Museum in the West Bank town of Birzeit on May 17, on the eve of the museum’s opening to the public.
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With Mr. Mahmoud Hawari taking Persekian’s place as the 

museum’s new director, many question the direction exhibitions 
will take, expecting a sort of ‘Remembrance Museum’ solely 
focusing on the Palestinian struggle against Israel. Still, both 
agree that the museum should not be exclusively dedicated to 
Palestine’s history. Qattan hopes to be able to deal with some 
present day issues, such as the recent departures of religious 
and ethnic minorities. “If we, as an independent institution, 
can’t tread into these tricky areas, then who is going to? Nobody 
is,” he told the New York Times. “That’s the power of culture.”

Casting aside the bureaucratic and political differences between 
the management and the ousted director, their approaches to the 
Museum’s vision remain blurry, despite implied gestures in their 
public statements. Although on the surface they appear to possess the 
same priorities, careful reading reveals a chasm that separates Qattan 
from Persekian. The former appears to be political and traditional, 
while the latter tends to the modernist or futuristic, drawing on the 
experience of many modern world remembrance museums. Qattan 
wants to emphasize resistance and martyrdom, while Persekian 
wanted to collect artifacts of social and cultural symbolism.

Playing politics versus arts and culture does not benefit either 
group. Museums must have room for both, since the Palestinian 
people – like every other people – cannot be compartmentalized 
solely into either the political or the cultural. The totality of the 
Palestinian experience consists of a plurality of realms which include 
politics, history, culture, and arts, among many other areas. The 
immediate question then is how to reconcile or balance between the 
disparate elements of the Palestinian experience in the new Museum.

The question then concerns what approach best serves to keep 
alive the memory of the Palestinian people, both the victims and 
those still alive. While museums do not represent the only means 
to accomplish this task, a museum dedicated to this purpose fulfills 
an important function. A multiplicity of factors, such as politics, 
ideology, and diplomacy, should determine the emphasis and 
direction of its exhibits. Stated differently: do any or all of these 
resources aid the Palestinian cause in diplomacy and world public 
opinion? Only a careful analysis of these factors can determine the 
best direction and priorities that should be followed by the Museum 
or museums in and outside the territories of the Palestine authority.

 Political instability, violence and a protracted diplomatic 
process dragging on for many years have all afflicted the 
Palestinian territories and helped to prevent the establishment of 
an independent state. While this is not the space to discuss the 
reasons for the political stalemate, many believe that, regardless 
of the impressive gains made by the Palestinians since the 1967 
War, the Israeli narrative surpasses its Palestinian counterpart in 
the cultural “wars” fought to win world public opinion. In short, 
the new museum deserves the highest attention and should not be 
marginalized or given secondary status in regards to the diplomatic 
process. Instead, we need to recognize it as a valuable resource which 
can effectively present the suffering of the Palestinians to the world.

When Palestinians ignore the non-political, non-diplomatic 
and non-military means to advance their cause, they inadvertently 
subscribe to the realist notion that might makes right, an approach 
the Israelis have perfected since 1948. Even as Israelis surpass 
Arabs and Palestinians in military might and their ability to 

woo and maintain important international allies, they still work 
to distinguish themselves in the cultural and artistic realms, 
considering them additional “war fronts” which can bolster their 
cause internationally. In fairness, we cannot compare Israeli and 
Palestinian resources in the cultural and artistic realms. Still, it would 
be an immense mistake for the Palestinians to overlook the value of 
culture or to resign themselves exclusively to political and historical 
approaches. Israeli investments in this arena remain impressive with 
scores of remembrance museums, films, books, personal affects, 
personal papers, memoirs, and photographs, just to mention a few.

Museum directors should have supported Persekian in his 
desire to develop and curate themes and cultural tools successfully 
adopted by other peoples who fought for their independence 
from colonial powers. Apparently, they did not. Leaving aside 
personal bickering as an underlying rationale for the rejection 
of Persekian and his approach, the possibilities narrow down to 
the type of traditional thinking that downplays the importance 
of culture and the arts in changing attitudes and policies.

A quick glimpse into the histories of nations who, though 
subjected to genocides or great oppression, have still prevailed 
in their struggles to win independence, security, and public 
support, reveals the cultivation of patterns of remembrance.
They honor, and enshrine their suffering in their culture and 
arts, struggle to find meaning in it, and refuse to subordinate 
it to the histories of their political and military struggles.

Consider the literature of the Holocaust, mainly the works of 
the late Italian author Primo Levi, who captured public sentiment 
and imagination by narrating the interpersonal relationships of 
those who awaited their deaths, creating powerful accounts of the 
human condition, rather than simply concentrating on the Nazi 
killing machine. Levi’s book, “Survival in Auschwitz,” offered 
a study of the human mind which contemplated the concept of 
forgiveness, and revealed how violence against others so easily 
became part of the normal routine in the concentration camp.

The film “Schindler’s List,” directed and co-produced by 
Steven Spielberg, offers another example of the importance of 
shining the spotlight on the more human aspects of the holocaust.
Oskar Schindler, a successful German businessman, employed 
Jewish workers and, after discovering the truth about Hitler’s Final 
Solution, decided that he needed to protect those workers. That 
very human, very decent decision helped to save over a thousand 
Polish-Jewish refugees during the Holocaust. Narratives such as 
these stand out and have proven powerful reminders of not only the 
existence of injustice but also of the importance of fighting it.AJ
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Roughly three years after the uprising against the Assad 
regime, Patrick Seale, a renowned journalist and 

interpreter of Syria’s history and politics, died at the age of 83. 
Despite the controversy surrounding much of his work, the late 
British author earned recognition as one of the preeminent 
journalists and authors on the subject of 20th and 21st century 
Syria. His trilogy on Syrian political history, “The Struggle 
for Syria: A Study in Postwar Politics, 1945-1958” (1965), 
“Asad: The Struggle for the Middle East” (1990), “Riad el-
Solh and the Makers of the Modern Middle East” (2010), 
remain invaluable contributions to the study of Syrian politics.

Like many other high-profile journalists covering the Middle 
East, Seale attracted a lion’s share of negative reviews; and 
while he certainly made his mistakes, they should not diminish 
his contributions. Patrick Seale’s major breakthrough came 
with the publication of his first book, “The Struggle for Syria: 
A Study of Postwar Politics, 1945-1958.” Documenting the 
momentous political turbulence plaguing Syria’s first decade 
and a half of independence, Seale provided a comprehensive, 
yet accessible picture of the emerging Syrian state. According to 
Michael Collins Dunn’s obituary of Seale in the Middle Eastern 
Journal, “The Struggle for Syria” remains a classic for anyone 
who wishes to understand the early Syrian state. In “Struggle,” 
Seale describes Syria as both victim and locus of a struggle 
between three countries: Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Iraq. The thesis 
that whoever controls Syria controls the Middle East remains 
a central and essential tenant of this work. The book covers 
Syrian politics from 1945-1958, and many observers consider 
it a more objective work than Seale’s subsequent publications.

The second book of Seale’s trilogy on Syria, “Asad: The Struggle 
for the Middle East” (1990), argues that the then President Hafez 
al-Assad rescued Syria from its status as a pawn in inter-regional 
and international politics. Regardless of his biased portrayal of 
Assad, the biography has undeniably become the standard work 
on the late Syrian president. Though he comes across as an Assad 
apologist, Seale presents a thorough investigation of the contentious 
leader, offering valuable insight into Assad’s Syria as well. 

An understanding of Seale’s general approach to political 
leaders helps to explain his sympathy for Assad. For example, 
Seale has written books about other larger than life personalities, 
and tends to display a certain admiration for political figures who 
act decisively when faced with the need for decision-making. 
In the case of Assad, Seale seems to have been particularly 
fascinated with how the Syrian leader climbed the ladder to the 

top echelon of the state, rising from a very modest background.
Seale formulated his general apologetic approach in his 

studies of Syria’s Assad, an approach that many supporters of the 
leader subsequently adopted. Whenever faced with a crisis or a 
problem, they would explain away regime failures or excesses by 
affirming that “The president is good yet those around him are 
corrupt.” In “Asad: The Struggle for the Middle East,” Seale’s 
approach depended heavily upon this justification. He wrote 
this book, considered a sort of a personal, unofficial memoir (or 
unauthorized biography) of Assad the father, during the months he 
met Assad and lived with him and his family. No other writer or 
researcher had this kind of access. The biography offered a rather 
positive portrayal of a man guilty of killing 50,000 Syrians, while 
also arresting, torturing, and incarcerating hundreds of people 
without cause or trial. Seale went as far as comparing Assad with 
the German chancellor Otto von Bismarck, whose ideas centered 
on the conviction that ‘might is greater than right’ and who 
harbored no reservation about the use of oppression and repression, 

Patrick Seale by Zareh for Al Jadid

Patrick Seale (1930 - 2014): 
Renowned Historian/Journalist, Lover of All Things 

Syrian… Even the Assad Regime
By Tim louThan
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Riad el-Solh and the Makers of the Modern Middle East” (2010), 
reviews the tumultuous first half of the 20th century in Greater 
Syria through an examination of Lebanon’s first post-independence 
prime minister. Like Seale’s “Asad,” this book garnered its share of 
criticism from prominent Lebanese historians. Ahmad Beydoun, a 
highly respected Lebanese scholar, sarcastically labeled those who 
wrote about Riad el-Solh as “the union of Riad el-Solh writers.” 
An-Nahar columnist Jihad al-Zein implied that Seale accepted an 
exorbitant sum for authoring the book. Other criticisms leveled at 
Seale’s book focused on specific inaccuracies. Some stated that 
Seale sided with the British perspective, as opposed to the French, 
in discussing relevant regional politics, especially his claim 
that Assad’s approach represented “the spirit of the Mandate.” 
In other words, the book represents a biography of post-WWI 
Syria and Lebanon, the politics of these two countries under the 
French Mandate system, and the role of the two colonial powers. 

Patrick Seale also published other, lesser known works. His 
book “Abu Nidal: A Gun for Hire” (1991), published in 1992, 
investigates the activities of the infamous Palestinian terrorist and 
his organization during the 1970s and 1980s. In this work, Seale’s 
fondness for conspiracy theory comes to the forefront when he 
places the Mossad behind Abu Nidal’s activities. Michael Young, 
opinion editor of Lebanese Daily Star, characterizes Seale’s 
assertion as conspiracy thinking, stating that the journalist’s 
suggestion that Abu Nidal may have been an Israeli agent didn’t 
make a lot of sense, to say the least, nor did any serious observer 
of the Middle East take it seriously. According to the blog obituary 
of Patrick Seale, “Arun With A View”, “Kramer, (a Middle East 
analyst) asked Seale if he really, honestly believed what he wrote in 
his 1992 book, ‘Abu Nidal: A Gun for Hire,’ about Abu Nidal doing 
Israel’s bidding, to which Seale smiled and shrugged, indicating 
that he either didn’t take his speculation too seriously himself, or 
had no evidence whatever to back it up – apart from what Salah 
Khalaf (Abu Ayad), his principal informant for the book, told him.” 

Seale coauthored “Desert Warrior” (1996) with Khaled Bin 
Sultan Abdulaziz, former commander of the joint Arab forces 
during the 1990 Gulf war, and later an assistant Saudi Defense 
Minister. This book, the Prince’s personal biography, also 
received sharp criticism. Some critics went so far as to label 
Seale a “gun for hire,” implying that the Prince had paid him 

to write the work as a public relations piece. His earlier book, 
“French Revolution 1968” (1968), covered the student riots and 
workers’ strikes in France during the spring of that year while 
“The Hilton Assignment” (1973) addressed the failed American 
and British plan to overthrow Mouammar Kadhafi in 1969. 

One work, “Philby, the Long Road to Moscow” (1973), 
can arguably be described as his most intriguing book. A friend 
of Kim Philby, Seale eventually replaced him as the Observer’s 
correspondent in Beirut. The book traces the career of the 
British spy turned Russian mole from his college days up to 
his sudden defection in 1963. In an attempt to “demythologize 
rather than demonize,” as stated in the book’s foreword, Seale 
shines a nuanced light on the enigmatic Soviet informant. Along 
with these publications, the journalist-historian wrote regular 
columns for international and Arab newspapers, including the 
London based Al Hayat, The Observer, and The Guardian.

Early in his career, Seale worked as a financial journalist for 
Reuters, covering economic trends from India to sub-Saharan 
Africa. He worked as a radio anchor as well. Seale also pursued 
several lucrative endeavors outside his profession. An avid arts 
aficionado, he worked as both an arts dealer and a literary agent.

While Seale’s close ties to members of the Assad regime 
rendered him suspect in the eyes of many, according to Lebanese-
based columnist Michael Young, this undeniably constituted 
his greatest asset. Although anti-Assad scholars and journalists 
widely criticized him, Seale maintained a complex relationship 
with the people and countries in the region. Not only did his 
relationships enhance his success as a commentator on the 
Middle East, but they also presented him with unique political 
opportunities. According to Martin Kramer in Commentary 
Magazine, the Israeli government valued his ties to Assad so much 
that Seale became an unofficial liaison between the two countries. 
The British former ambassador to Lebanon, Tom Fletcher, 
said Seale proved himself a “wise man, inquisitive, though…a 
provocateur,” adding that it is important to remember that although 
Seale demonstrated a good command of the Middle East, his 
wisdom rested in admitting the limitations of his knowledge.

Besides their disapproval of Seale’s treatment of the Assad 
regime, his peers also criticized him for his willingness to accept 
wild speculation as fact. At times, Seale ignored evidence, instead 
opting for colorful conspiracy theories. Adam Schatz described 

according to Ali al-Abdallah’s article in 
the Lebanese electronic newspaper Al 
Modon. Tim Llewellyn of The Guardian 
added, “In ‘Asad,’ Seale demonstrated 
his understanding of the Alawite leader 
and his clan, who brought stability to 
his nation, and eventually a modicum 
of it to Lebanon, as well as regional 
respect because of his ability, from a 
small base, to manipulate and resist the 
fractious members of his neighborhood, 
including Israel. This is what Seale’s 
second book is about; it shows 
very much an apologetic narrative.”

Seale’s third and final book on Syria, 
“The Struggle for Arab Independence: By Youssef Abdelke
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this phenomenon in MERIP, stating, “As Seale’s profile grew, his 
writing suffered.” Unfortunately, Seale’s personal life did not prove 
any more immune to criticism. According to Schatz, his second 
marriage fell apart due to arguments about the Assad regime.

Despite Seale’s continued sympathies toward the Assad clan, 
the New Guard under Bashar did not receive his counsel warmly. 
At the same time, accusations that he took an apologetic stance on 
Assad the father also extended to his treatment of Assad’s son after 
the Syrian uprising in 2011. For example, he wrote in an article, 
“It’s Israel that urged Washington to get rid of Assad,” though the 
reality proved just the opposite; Israel had pressured the West for 
non-intervention, wanting Assad to stay in power, according to 
Al Hayat Newspaper. However, in his later years, Seale became 
increasingly, if mildly, critical of Bashar al-Assad and his 
government’s inability to reform itself in the wake of the Arab 
Spring. “Seale would not have the same access to Bashar Assad that 
he had to his father,” explained journalist Michael Young, an opinion 
confirmed in a eulogizing article by Elias Harfoush, an editor at Al 
Hayat Newspaper, where Seale wrote a regular column. Yet, when 
war broke out, Seale refused to become enamored with Western 
pundits’ and politicians’ efforts to romanticize the opposition.

Patrick Seale did not live long enough to write another book 
about the civil war or Syria under Bashar al-Assad. Still, if he had 
been given the opportunity to live longer, his next book probably 
would not have strayed too far from Assad’s official line. He 
argued that global powers contributed to the conflict in Syria by 
arming the different military and political groups. In a way, Seale 
subscribed to the regime’s narrative that the internal causes of 
the conflict have been exaggerated while the true causes of the 
conflict remain external. He went on to elaborate on this theory, 
affirming that Syria had many external and domestic enemies that 
could be easily provoked into the conflict; he even went further, 
saying “every party bears actual part in the responsibility.” Seale 

wanted to involve Russia and Iran in negotiating a settlement of 
the conflict, although the opposition would not consider Iran a 
neutral partner since they believed its leadership to be working 
with the Assad regime and therefore one of the causes of the 
conflict. Despite this, and all other evidence to the contrary, 
Seale continued to absolve the regime of responsibility. 

Among his many contributions, his exoneration of the Assad 
regime from most responsibility for the violent approach to the 
uprising remains problematic. He divided the blame between the 
regime and forces beyond its control, such as the drought and the 
resultant migration. Seale developed this thesis in a publicized 
article in Al Hayat newspaper, where he emphasized the drought 
between 2006 and 2010 as contributing to the uprising. Seale 

also mentioned demographic 
explosions that resulted in the 
mandatory migration of hundreds 
of farmers from their dried fields 
to the cooler neighborhoods 
that surrounded the major cities. 
According to Seale, climate 
changes, as well as the negligence 
and inefficiency of the government 
in dealing with the relevant 
consequences, contributed greatly 
to the uprising. These in turn 
contributed to the unemployment 
of the youth and mass rural 
migration, with unemployed 
youth and rural migrants 
constituting major components 
of the opposition in Syria.

Besides his thoughts on the 
role of the drought, Seale further 
subscribed to a conspiratorial 
approach to explain current Syrian 
politics, an approach reiterated 
by many fellow Assad pundits 
in Lebanon and Syria. Bruce 
Maddy-Weitzman commented on 
Michael Young’s “Patrick Seale: 
an Appreciation” in the Daily 
Star, stating that Young’s essay 
“pointed to an important point 
– Seale’s increasing penchant, as time went on, to emphasize 
conspiracy theories to explain events.” Seale allegedly applied 
the same approach to the 1967 Arab-Israeli war: “One of the 
worst examples is in the Assad biography, where he explains 
the June 1967 Arab-Israeli war as a case of a brilliant Israeli 
deception by manufacturing a crisis to lure Nasser into Sinai so 
that his army could be smashed and Israel could grab territory.”

Patrick Seale’s personal background offers some insight into 
his versatile and prolific career. Born May 7, 1930 in Belfast to 
Reine Attal and Morris Siegel Seale, Seale’s mother, of Tunisian 
and Italian descent, worked as a midwife. His father, a well 
respected Arabist and biblical scholar, worked in Aleppo, Syria, 
where Seale spent 15 years of his childhood. He studied in Syrian 
schools, learned the language, and knew the country’s people, 
traditions, and culture. Seale continued his education at Balliol 
College, Oxford, where he studied psychology and philosophy. 
After working as a correspondent for Reuters, he began his graduate 
studies at St. Antony’s College, Oxford, where he specialized 
in Middle Eastern history, earning his D.Litt (Doctor of Letters) 
under the tutelage of Albert Hourani. In 1971, Seale married his 
first wife, Lamorna Heath, with whom he had two children. Heath 
died suddenly in 1978, and seven years later, Seale met his second 
wife, Syrian journalist Rana Kabbani, with whom he had two more 
children. Kabbani, a fierce critic of the Assad regime, seemed an 
unlikely partner for Seale. Indeed, disagreements over Syrian 
politics eventually led to an acrimonious separation. On April 

By Youssef Abdelke

By Youssef Abdelke
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11, 2014, 10 months after doctors had discovered brain tumors, 
Patrick Seale succumbed to cancer. He is survived by his second 
wife Rana Kabbani and his four children from both marriages.

How should we remember Patrick Seale? As the staunch 
supporter of a brutal Assad dictatorship that his critics charge, or as 
the most prominent Western chronicler of modern Syria? Even after 
the death of Hafez al-Assad, Seale certainly harbored sympathies 
for the regime. Most notably, in an article entitled “Who Killed 
Rafik Hariri?” published in The Guardian in 2005, he aggressively 
sought to exonerate the Syrian government from any involvement 
after the assassination of the former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik 
Hariri. Some of his closest colleagues, such as Michael Young, 
rightfully berated the now infamous article as a “remarkable 
misstep.” Yet to view Seale simply as a lapdog of the Assad regime 
dramatically distorts a much more complicated portrait of the 
British author. Despite Seale’s biases, his trilogy on Greater Syria 
remains an indispensable contribution to the West’s understanding 
of the region. His deconstruction of the Syrian principles of 
security and order championed under Hafez al-Assad provides 
an enduring explanation for the regime’s ability to retain power. 

While Patrick Seale is now dead, his publications on Syria 
will continue to be read and his ideas debated. Indeed, he has left 
an indelible legacy. He will be remembered as a defender of the 
dictator and his family, a stand from which he directly benefited. 
Yet his pioneering book, “The Struggle for Syria,” will endure. In 
the end, Hazem Saghieh, as cited by Wael al-Saweh in Al Modon 
newspaper, may have described his legacy best: “Patrick Seale left 
us the “Struggle for Syria” and taught us a great deal... But he 
could have avoided writing his book ‘Asad.’ Without this book, our 
sorrow for him would have been greater.” Bashir al-Bakr scribed 
Seale’s popularity to his anti-colonialist stance, yet conceded 
that “his anti-colonialism and identification with Arab causes, 
particularly the Palestinian cause, turned out to be an apologia 
for despotism in the Middle East.” And as Jihad al-Zein aptly 
commented in the journalist’s obituary, “I believe that the Syria 
which we know died before Patrick Seale, and that Seale’s death 
coincides with the demise of a whole era of Syrian history.”AJ

The Rose and My Friend, Somehow
By farag BayraKdar

Exactly a short while ago
nine elegant bullets ago
In some revolver
or in the head.
Since a city embroidered with slogans
by day,
and sentenced to death 
by night.
Since open borders
Known only to smugglers and shepherds, 
until heavily guarded squares.
Since I don’t know 
how many prisons and cells,
not in Santiago
nor in Baghdad.
Since the first citizen 
crushed by the boots of an entire brigade.
Since God,
so beloved by the poor,
whose neutrality they hate in times of need.
Since what else?
Since you alone, 
alone.
The rose you’ve been seeking has fallen.
It has fallen my friend.
And this rose I’ll place on your grave one day
is not
the Rose of Freedom

Damascus, 1981

Translated from the Arabic by Fawaz Azem
The original Arabic version of the poem can be found at 
http://geroun.net/archives/60659.
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The Algerian Civil War began in 1991 and ended in 2002. 
Known as the Dark Decade, the period began with a coup to nullify 
the imminent takeover of government by Islamists and was followed 
by 10 years of brutality, violence, and fear. With the emergence 
of Da’esh (or the Islamic State), we now witness contemporary 
scenes that feel all too familiar for those who remember the earlier 
terrors. As too often happens, the geopolitical lens obscures the 
human element, abstracting suffering into discussions about 
strategy and policy. Salem Brahimi’s film, “Let Them Come,”1 
takes us back to the Dark Decade, with a vocabulary and tone so 
reminiscent of our present moment, providing us with a poignant 
and at times chilling window into the lives of ordinary Algerians.

I asked director Salem Brahimi what brought him to make a 
film about the Dark Decade. He explained: 

The dark decade was definitely something I wanted to 
explore. In fact, more than wanted: I needed to explore the 
subject. And this for many reasons. First, I remember that 
period from when I was a student in France: I was very 
lucky indeed that I had left Algeria a few years before this 
dark decade. But I had family there. I remember looking in 
total disbelief at the unfolding events. As terrorism settled 
in we discovered all its barbarity: death, but also fear.

It indicates a certain naiveté, of course, to talk about the 
tumult in the region – both now and in the recent past – without 
recourse to politics and imperial interventions. However, such 
discussions often lose track of the vast middle ground between 
dictatorships and Islamists, between the West and Islam. From 
this space emerges work that deals in the human nuance and 
reality of the region. Among these works, Arezki Mellal’s novel 
of the same name inspired Brahimi’s film. “I was putting the 
finishing touches to a documentary feature film I had produced 
and co-directed when I mentioned all this to the producer, 
Michèle Ray Gavras. I told her I knew I wanted to make a film 
like this but didn’t have the story yet. And so she remembered 
about this book lying on her desk and we both read it… I was 
immediately swept off my feet by this haunting, harsh, yet poetic 
tale. Intimidated too because I knew we’d have to adapt the novel 
heavily. But absolutely certain this was the film I had to make.”

“Let Them Come” follows the life of writer and civil servant, 
Noureddine (played by Gnawa musician Amazigh Kateb). An 
ordinary man trying to do his best, Noureddine deals with his ill 
mother, an unhappy marriage and a challenging, yet seemingly 
fruitful reconciliation. The backdrop of the civil war, its ubiquitous 
tensions and fears, render the potentially banal trajectory of the 
story stark. Brahimi makes it seem like the other shoe might drop 
at any moment.

Within this space, the characters discuss the circumstances in 
which they find themselves, how Algeria arrived at this point, and 

where it might go. In one moment, talking about the Islamists, 
one character says, “These are our young men.” This perspective, 
although Algerian, comes to be shared by many other Arabs 
throughout the region when confronted by failures within their own 
societies. I asked Brahimi if he shares this vision, this necessity of 
confronting failure within Arab societies and taking responsibility 
for things that aren’t simply the fault of Western interference. He 
replied:

Yes and no. Because taking a hard look at our own responsibilities 
does not exclude a whole range of responsibilities that lie in 
the West. The world is complex enough for any given problem 
to have a whole range of causes that are intertwined. This 
being said, I feel very strongly about the part where we take 
responsibility for what happens in our own Arab societies, 
because it is both a matter of pragmatism and dignity. 

The characters in Brahimi’s film convey that sense of 
pragmatism and dignity. Although not particularly heroic, 
Noureddine does his best for his family, even confronting a group 
of Islamists face to face in a particularly tense scene, as well as 
making a crucial decision at the film’s conclusion that speaks to a 
desire for agency and dignity. The character of Salah, an outspoken 
and brash revolutionary played by Mohamed Ali Allalou, perhaps 
best exemplifies this dignity. His irreverence, unflinching 
sense of humor, and irony in service of his revolutionary views 
constitutes an act of resistance. And that resistance comes with 
self-reflection, embodying Brahimi’s own view on the subject: 

When a kid was born and raised in Algeria, and this kid turns 
into a monster, is it really absurd to be asking questions 
about the history, the society, the politics, the education 
system, and the belief system that structured this kid? Of 
course, Western interference is part of that history, part of 
the inheritance of the past we have to deal with… But still, 
we have to take a hard look at ourselves and ask: Where did 
we go wrong? What did we miss? Whatever you believe the 
answers to these questions are, I think it’s right to ask them.”

Algeria emerged from the Dark Decade more or less intact, 
and many Algerians seek ways to deal with the trauma and 
memory of the civil war. As with many other such conflicts, 
time brings a desire for something approaching “truth and 
reconciliation,” a move towards a national healing. The conflict 
claimed some 200,000 victims. A process of reconciliation 
has begun, but it perhaps has not gone far enough. As Brahimi 
explained, at the heart of any such process lies a stark choice:

Many countries were faced with such a choice: Chile, 
South Africa. The terrible choice between Justice and 
Peace. Unfortunately, there are times in history, when 

Reckoning with Darkness: 
Looking Back on Algeria’s Dark Decade

By BoBBy gulShan
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Still from the film “Let Them Come” (2015).

you can seek justice, but it will lead to endless unrest 
and conflict. You can choose peace, but you will have to 
close your eyes to terrible things, at the cost of justice.

“Let Them Come” represents Brahimi’s contribution to 
healing, a vital input that looks the conflict squarely in the face, 
even if it hurts. “Many people say this is opening an old wound. 
I believe the opposite: the wound has not healed. It might infect 
in many ways, with resentment, with pain that will remain and 
won’t allow us to move on. Or at the opposite end, because 
we don’t acknowledge and document the past, we make the 
same mistakes over and over again.” This perhaps represents 
the archetypal role that art can play in dealing with the darkest 
moments of human reality. At some point, we have to delve 
below the proclamations of politicians and pundits, beneath 
the maps and strategies, and look human suffering in the eye. 

They were the perfect partners and did not even realize it. 
When the late Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish published his 
work at a young age, it had not occurred to him that much of it 
would finds its way into popular songs composed by Lebanese 
singer Marcel Khalife. Khalife, on the other hand, had not heard 
of Darwish when he found a book of poetry and started composing 
from poems that grabbed his attention while confined indoors 
with his oud during the civil war. The two men later struck a 
strong friendship and made joint appearances at many events, 
going down in history as one of the most successful duos. Marcel 
continued to compose and sing Darwish poems even after the 
latter’s passing in 2008, and recently published the CD titled 
Andalusia of Love to honor him. Marcel’s handwritten note to 
Mahmoud, “There are two souls inside me,” appears on the jacket.

This spiritual odyssey brings Marcel, now 66 years of age, to 
meditate on his accomplished artistic journey, not without its share 
of crises and troubles. He chooses love as the theme of this very 
personal review of his life – a love made even more beautiful with the 
support of his two adult sons, both expressive musicians, Rami on 
the piano, and Bachar on percussion. Qanun player Jilbert Yamine 
also majestically accompanies the trio in their Al Mayadine Quartet. 

Marcel’s work often features Anadalusia as a theme, from 
Concerto al-Andalus to the Darwish’s Damascus song titled 
“Amurru Bi-Ismiki,” which leads with the romantic line “I pass by 
your name when I am alone with my breath, the way a Damascene 

Khalife: Composing a Love that 
Transcends Death
Andalusia of Love
By Marcel Khalife
Nagam Records, 2016

By Sami aSmar

When I asked Salem about challenges he faced making the 
film, he gave a response that speaks to both dignity and freedom 
from the fear of old pain. 

It is a tremendous moral weight on your shoulders. You are 
recreating something that is so traumatic that people don’t 
want to see it again. Or they feel it is too soon to talk about it.

This pressure was challenging but it turned out to be the 
greatest strength of the film. To the magnificent Algerian 
crew, this was more than just another film. This was their 
story. And they wanted to get it right. Same for the extras: 
you’d be shooting a scene with a terrorist road-block and 
an extra would come up to you and tell you ‘don’t mess 
this up. My brother was killed in a road block like this.’ It 
was both disturbing and moving… and eventually, great 
personal motivation to get it right for these people.AJ

1”Let Them Come,” Directed by Salem Brahimi, Produced by Michele 
Ray-Gavras; K.G. Productions, Battam Films, Agence Algérienne pour 
le Rayonnement Culturel (AARC)

Continued on page 23
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A Syrian Doctor Returns, Just 
‘50 Feet’ From Home!
50 Feet From Syria
Directed by Skye Fitzgerald
Cinema Guild, 2015

By lynne rogerS

The camera and the people in the documentary, “50 Feet 
From Syria,” juxtapose the horrendous cruelty of the war in Syria 
with the uplifting efforts of extraordinary individuals moved to 
action by the tragedy. The film’s narrative centers on the humble 
and unassuming Hisham Bismar, an American-Syrian orthopedic 
surgeon, who, after a 30-year absence, feels inspired by footage 
of civilian casualties to return to Syria with a suitcase full of 
metal joint replacements. The film does carry a warning about the 

A still from the film “50 Feet From Syria,” courtesy of Cinema Guild.

Rapping for Hope: Hip Hop and 
Arranged Marriages
Sonita
Directed by Rokhsareh Ghaem Maghami
Women Make Movies, 2015

By BoBBy gulShan

“Sonita” tells the story of a young Afghani girl living 
in Tehran. From the outset of the film, Sonita is beset with 
the problems of an immigrant, having no status, insufficient 
identification and too little money. In the case of this young 
aspiring rapper, this may also include a dream too big for her world. 

In a scene early in the film, the teacher asks Sonita and the 
other immigrant 
Afghan girls who 
attend her class to make 
imaginary passports, 
which involves 
choosing their parents 
and place of origin. 
Sonita’s “passport” 
says her name is 
“Sonita Jackson,” 
and when asked by 

the teacher why she chose that, Sonita replies that she wants 
her imaginary parents to be Michael Jackson and Rihanna. 

Sonita’s schoolmates tell stories of struggling with forces 
that seem greater than any of them. One girl, Arafeh, has a 
black eye given to her by her older brother. Another teenage 
student tells Sonita that she has been offered up by her father 
to marry an older man, but the father has not yet settled on 
the bride price. Sonita responds by turning the young girl’s 
story into a rap about wanting to pursue a different path, 
a path defined by independence, education and hip-hop. 

The film features a running dialogue between the teen girls 
about marriage, and being coerced by their poor families to accept 
potential grooms and the money they offer. The girls speak almost 
casually about being beaten by family members. Sonita herself 
interrogates the girls going through the process of arranged 
marriages, as if to glean glimpses of what might happen in her future. 

At the same time, the girl navigates Tehran with the help 
of a young construction worker called Ahmed. She helps him 
hone his rap skills, and together they venture out in search of 
someone willing to record a track for them. It’s an uphill battle. 
Some producers won’t risk recording someone who doesn’t 
have the proper credentials, others ask for more money than 
Sonita can afford, and others still reject her on artistic merit.

Director Rokhsareh Ghaem Maghami does an extraordinary 
job. While she remains out of the story most of the time, she can be 
heard at times talking to Sonita when the two are alone. At one point, 
Sonita even grabs the camera and turns the lens on Maghami. The 
presence of the director adds to the feeling of intimacy, reinforcing 
the perception of Sonita as more than just a subject in front of the 

camera, locked in its anonymous gaze for the entire film. Instead, 
she remains in dialogue with it. This seems to allow Sonita to 
close the distance between herself, her inner life and the viewer. 

A particularly tense moment in the film reveals the crux of 
the crisis that Sonita faces. Her mother has come to take her back 
to Afghanistan and sell her off so that her older brother can pay 
a dowry and get married himself. Sonita’s teacher – who seems 
more like what we in the West would know as a social worker – 
confronts the mother, not mincing words while trying to convince 
her not to sell her daughter’s future to some man. Sonita’s mother, 
on the other hand, digs in, insisting that it’s simply the Afghan way. 

The film takes an interesting turn from that moment on, 
and the barrier between the subject and the filmmakers becomes 
increasingly thinner. Scenes of Sonita singing and rapping reveal 
a young woman who, despite her age, has dealt with enough life 
to fill her voice with authentic emotion and sincere pain. Her art 
becomes an act of resistance against a tradition that doesn’t value 
her potential as a human being. For Sonita – just as for young 
African Americans in late 70’s New York – hip-hop transmutes 
into an act of defiance against hopelessness itself. Near the end, 
the film features some of Sonita’s young siblings repeating a 
few of her rhymes. Hearing them, you cannot help but feel that 
her passion and talent has truly begun to make changes.AJ

Still from “Sonita,” courtesy of Women Make 
Movies.
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disturbing images as it gives a brief historical context and shows 
the young victims of a Sarin attack conducted by the Assad regime. 
As Bismar leaves his family and travels to the Turkish border, the 
camera contrasts his working conditions in the States with the 
overwhelming number of patients in the small El Amal Hospital, 
the only hospital government approved to treat Syrians. The Syrian 
American Medical Society provides volunteer surgeons for El Amal. 

Once at the hospital, the camera recounts the stories of several 
victims and helpers. One fighter tries to process how peaceful 
protests escalated into this war of victimization which has been 
repeatedly compared to the Holocaust. Another Syrian surgeon 
shows his photos of the hospital that the Assad regime bombed in 
their policy of attacking medical personnel. Treating a child wounded 
by a sniper, he asks “What political affiliation can a child have?” 

The sweeping shots of the refugee camps reaffirm the 
surgeon’s observation that this generation of children, the 
victims of massive trauma, have become “malnourished, 
stressed and distrustful.” The film does end on a positive note as 
it follows a Turkish business man who volunteers to shuttle the 
wounded from Syria across the border to the hospital. A single 
individual, making a humane gesture that gives his life meaning 
and joy, dramatically changes the lives of his passengers.

“50 Feet From Syria” approaches its subject matter with 
a stark and unadorned humanitarianism. The brief length 
of 39 minutes makes the film ideal either for fundraisers or 
the classroom. It will certainly motivate others to help.AJ

The David and Goliath Struggle 
for Mes Aynak
Saving Mes Aynak
Directed by Brent E. Huffman
Icarus Films, 2015

By lynne rogerS

Dedicated Afghan archaeologist Qadir Temori made a 
monumental discovery when he found Mes Aynak, an ancient 
site the size of Pompeii, located on the border with Pakistan. The 
documentary “Saving Mes Aynak” opens with shots of Afghanis 
delicately cleaning off 5,000 year old statues found in this ancient 
city, which apparently acted as an international trade center for 
450 years with Asians working in copper. Qadir, a practicing 
Muslim, wants to preserve his country’s heritage so dramatically 
captured in this city, currently in peril of being lost again not 
only due to the dangerous war in Afghanistan, but also due to a 
state-owned Chinese Copper Firm, whose plans to dig a copper 
mine there will, ironically, eventually destroy the entire site. 

Being Afghanistan, the rumors of bribes run up to 30 million 
dollars, which does not seem like much in the face of the mine’s 
estimated yield of 100 billion dollars’ worth of copper. The 
Chinese, known for their ecology and civic concern, promise that 
the mine will provide employment opportunities for the locals, 
and, in all fairness, they did hire a handful of Afghanis. As for 
the 172 villages whose water supply will be polluted, they can 

always move. (Isn’t that what worked with the dam in China?) 
To place “Mes Aynak” in context, Brent Huffman’s camera 

dexterously floats between the panorama of the vast natural 
landscape, the incongruity of the jarring trailers of the Chinese 
miners in this landscape, the site itself, and Temori at home. The film 
visually contrasts the historical magnitude of the ancient city with 
the humble Temori himself, a David pitted against many Goliaths. 

With volunteer workers, some not trained archeologists, 
the government cooperating with the Chinese, and the Chinese 
themselves already next door, giving him one short year to clear 
the site, Qadir realizes he needs international help. The French 
show up first, drooling over the site, but still the Afghan workers 
must carry on, not having been paid for three long months. Dr. 
Mark Kenoyer, from University of Wisconsin-Madison, arrives 
next, and observes that this site, along the Silk Road, has 
“preservation like no other site” with “exquisite” materials. The 
foreigners do bring help and training, along with budget problems 
and bureaucracy. The landmines do not help, and when the war 
begins to escalate, their governments call them home, leaving the 
Afghanis alone in their battle to protect the site from the winter 
weather. The film ends without revealing the results of international 
appeals to UNESCO. If inspired, viewers can refer to the website 
provided. Brent Huffman’s film valiantly documents the struggle 
to preserve this rich cultural site, and the heroic efforts of local 
archeologists. “Saving Mes Aynak” raises the many complicated 

A Buddha statue found at Mes Aynak in 2015, courtesy of Icarus Films.
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The Free Lance 
Generation: Risks 
and Rewards
A Baptism of Fire
Directed by Jerome Clement-Wilz
Icarus Films, 2015 

By lynne rogerS

The multiple award winning 
documentary, “A Baptism of Fire,” by 
Jerome Clement-Wilz, follows the young 
freelance photographer, Corentin Fohlen, 
in Cairo, Libya, Southern Sudan, Haiti 
and his home in France. With cameras on 
cameras, this thoughtful film undercuts 
the romance of war photographers’ lives 
and explores the moral, individual, and 
artistic considerations that arise for these 
correspondents in high risk situations.  

The film begins with Fohlen and fellow 
journalists covering the Arab Uprising in 
Cairo in 2011. Clement-Wilz juxtaposes 
the chaos in the streets, the people fleeing 
from the army and vomiting from the 
gas, with scenes of the young journalists 
joking together at night and enjoying a few 
beers in their cramped quarters. Although 
Fohlen confesses to not having an agenda 
besides his love for the camera, these 
young photographers do wonder about 
the ethics of only shooting Tahrir Square 
for the world to see when other Egyptians 
calmly grocery shop several streets away 
from the demonstrations. Before moving 
on towards Libya, Fohlen heads back to 
France where once again the foreign scenes 
of desperation contrast with the touching 
scenes of Fohlen, this time with his family.  

In Libya, the viewer again witnesses 
the camaraderie between these young free 
lancers who travel into the unknown in 
different danger areas, armed only with 
innocence and determination. However, 
they cannot read the landscape with any 
more clarity than any other strangers, and 
so must depend upon their drivers who 
often act as saviors for foreigners. This 
time, however, their driver inspires no 
confidence. Between the rising sense of 

agitation, the proximity of gun and mortar 
fire, and sight of rebels shaking pieces of 
human remains at him, Fohlen concludes 
that no picture is worth his life and leaves. 
His friends decide to stay. Remi Ochlik’s 
war photos jettison his career, which 
tragically ends with his death in Homs, 
Syria, alongside the celebrated and seasoned 
American journalist, Marie Colvin.  

Back home, in an earnest conversation 
with Alain Frilet, another seasoned and 
celebrated journalist, Fohlen confesses 
doubts about his work. He admits that if 
he does not, “29 other journalists” will 
take that photo, noting the shallowness 
of chasing “breaking news,” and the rut 
of “I arrive, I cover and I leave.” Frilet 
bluntly admonishes the young man that 
if he “doesn’t have anything to say, then 
[he should] put down [his] camera.” Yet, 
as the wise mentor, he also points out 

questions surrounding archeology and 
would make an inspiring film with which 
to open classroom discussions.AJ

that the story doesn’t end when the herd 
of war photographers leave. With simple 
profundity, Filet advises Fohlen to read 
Haitian poetry before he returns to Haiti. 

The film concludes with Fohlen’s return 
to Haiti as a more mature and thoughtful 
photographer. Now, he actually interacts 
with his subjects and the landscape. “A 

Still from “A Baptism of Fire,” courtesy of Icarus 
Films.

Continued on page 31
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‘Sun Imaging’: How Arab 
Photography Impacted the 
Modern World
The Arab Imago: A Social History of Portrait Photography, 
1860 - 1910
By Stephen Sheehi
Princeton University Press, 2016

By angele elliS

In “The Arab Imago,” Stephen Sheehi, Sultan Qaboos bin Said 
Chair of Middle East Studies at the College of William and 

Mary, thoroughly explores and documents the “larger ideologies 
and sociabilities” that portrait photography, which originated 
in Europe, made possible in the Arab world from the mid-19th 
century to the early 20th century. Sheehi connects and interweaves 
these ideologies with the “localized vernacular articulations” that 
proliferated in the Middle East – and other places – where skillful 
and innovative indigenista or indigenous photographers (a term 
that Sheehi borrows from Deborah Poole) put their own stamp 
on this great artistic/documentary technique and social force.

Sheehi’s scholarly study of al-tawsir al-shamsi (sun-
imaging), which also draws on the work of well-known cultural 
theorists such as Walter Benjamin, Gayatri Spivak, and Edward 
Said, begins in 1861 with Muhammad Sadiq Bey. An Egyptian 
engineer, cartographer, and amateur photographer, Sadiq Bey 
became the first person – Arab or foreign – to photograph Mecca 
and Medina. Sheehi maintains that Sadiq Bey’s perspective 
(manzhar) is a modern one, rather than a more classical approach, 
in either the Arab or the European sense. Funded by the Khedive 
of Egypt, Wali Muhammad Sa’id, the project played a role 
in “Wali Sa’id’s own modernizing agenda, [and] also [in] the 
19th-century Arab ‘Renaissance,’ or al-nahdah-al-arabiyah.” 

Nahdah ideas and customs permeated Arab societies of 

the late Ottoman era, and the wide dissemination of portrait 
photography affected all social classes, from noble men and 
women to effendiyah (the emergent middle classes of professionals 
and trades people) to peasants and even slaves. Individuals of 
all classes became both subjects and recipients of photographs. 
Sheehi relates how Egyptian Princess Zeyneb, daughter of Khedive 
Isma’il, in the 1870s gave a “botched” photograph of her English 
governess, Ellen Chennells, to a palace slave who was “quite 
fond” of the governess. Although Isma’il refused the Egyptian 
photographer of that session direct access to the harem, Princess 
Zeyneb and other Muslim women posed for photographs unveiled 
and wearing Western dress – decades before the Egyptian feminist 
Huda Sha’arawi famously removed her veil in public (an event 
commemorated by a 1923 newspaper photo). Sheehi also cites 
conflicting passages in the Qu’ran – one that seems to prohibit 
photography along with other reproductions of human images, 
as well as another that appears to encourage its development.

Arab portrait photography in the late Ottoman era crossed 
powerful barriers of class and gender, as well as those of religion and 
nationality. Photographers, as Sheehi notes, came in all varieties, 
from Muslim to Christian, Arab to non-Arab, and men to women. 
Some of these photographers have – like some old photographs 
– faded into anonymity. Sheehi does include the careers of 
well-known artisans such as Sadiq Bey, Garabed Krikorian of 
Jerusalem, a preeminent Armenian photographer whose daughter-
in-law, Najlah, became one of the world’s first native women 
studio photographers, and the Saboungi brothers, Jurji (Georges) 
and Louis – Jurji a highly successful Beirut studio photographer, 
and Father Louis a world-traveling adventurer, anti-imperialist 
dissident, and inventor of photographic apparatuses. Another, 
Pascal Sébah, a “Syrian Catholic” whose studio, El-Chark (The 
East) had branches in Istanbul and Cairo, won medals for his work at 
international expositions in Paris, Vienna, Philadelphia, and Naples.

Although Arab photographic studios clustered in cities – 
including Cairo, Beirut, Jerusalem, and Alexandria – photographers 
also brought portable studios via wagon to towns like Zgharta in 

Continued on page 32

From left to right: 1) G. Krikorian, Jawad al-Husseini, carte de visite, Jerusalem, 2) Shoucair, Ra’uf ‘Abd al-Hadi, a postcard, October 20, 1917, 3) G.M. 
Georgoulas Pyramids, anonymous portrait, Cairo. January 14, 1921.
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Text Questions and Subverts 
Literary Norms
The Perception of Meaning
By Hisham Bustani, translated from Arabic by Thoraya El-
Rayyes
Syracuse University Press, 2015

By ghada mourad

One uncontested quality of good literature lies in its ability 
to inspire us to question predominant norms. It moves us through 
unsettling, unfamiliar depictions and narrations, and it spares 
no one in its critique. Hisham Bustani’s “The Perception of 
Meaning” fulfills this criterion, questioning the status quo in its 
many refracted aspects, inciting us to reconsider our perception 
of meaning. The bilingual edition of this book, translated into a 
meticulously precise and seamlessly fluid diction, offers a gem to 
read, enjoy, and teach to Anglophone students, especially since 
the U.S. government has denied the author entry into the country. 

“The Perception of Meaning” contests normative and stylistic 
values through various means. This book rebels against stylistic 
and thematic divides, blurring boundaries between poetry and 
prose, the meditative and the fast-paced, the political and the 
intimately personal, the surreal and the historical. Bustani’s 
collection of 78 untitled texts erases the demarcations that usually 
help readers situate themselves within a work. It juxtaposes 
the Arabic and the English on opposing pages, which tend to 
merge as the bilingual reader’s eyes swing between the two. 

The opening text signals that writing represents an act of 
courage: the narrator addresses someone intending to commit 
suicide by jumping from a 70-story building. This jump evokes the 
process of embarking on life itself. Death looms from the moment 
we take our first breath, with life a risky venture that takes us ever 
closer to death. Yet, we still embrace the air, the source of life. 
The writing process offers an apt metaphor – writers dread the 
moment they send their texts out into the readers’ hands, where 
everyone can see their “memories scattered on the pavement 
in a pool of red.” Yet, they still take leaps of faith, live, and 
write… a reality seen in Hisham Bustani’s fearless collection. 

“The Perception of Meaning” introduces a long list of 
villains, as well as heroes, in order to expose injustices. Warren 
Anderson, the man who, despite his responsibility for the Bhopal 

Iran-Iraq War: Ordinary Lives 
Caught in Extraordinary Times
A Portal in Space
By Mahmoud Saeed, translated by William M. Hutchins
University of Texas, Austin, 2015

By BoBBy gulShan

Famed Iraqi novelist Mahmoud Saeed’s novel “A Portal in 
Space,” tells the story of a brief and intense love affair set during 
the Iran-Iraq War. Amidst the bombing and shelling of Basra, 
Mundhir – a retired judge – falls in love with a woman while 
trying to cope with the disappearance of his son on the battlefront. 
Saeed’s prose eloquently and more often than not, effortlessly 
shifts tone and color to suit the mood of the scene. The novel proves 
at turns melancholic, deeply sensual, and even philosophical. 

At the beginning of the book, Saeed introduces us to the 
family of Mundhir Bakir. The retired judge lives in Basra – 
a town pelted by Iranian bombs – with his wife, their son, 
Anwar, and daughter, Nur. The early section of the novel 
tells of Anwar’s graduation from college, and conscription 
into the military, where, in short order, he is sent to the front. 

The return of Anwar’s friend to Basra after being injured at the 
front prompts Mundhir to inquire after his son. He discovers Anwar’s 
status as ‘maqfud,’ missing, and can find no further information. 
Mundhir returns home to inform his family, setting off the chain 
of precipitous events that provide the arc and spin of the novel. 

Saeed invites the reader to ponder the suspension of the 
normal, and the intervention of the extraordinary in human life 
during wartime. The war itself serves as an interruption, and 
intervention, forcing politics and violence into ordinary lives. 
Anwar’s disappearance also proves an interruption of sorts, 
providing an absence that persists and drives his mother into 
a state of grave illness, and his father into the arms of another 
woman. That love affair, between Mundhir and a passionate 
woman called Zahra, seems itself to serve as a suspension. Their 
courtship proves brief but intense, as they both travel to Baghdad 

Books
weekly to check on the status of loved ones lost in the war. 
Saeed’s keen dialogue and sensuous, tactile prose render their 
initial flirtation and eventual embrace of emotions beautifully.

Humans often regard the events in their lives as punctuations 
in an otherwise smooth, baseline equilibrium. In fact, those 
punctuations, not the equilibrium, provide the substance of life. 
Saeed explores the relationships between circumstance, choice and 
desire, and how we survive in a world that rarely accommodates 
our hopes for uneventful, calm existences. “A Portal in Space” 
explores the arc in ordinary lives caught in extraordinary times, 
offering strong characters, wit, and poignant intimacy.AJ 

Author Mahmoud Saeed.
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disaster, managed to escape punishment and die peacefully at 
home, functions as one of the villains, as do corrupt Arab rulers, 
and others such as the BP executives who threw a match on the 
oil spill and called it “an open-air barbeque.” The heroes, on the 
other hand, remain forgotten and overlooked. Their ranks include 
the exploited natives, and the peasants, as well as Nature’s flora 
and fauna. Hence, winter acts as “nature’s flagellant/She wears 
grey and cries over her choices, over us.” Still, sometimes 
nature avenges the oppressed: The Icelandic volcano that 
erupted in 2010, halting air travel in Europe, reminds us of the 
peasant’s heart that keeps beating within the earth after his death.

The text ponders the question of technology, which has 
paralyzed our imagination and ability to be discerning: “The five 
senses held a meeting and decided to commit mass suicide. /With all 
this technology, absence has become a lie, imagination a lie.” The 
possessive male narrator feels disoriented by the woman’s active 
presence in social media which he likens to “a giant bedroom full of 
wires” where “the entire world is having sex.” Unable to distinguish 
between virtual and actual kisses, he continues his rant in a text 
where no ironic distance between author and narrator transpires. 
This leads us to believe that the anxiety belongs to the author.

The translation works more effectively in some texts than 
others: One piece illustrates the cruelty of bird hunters in its use 
of the verb taqa‘u (at-tuyuru ‘ala ashkalihataqa‘u) meaning “to 
fall” rather than the usual “to flock.” This unravels gradually as 
one envisions the birds falling along with the sentence, from line 
to line, under the reader’s eyes. The image proves even more 
unsettling in English, as the reader does not expect to read ‘fall’ 
instead of ‘flock.’ By forcing the reader to pause, the English 
text generates the violent imagery of the avian fall. An inevitable 
loss in translation occurs when the piece describes a woman 
staying in a house with her first lover, and first husband, as well 
as the second husband, after a bombardment. She confesses, 
“As I trembled and trembled, I thought about screaming.” 
Although the verb “trembled” captures the overt meaning of 
the original sentence, it misses the implied meaning of ra’sha–
orgasm. Yet such a scene with three sexual partners certainly 
inspires a sexual interpretation along with the horrific one.

The collection closes on a striking note: the narrator predicts 
that he will remain misunderstood, but will continue attempting 
the impossible. He admits, “This whiteness is endless.” The word 
“endless” repeats in new lines, while fading gradually, and giving 
way to whiteness. This erosion proves inherently paradoxical as 
“endless” itself succumbs to being erased, revealing a level of 
vulnerability even in what appears to be an immutable concept. The 

text echoes the first, anticipating the “jump,” thus taking the reader to 
the start. Thus, at the close of “The Perception of Meaning,” the act 
of continually attempting the impossible underlines the necessity to 
constantly repeat acts of resistance because of their vulnerability.AJ

Hisham Bustani and Thoraya El-Rayyes.

passes by Andalucia.” In this album, however, Marcel emphasizes 
the repeated refrain, “the pigeons fly off, the pigeons alight”. The 
title comes from the verse, “On the bridge I saw the Andalusia of 
love and intuition – over a wilted rose he gave her heart back and said 
love charges me with what I do not like, it charges me with love.”

A flowing hour of musical creativity captivates and 
transforms in typical Khalife fashion. Hugging his oud and 
closing his eyes, you can visualize Marcel between loving sons 
reflecting on his past and dreaming his future with the pick 
strumming the strings. Marcel Khalife’s oud released Mahmoud 
Darwish’s poetry from the pages of books to fly like pigeons 
without passports, and bless all those alone with their breath.AJ

Continued from page 17
Khalife

On Mother’s Day
By farag BayraKdar

On Mother’s Day,
Your mothers were taken hostage instead of you.
On Unemployment Day,
God set up a huge tent for the wake, 
and the masses cheered the beloved tyrant.
On Independence Day,
our fathers shed tears of sorrow for France.
And on each Day,
on Oppression Day, on Despair Day, on Hunger Day, 
the rose you’ve been seeking, my friend, falls,
and this rose, which we’ll throw into the river,
when we fail to find your grave,
is not the Rose of Freedom.

Damascus, 1981

Translated from the Arabic by Fawaz Azem

The original Arabic version of the poem can be found at 
http://geroun.net/archives/60659.

Friend us on Facebook 
where you can follow the latest about Al Jadid 

forthcoming 
content, timely commentaries, and discussions on 

contemporary Arab culture and arts
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Al-Jadid-

Magazine/129516457130685



24   www.ALJADID.com                                                               AL JADID  Vol. 20, no. 71

Books

Death of a Dictator: Exposing 
Saddam’s Culture of Betrayal
The Rope
By Kanan Makiya
Pantheon, 2016

By lynne rogerS

The recent deaths, defeats and overthrows of modern Arab 
dictators have initiated an array of artistic responses. The last 
moments of a dictator’s life have provided especially fertile ground 
for contemporary Arab authors. The novel “The Rope” adopts a 
particularly original perspective on this subject, as the author, Iraqi 
writer and Shiite insider Kanan Makiya, patiently lays out Iraq’s 
violent disintegration, illustrating it through the blurry lens of his 
young protagonist’s family history. The young, nameless hero, 
chosen to be one of the Tyrant’s guards before his hanging, promises 
to make off with a section of the fatal rope as booty for himself 
and his best friend. Two pivotal events structure the novel and 
mark the fracturing of a community “up for grabs.” Both Makiya’s 
rendering of the undignified hanging of Saddam Hussein and the 
murder of cleric Sayyid Abdul Majid al-Khoei, ordered by fellow 
Shiite cleric, Sayyid Moqtada al-Sadr, unabashedly shame the Iraqi 
elites who failed to take a moral leadership role and provide the 
reader with an introduction to the complicated Iraqi politics that 
extends deeper than a simplified Sunni/Shiite, Iraq/Iran dichotomy.  

Makiya’s novel begins with the protagonist’s memory of 
the Tyrant’s hanging scheduled on a day chosen to humiliate 
the Sunni community. The Tyrant, who remembers a previous 
victim, the father of the nameless hero, provides the young 
man with the missing piece of his puzzling childhood loss, 
answering a question his mother, grandfather or uncle 
would never address. This causes the protagonist’s naivety 
to give way to a painful new understanding of the past. 

The Tyrant remains proud despite his impending death, with 
his final words designed to be interpreted as a rally of support 
for Palestine and a profession of faith. Since 1948, Palestine 

has served dictators throughout the Arab world by providing 
rousing rhetoric, and a way to rally solidarity. In the context of 
Makiya’s oeuvre, Palestinian artists and activists, although victims 
of occupation, also represent a sector of the population, guilty 
of one of the larger sins in the Arab world, exchanging their 
silence in the face of Hussein despotism and cruelty to his own 
countrymen in return for the Dictator’s vocal and public support. 

In his non-fiction “Cruelty and Silence, War, Tyranny, 
Uprising and the Arab World,” Makiya condemns Palestinian 
support for Hussein’s aggression towards Kuwait and their 
willingness to participate in cultural conferences despite Hussein’s 
cruel despotism. Although he originally published under a 
pseudonym (Samir al-Khalil), Makiya has a clear moral agenda 
and now does not hesitate to take hostages or name names. 

“The Rope” exposes a culture of betrayal that reaches 
from the family to the national leaders, from the family to the 
mosque, from Sunni to Shiite, from Shiite to Shiite, and from 
one country to another, as “betrayal metamorphosed into a way 
of life.” No one escapes the responsibility of complicity, not 
even the hero’s devoted mother, who knew her husband’s fate 
but remained silent to protect her young son. As the necessity 
for ruthless action becomes clearer for his best friend, the 
narrator’s fragile sense of dignity and individual morality leads 
him into the quagmire of Shiite politics, further acerbated by 
returnee Iraqis, Iranian clerics and the American Occupation. 

With a brilliant premise and an honest didacticism, Makiya’s 
novel gives the reader the pleasure of a mystery and a look 
into the often malicious backroom maneuvers of the mosque. 
Fully aware of his privileged refuge in the States, and acting 
as a “non-religious” Iraqi who supported the 2003 war in his 
‘politics of hope,’ Makiya confesses that his novel, “scathing as 
it is toward the men who created the politics that gave rise to all 
the killing, all friends of mine, is all I have to offer by way of 
atonement.” In his fiction, Makiya has chosen atonement over 
revenge, and individual outcry over mass silence. Regardless of 
politics or religious persuasion, anyone who wants to understand 
the dynamics of power and fear in Iraq today can begin with 
considering the ethical questions posed by “The Rope.”AJ

The Ingredients of a Multicultural 
Life
Life Without a Recipe
By Diana Abu-Jaber
W.W, Norton & Co., 2016

By lynne rogerS

Proust may have had his madeleines, but Diana Abu-Jaber 
has her father’s grape leaves, her grandmother’s Catholic cookies, 
and her teta’s kknafeh. In “Life Without a Recipe,” all roads lead 
to the kitchen, a place of healing, love, boundaries and family. 
Readers who admired Abu-Jaber’s first coming of age memoir, 
“The Language of Baklava,” will recognize her optimism and 

Author Kanan Makiya.
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Diaspora Arab Women Writers: 
The Legacy of Shahrazad and 
Female Infanticide
Anxiety of Erasure: Trauma, Authorship, and the Diaspora in 
Arab Women’s Writings
By Hanadi al-Samman
Syracuse University Press, 2015

By nada ramadan elnahla

“Anxiety of Erasure” offers a dual-layered journey of 
discovery: first, sharing the journey undertaken by Muslim and 
Christian diaspora Arab women writers with their traumatic and 
triumphant creative experiences; second, revealing Hanadi al-
Samman’s journey of discovering the roots and literary genealogy 
of Arab women’s narratives. Choosing writers who experienced 
the diaspora and, at the same time, had access to the political 
traumas of their nations – namely Syria and Lebanon – al-Samman 
presents close readings and analysis of various pre-modern and 
contemporary works written by Ghada Samman, Hanan al-
Shaykh, Hamida Na‘na’, Hoda Barakat, and Salwa al-Neimi.

In an attempt to explore the therapeutic effects associated 
with resurrecting and reviving forgotten histories and collective 
memories, al-Samman examines the process of annihilation and 
the writers’ anxiety caused by a double sense of erasure: the 
literary (Shahrazad) and the physical (w’ad al-banat [female 
infanticide/infant burial] tradition). In literature, Shahrazad has 
become a complex, often controversial figure whose relationship 
with her female successors remains mercurial, evoking feelings 
of gratitude (for her contributions) as well as resentment (for 
her co-optation). Her supporters consequently hail the idealized 
queen of narrative as an eternal muse, while detractors attack her 
for being an imposter whose negotiation skills thwart women’s 
movements of rebellion and resistance. Others celebrate her 
newfound and contemporary access to, as well as her mobility 
and her emboldened journey to own both narrative and body. In 
“Anxiety of Erasure,” al-Samman examines how diaspora women 
writers move beyond the realm of orality and employ Shahrazad, 
leading to the evolvement of Shahrazad’s role from liberating 
women who face real or imaginary veils, to transforming the 

breezy tone as she relishes every bite of her existence. “Life 
without a Recipe” follows Abu-Jaber into adulthood, through 
two marriages, until she finds love and desire, establishes her 
own family, and bids a final good bye to her beloved father.  

While her western grandmother continually advises the young 
Abu-Jaber to stay away from men who are just plain no good and 
to focus on her work, her protective Jordanian father, Bud, wants 
marriage and grandchildren. Although he pretends not to know 
his university student daughter is living with her boyfriend, and 
definitely does not know about her humorous attempt at erotic 
fiction while still a student, Arab and Arab American readers 
will recognize the silent and not so silent pressures he exerts. 
His daughter’s two youthful marriages gently fizzle out like 
benign experiments in friendship, preparing her an eventually 
fulfilling and nurturing relationship with the outdoors man, Scott. 

Although Abu-Jaber may claim she is working without a 
recipe, now that she has her man, she realizes the baby clock has 
ticked and starts to explore the option of adoption. While Bud 
proposes returning to the old country for a baby boy, Diana and 
Scott decide on an American adoption in which the mother picks 
the parents to adopt her child. As parents to be, together they endure 
the stressful and emotional roller coaster of adoption. And in true 
Abu-Jaber fashion, Bud adores the multi-racial little girl, proudly 
announcing to everyone that she looks just like him, and, naturally, 
the generations bond over food. Unfortunately the joy of becoming 
a parent does not shield Diana from the grief of losing her father. She 
confides, “Losing my father is, for a while, like losing my home in 
the world. The soul’s seat.” Yet her grief deepens her understanding 
of her father, and her appreciation of family culinary traditions. In 
“Life Without a Recipe,” Diana Abu-Jaber graciously shares her 
life stories like a plate of homemade cookies, familiar yet distinctly 
her own, a bit of salt mitigated by a healthy dose of sugar.AJ 

Author Diana Abu-Jaber.

Author Hanadi Al-Samman (source: www.nbc29.com)
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Prescient Book Calls Attention to 
Consequences of Sunni Diaspora
Eclipse of the Sunnis: Power, Exile and Upheaval in the 
Middle East
By Deborah Amos

Public Affairs, 2010 

By lynne rogerS

Only four years after its publication and a drastically changed 
landscape, reading Deborah Amos’ “Eclipse of the Sunnis: Power, 
Exile and Upheaval in the Middle East” will give readers a 
chilling sense of futility towards the impending signs of violence 
that politicians either conveniently overlooked or malevolently 
exaggerated to their advantage. With the American Occupation of 
Iraq, Amos, an award winning journalist, has set off to record the 
“the mass departure” of Iraqis to Damascus, Amman and Beirut. 
For each destination, she juxtaposes the political machinations 
behind the public rhetoric with a compilation of personal stories 
whose tragedies directly result from these power shifts. In her 
travels, Amos experiences some of her own close calls with 
militias, yet they do not blind her to American complicity in 
this widespread human tragedy. Witnessing the brain drain in 
Iraq that has only further crippled the country, Amos poses the 
question of how a country can possibly build a democracy when 
the middle class – predominately Sunnis – has gone into exile? 

In Damascus, she meets with an Iraqi theater troop who 
re-establishes itself selling nostalgic dramas, and political 

Book Offers Oral Histories of Five 
Diverse Egyptian Men
Shahaama: Five Egyptian Men Tell Their Stories
By Nayra Atiya
Syracuse University Press, New York, 2016

By Caroline Seymour-Jorn

Nayra Atiya has compiled a fascinating selection of the life 
stories of five Egyptian men belonging to a variety of sub-cultural, 
socio-economic and religious backgrounds. She conducted the 
interviews during the period from the late 1970s to the early 
1980s with men who appear to have been born between the 1940s 
and the 1950s. Each life history provides details about the men’s 
childhoods, educations and adult lives during the period from 
the early decades of the Republic through the early Mubarak 
period, with these oral histories reflecting a great deal about the 
many socio-economic and political changes that accompanied 
those decades. Atiya has made fruitful choices in the interviewed 
subjects in that they convey some of the multicultural aspects of 
Egypt, with its socio-economic, religious and ethnic diversity. 

Atiya presents her first interview with fisherman Mohammad 
Maghrabi, whose wife she featured in her collection of oral histories 
of Egyptian women, “Khul Khaal,” published in 1982. The life of 

“Nader Ali”, identified by a pseudonym like all the other interviewees 
except Mohammad Maghrabi, offers an insight into growing up 
in the Delta in an agricultural area. Ali provides a rich tale of his 
childhood in Qutur al Mahatta including brushes with a cholera 
epidemic and the complexities of being a student in the early days 
of the Republic while the Ministry of Education changed policies 
about all levels of education for children and youth. The tale helps us 
to understand the complexity of culture in this rural area which still, 
in some ways, had more “progressive” policies for education than 
the nearby town of Tanta. Unlike in Tanta, which gender-segregated 
school children, in Qutur al Mahatta, they schooled boys and girls 
in a co-educational setting, which “Nader” reflects upon favorably. 

Yet another oral history, that of “Nader Bestawros,” offers 
insight into the experience of a Christian living in Upper Egypt, and 
how some Christian families dealt with members who converted to 
Protestantism. This story, like the others, also illustrates the fact that 
many Egyptians moved from their natal villages to nearby cities 
and towns in pursuit of education and work. Atiya also includes 
the fascinating story of “Youssef Salman,” of North African 
Jewish heritage, who grew up in Alexandria. He remembered 
Egypt and Egyptians fondly in many ways despite his complicated 
political, religious and cultural loyalties and identifications. 

This well-written, and researched book holds wide appeal, and 
will be of interest to general readers. It will also prove a useful resource 
for historians and ethnographers of Egypt and the Middle East.AJ

legacy of erasure and “demolish[ing] the walls of local and 
global oppression that silence Arab females and males alike.” 

On the other hand, at the hands of diasporic women writers, 
“wa’d al-banat,” a nightmarish motif of physical annihilation and 
erasure, has been revived as a cultural myth and materialized to 
voice not only the feminine, but also the collective Arab population 
and their fight for political freedom, democracy, social justice, 
and dignity under authoritarian regimes. The maw’udah’s image, 
therefore, becomes a “powerful call for justice,” transforming 
it from the personal to the political and the communal.

By exploring the fiction which spans over half a century 
written by six prominent diaspora Arab women writers, “Anxiety 
of Erasure” highlights how writers can transcend the geographical 
confinement of their expatriate lives, with all the inherent traumatic 
and triumphant experiences, and still be actively involved with and 
immersed in the intellectual lives and political struggles of their 
homelands. Thus, moving beyond orality and fixed locality, al-
Samman’s engaging introduction and subsequent chapters constitute 
a pivotal endeavour to revisit forgotten histories and explore the 
collective and cultural memories associated with the fusion of the 
wa’d motif and the iconic, politicized Shahrazad, presenting the 
reader with a celebration of “rootlessness and rootedness, autonomy 
and belonging.” “Anxiety of Erasure”, therefore, becomes a vital 
addition to the understudied field of Arab women’s writing, not only 
for al-Samman’s revisitation of classic motifs, but also for broadening 
the scope of gender and geographic definitions of “adab al-mahjar” 
(Arab diasporic studies), shifting the focus from predominantly 
male writers residing in North and South America to women 
writers publishing exclusively in Arabic and residing in Europe.AJ
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commentaries on home, fellow exiles, and television viewers left 
behind in Iraq. She hears the stories of “the oldest community 
in Iraq,” the Christians, who largely supported the Americans 
before becoming the first targets of sectarian violence after the 
fall of Hussein. The author gives a short history of the political 
maneuvering between Syria, Iran, Iraq and the United States. While 
Bush accused Bashar al Assad of aiding the Iraq insurgency, Bashar 
gained popular support at home for his hard stance against the 
Americans in Iraq. Yet, as this occurred, U.S. and Assad intelligence 
sources continued to share information on the fight against terrorism.

Amos’ interviewees take both Washington and Prime 
Minister Nouri al-Maliki to task for aggravating the sectarian 
violence despite the rhetoric of secular democracy. In Damascus, 
she has dinner with Tom Dine, former executive director of 
the American-Israel Public Affairs Committee, which, in over 
thirteen years, he transformed from ‘the pro-Israel lobby into a 
major political force.” In an ominous example of foreshadowing, 
Amos observes, “In a country as highly fragmented as Syria, with 
the danger that sectarianism could cross the border from Iraq, 
and a hostile administration in Washington, Bashar al-Assad’s 
government [has] determined it [cannot] afford to show weakness.” 

In Lebanon, the flow of new refugees heightens the Shiite-
Sunni divide. Impotent in their struggle against Israel, the 
Palestinians in the Lebanese camps, find the powerful idea 
of a ‘global jihad” an attractive alternative, while the Shiite 
Hezbollah’s war with Israel leaves the Sunni Iraqi refugees 
“defensive, marginalized and bitter.” At the same time, Lebanon’s 
neighbor, Jordan, remains “a Sunni refuge for Iraq’s Baathist army 
generals, air force pilots, intelligence operatives, and business 
elites who had crossed the border early for an indeterminate stay.” 

Amos continuously connects the complex political divisions 
with human costs that extend beyond death and destruction into the 
fabric of the family. In one fascinating chapter, she spends time with 
Iraqi prostitutes in Damascus finding that these former middle class 
professional women have made some difficult  decisions to survive exile.  

While one may not always agree with her perception of the 
Sunni-Shiite divide, “Eclipse of the Sunnis” certainly brings 
attention to a large diaspora that will have to be recognized 
in order to achieve any lasting stability in Iraq andin the region 

New Book Examines Middle East 
‘Post Americana’: Twilight of U.S. 
Cultural Influence
After the American Century: The Ends of U. S. Culture in the 
Middle East
By Brian T. Edwards
Columbia University Press, 2015

By d.w. aoSSey

It’s been said that a single aspiration connects all Middle 
Eastern people; to eat at McDonalds and shop at Wal-
Mart, just like everyone else. Exaggeration? Maybe. But the 
comparison captures an obvious truth: that American attitudes 
and ideals have been disproportionately popular in the region 
for decades. “After the American Century” by author Brian T. 
Edwards, on the other hand, offers the counterargument that 
technology has and will continue to change this paradigm. 

American capitalism acts as the starting point. Few would 
disagree that Western financiers and war-profiteers have, for a 
long time, exacted a heavy toll in places like Baghdad and Beirut. 
Some argue this tough-love to be counterbalanced by progressive 
ideals like freedom and democracy, openness and understanding 
and, of course, Wal-Mart and McDonalds – ideals made even 
more accessible by American innovation and technology. After 
all, many credit social media with bringing about the Arab Spring.

Author Deborah Amos.

as a whole. Although the military violence has escalated 
drastically since Amos’ reportage, her narrative continues to 
shed historical and personal light on the current carnage.AJ

Author Brian T. Edwards.

Edwards, however, argues that, far from furthering Western 
values in Tunis and Cairo, innovations like the cell phone, the 
internet and social networking have clouded the picture. Advances 
in technology, he claims, have actually shifted the cultural 
dynamic away from blind admiration of the West and cast it in a 
more skeptical light. Traditional viewpoints once dominated by 
pro-regime propaganda, restrictive cultural norms and billboards 
tempting thirsty Arabs with Coca Cola have given way to a 
political counterculture critical of the West, while at the same time 



28   www.ALJADID.com                                                               AL JADID  Vol. 20, no. 71

Books

The Lascars: The Flourishing 
Yemenis of Britain
The Last of the Lascars: Yemeni Muslims in Britain 1836-
2012
By Mohammad Seddique Seddon
Kube Publishing Ltd, 2014 

By d.w. aoSSey

Of the many diverse people of the Arab world, the Yemenis 
present a fascinating case. A nation with an epic past and present, 
tribal in character, built upon a seafaring culture of exploration, 
trade and migration, Yemen and the port of Aden serve as one 
of the great ‘crossroads of the world’, sandwiched between the 
Arabian Peninsula, Africa and the Indian Subcontinent. In a 
new book entitled “The Last of the Lascars: Yemeni Muslims 
in Britain 1836-2012,” Mohammad Seddique Seddon tells the 
story of the Yemeni seamen who labored aboard the British 
trade ships of the East India Company and settled in Britain. It 
examines their history and experiences, relating the stories of 
the generations that remained. Who are the Yemenis of Britain? 
From where did they originate and why did they settle there? 
The author carefully considers these and other questions.

The British used the term Lascar to describe any sailor of 
‘oriental’ descent – Malay, Indian, Arab or otherwise. From 1839, 
when the British East India Company captured the Port of Aden, up 
until the present day,Yemeni Lascars have served on British ships 
transporting goods around the world. In the port cities of Cardiff, 
Liverpool and Manchester, communities formed among the 
squalid ‘coloured only’ lodging houses as early as 1840. These first 
immigrants faced extreme prejudice and racism in British society, 
and remained isolated, yet networks of boarding houses and small 
cafés provided for their cultural and religious needs. Later, Yemeni 
enclaves emerged as the sailors and their descendants found 
more stable employment in the ports and docks around Britain. 

empowered by communications platforms that never before existed.
The author devotes a chapter to the actual effects of Facebook 

and Twitter on the uprising in Egypt. He also looks at the attitudes 
of young Iranians toward the bias and stereotypes enmeshed in 
American film and entertainment, and then examines the broadening 
of sexual freedoms in Morocco, as well as the risks of “coming out.” 

The many references to contemporary Middle Eastern 
literature and film remain one indispensable aspect of “After the 
American Century.” The works of writer Ahmed Alaidy, graphic 
novelist Magdy Al Shafee, and film maker Leila Kilani, as well 
as many others, provide a backdrop against which Western 
cultural values can be compared. And while I wouldn’t agree 
with every conclusion the author draws, he does a good job of 
framing attitude shifts occurring within modern Middle Eastern 
society, particularly examining how technology drives them.

Still, the question remains: as technology brings about 
social change in the Middle East, how will this change be 
shaped by the people? I guess we’ll have to wait and see.AJ

As second class citizens, these people proved socially 
‘invisible,’ yet often chose isolation as a means maintaining their 
tribal and religious traditions. The book describes the Yemeni 
Lascar families and communities that have perservered and still 
flourish in Britain today. It touches upon their social conditions, 
the civil rights and religious controversies that affect them, and 
describes their interactions with mainstream British society. 

A fascinating read, and one that might sound familiar 
to many of Arab descent, “The Last of the Lascars,” 
proves an excellent book and is highly recommended.AJ

A Palestinian Saga: Tales of 
Families, Generations, and 
Diaspora
A Curious Land: Stories from Home
By Susan Muaddi Darraj
University of Massachussetts Press, 2015

By PriSCilla waThingTon

The Grace Paley Prize in Short Fiction winner, “A Curious 
Land,” tells the story of a Palestinian village, Tel al-Hilou, through 
the lens of a vibrant cast of its inhabitants and diaspora. Not strictly 
a generational story, Susan Muaddi Darraj’s delicately connected 
web of stories span multiple families and countries over 82 years. 

Through each successive narrative voice shift, Darraj’s 
character development does not disappoint. From a local critic of 
the newly appointed priest, with her own reasons for making a 
church donation, to an Arab American grandfather stunted by a 
past mistake, Darraj fills each voice with their own layered music.

The writer achieves this richness, in part, by exposing 
the reader to different perspectives on the same event in the 
overlay between narratives. Past plotlines intersect with later 
happenings, and the reader stumbles upon characters they 

Author Susan Muaddi Darraj.
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recognize through a relative’s nostalgic musings or village gossip.

Among the many we meet, Darraj’s female characters prove 
particularly memorable. I especially liked Adlah, the protagonist 
in the final short story, “Christmas in Palestine,” who acts as the 
somewhat unwilling cultural ambassador to a team of British 
archaeologists. One of the archaeologists, Moira, suffers from 
an orientalist brand of western feminism that puts Adlah ill at 
ease. When Moira suspiciously watches Mrs. Samira serve the 
guests tea, Adlah wonders “[I]f she should tell Moira that Mrs. 
Samira had once famously smacked a Ramallah boy in the servees 
for harassing a pretty college girl beside him.” Only interested 
in Tel al-Hilou for its Crusader dig site, Moira represents a 
kind of visitor – and reader – Darraj’s book actively resists.

Even as Darraj takes on western feminism, “A Curious 
Land” just as noticeably eschews every semblance of an over-
arching nationalist narrative. The dates of stories are noticeably 
off-set one or more years from major historical events that 
have permanently shaped the political landscape of Palestine. 
Pointedly, all of the characters that move to the United 
States have personal, rather than politically-driven motives. 

In fact, much like a long-term illness, the political landscape 
largely stays in the background as a kind of persistent ache. At 
times, it juts into the plot as an unavoidable roadblock. Still 
less often, political activities take over the story altogether, like 
a sudden bout of debilitating pain. For example, when Israeli 
soldiers install themselves on a family’s roof in “Intifada Love 
Story,” it becomes literally impossible for Jamil and his parents 
to go about their regular routines. Even so, Darraj refuses to let 
the “illness” define her complexly drawn characters. When the 
soldiers contaminate the family’s rooftop cistern, Jamil resolves 
to see, even touch “the black ribbon” of his beloved’s hair.

Throughout the pages, a chain of coins surface over and over, 
stringing together varied individuals into some kind of a shared 
entanglement with Tel al-Hilou. A Bedouin girl, the unlikely origin 
of this necklace, first comes to the village as refugee, but becomes a 
fundamental link binding the narratives into a collective history.AJ

Oppression’s Child: How Hatred 
Imbedded Itself in Syria’s Soul
In Praise of Hatred
By Khaled Khalifa
St. Martin’s Press, 2016 

By aman madan

A lesson in history, as much as a lesson in the complexity of 
human emotions, Khaled Khalifa’s “In Praise of Hatred” offers a 
timely, undeniable reminder of the brutality plaguing Aleppo, one 
of Syria’s oldest cities. More than that, however, it also constitutes 
an exploration of a complex and subconscious battle between love 
and hatred – a battle deeply embedded in the hearts and minds of 
thousands of Syrians. While the history being written by the blood 
of today’s Syrian youth lends additional relevance to Khalifa’s 
work, the book mainly offers readers a glimpse into human nature, 

Author Khaled Khalifa

and how the dark past of Hafez al-Assad’s sectarian war on the 
Muslim Brother-hood, and the regime’s stifling of the liberal 
intellectual movement, helped to warp the nature of a nation.

 A timeless story of “hate [for] all the other Islamic sects”, 
“In Praise of Hatred” tells of 17 Alawi soldiers ruthlessly executed 
in the darkness of the night because they belonged to the wrong 
sect; it relates a story of how, for the first time,“the dawn call 
to prayer was not raised” because of raids conducted by the 
secret police on the Sunni Islamists. Readers also learn of the 
purging of intellectuals from universities for thinking critically. 
Simply put, each story of death, of sex, and of suppressed 
femininity, marks the death of liberalism – the eradication of 
normalcy in Syrian life at the hands of the ruthless Asad regime. 

Not a profile of fanaticism, as some might suggest, Khalifa’s 
nuanced perspectives on sexuality, violence, and love all serve to 
reinforce one central theme: that Arab culture cannot be seen as a 
simple binary of either moderation or fanaticism. The unnamed 
young girl Khalifa chooses to narrate the story constitutes just 
one of several unique aspects of this book. Born to an upper class 
Syrian family, this girl chooses to live with her aunts, even as her 
time with them becomes a battle between contradictory choices. 
Overwhelmed by the literalist aunt who teaches her that all forms 
of “desire must die,” she turns to her other, more liberal aunts, 
who offer an escape – a secret solitude from a patriarchal society. 
Undeniably, her own body enthralls the young girl from the very 
beginning. Her insistence on imagining “Safaa’s brown chest” and 
comparing it to her own; her observance of “women of different ages 
stretching out naked and releasing faint, insolent laughter,” in the 
hamma, all indicate a natural sexual curiosity expected in children.

The girl sees the body as a beautiful creation because no one 
has taught her to think otherwise. Only after being taught that her 
body should be looked at as nothing other than a “dark vault, damp 
and crawling with spiders,” does she begin to develop a hatred 
of the other. Her confusion about her own sexual identity, her 
purpose in life, and her difficulty in fully accepting the religiosity 
of the eldest aunt, leads her to self-hatred. Ultimately, that hatred 
fuels and provides her with “the feeling of superiority [that she] 
was searching for.” It gives meaning to a life aching for purpose.

Khalifa’s book concerns not only hatred between secularists 
and Islamists, but also reveals how hatred constitutes a very 
human response to oppression. It becomes a response to the desire 
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of individuals who ache for something more in a delegitimized 
community where the regime looks nothing like its people. For the 
unnamed narrator, and her three aunts, this story becomes a tale 
of refuting the established norms, and seeking identity. It offers 
the reader understanding, revealing hatred to be an inevitable 
byproduct of oppression – in this case, oppression of expression, 
and of sexuality. In the final analysis, Khaled Khalifa’s “In Praise 
of Hatred” helps us to recognize that hatred can fuel us just as 
readily as love, once love has ceased to exist in our lives. AJ

Author Issa Makhlouf

Dreaming at the Crossroads 
of Cultures: Mirages
Mirages
By Issa Makhlouf, translated into English by Alicia F. Lam
The Post-Apollo Press, 2015

By angele elliS

Issa Makhlouf, an expatriate poet, possesses an 
anthropologist’s eye, a philosopher’s soul, a journalist’s sense 
of detail – and a heart rooted in the mountains and valleys of 
Lebanon. A long-time resident of Paris, where he earned a 
doctorate in Cultural Anthropology from the Sorbonne and works 
as News Director at Radio Orient, Makhlouf has written 11 books.

In “Mirages” (published in Arabic in 2000, and translated 
into French in 2004), Makhlouf employs a series of striking 
prose poems that include both realistic and aphoristic elements, 
like dreams. Not merely an optical illusion, a mirage offers the 
viewer something he desperately wishes to be true. Makhlouf’s 
meditations on fine art, romantic and familial love, war, loss, 
and death, as well as the sacrifice and transcendence exemplified 
by the lives of saints, unite to create a rich, alternative world.

Yet in a mirage – as in art – many things shimmer at or beyond 
the range of imagination. Makhlouf begins this book with a brief 
riddle of a dedication:

What I tell today are stories that I wanted to hear from someone.
What I tell is only a part of what I have not seen.
 Had I seen, I wouldn’t have told.

Makhouf divides “Mirages” into two main sections. The 
first contains five subsections, in which the speaker moves 
between contemporary Europe, his Lebanese childhood, 
and his subsequent departure in a time of war. The second 
contains five meditations on the lives of saints, two Sufi 
Muslims and three Christians: Al-Hallaj, Rabi’a al-’Adawiyya, 
Francis of Assisi, Teresa of Avila, and Simeon Stylites.

A difficult poet to excerpt, Makhlouf created most of the 
poems in “Mirages” to run from two to four pages in length, 
with each flowing beautifully from start to finish (with the 
assistance of translator Alicia F. Lam). The following passages 
may give the reader a flavor of his work. In the Borges-inflected 
“Beyond Sight,” a young man who awakes blind after reading 
“A Thousand and One Nights” becomes a mystical poet:

…He observed the first letter of the alphabet for so long that 
he managed to see the sun. He tried to express this vision. So 
he wrote a poem that made no sense, like all great poems, 
because the poem submerges itself in the mystery of the world, 
intends to express nothing. There, the Aleph is the solar disc. A 
window over the infinite blueness. The window opens for Him.

In “The Corpse’s Dream,” the speaker returns to his youth 
and the nightmarish days of the Lebanese Civil War, recalling in 
surreal, cinematic detail:

…I have seen piles of corpses being kicked by exhausted 
combatants. They kicked the heads of the corpses, whose 
extremities could not fit in the trucks that drove through 
the streets followed by a crowd, as in a procession. As the 
trucks passed, women made the sign of the cross, standing 
in their houses surrounded by their children. A woman 
held an image of the Virgin Mary, which she removed from 
the wall of her living room. Waving the image from left 
to right, she stopped for a moment to begin her prayers, 
screaming and howling. Meanwhile, the elderly came out of 
their houses, astonished, silent, hypnotized, holding candles 
that revealed the features of their worried faces. 

Makhlouf ends “Mirages” with a meditation on St. Simeon 
Stylites, whose extreme asceticism led to his expulsion from a 
monastery, and his creation of a singular form of immobility and 
transcendent mobility – born from a fierce yearning for God – not 
unlike that of an obsessed artist:

…One day, a passer-by saw me. I, escapee from the world. 
Astonished, he told his friends and family about me. They 
began to pour in, one after another, surprised in turn, they 
recounted what they saw to anyone they met. Some were 
shocked when they saw me and thought I was crazy. Others 
believed in me and came near me so that I would bless them. 
This happened every night and after the people were gone, 
I continued to build my column. As the number of people, 
some coming from distant towns, increased, the height of the 
column increased too, reaching seventeen meters. This column 
protected me from the numerous people searching for salvation.

***
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Do you know the hunger of the cities? The hunger of the 
labyrinth that leads to neither land nor tree? A poor breast 
gives poor milk. The traveler travels alone. Facing the sky, 
he screams, “Where are You and what did You do? Why 
did You desert me? You, who give fire to volcanoes, give 
me something to calm my thirst. Give me a single moment 
of quietness and let it be as big as the earth and the world!”

In this poignant lament, Makhlouf expands his poetic vision 
to encompass the loneliness of the cosmos, which underscores the 
loneliness of the individual. “Mirages” is a deeply haunting work.AJ 

Author Rabee Jaber from an interview, courtesy of Vimeo.com

Standing in for the Dead: 
A Lebanese War Story
Confessions
By Rabee Jaber, translated by Karem James Abu-Zeid
New Directions, 2016

By lynne rogerS

Kareem James Abu-Zeid’s translation of Rabee Jaber’s novel 
“Confessions” brings to American readers a brutally honest, yet 
uplifting narrative of the war in Lebanon. The quest for identity 
has proven a fertile literary paradigm for this war, yet Jaber’s 
narrative quest breathes fresh air into the oft repeated paradigm. 
This brief and courageous novel aptly begins with a paternal 
confession, “My father used to kidnap people and kill them. My 
brother says he saw my father transform, during the war, from 
someone he knew into someone he didn’t know.” The tribal, as 
well as modern narrative never brings the reader into the father’s 
consciousness, and instead brazenly describes his ruthlessness and 
transcendent generosity in one defining moment during the war. 

Like Palestinian Ghassan Kanafani’s short story “Return to 
Haifa,” Jaber’s engaging narrator also becomes the victim of a cross 
political and religious adoption that addresses a heinous historical 
crime, and reveals the tenuous, yet simultaneously tenacious bonds 
of inheritance exaggerated by sectarian violence. Not surprisingly, 
Jaber’s narrator, Maroun, now approaching forty, “does not feel 
himself.” The very man who riddled Maoun’s family car with 
bullets at a checkpoint in revenge for the loss of his own son, then 
spontaneously rescued Maroun from that bullet ridden car. The 
Christian family renames the boy Maroun after their lost son, his 
dead “brother.” Subsequently, the Christian community assimilates 
this replacement Maroun from the other side, as the ubiquitous 
martyr photo of his dead counterpart gazes down into the family’s 
living room. As he grows, the boy’s blurred sense of past continually 
overtakes him in confusing dreams, and fragments of vivid sensory 
memories. Just hearing Armenian or eating pumpkin jam from 
Southern Lebanon ignites a cauldron of unexplained emotions. 

Not until he reaches adulthood does Maoun begin to 
understand the looks his family give him, as if trying to fathom 
some internal mystery about him. Does he belong to them or the 
enemy? As both outsider and insider, the growing boy can recount 
a harsh, honest history of the war in Lebanon that distinguishes 
cruelty from a violent morality. His brother’s friend carries 

around a pocket of human eyes from the Shatila massacre, and his 
father doesn’t hesitate to shoot an innocent family, and yet beats 
his eldest son for bringing home gold from other war victims. 

A vibrant read that maps Beirut, Jaber’s “Confessions,” 
while not a confession of the innocent narrator’s sins, humanely 
acknowledges the shared inhumane complicity of the Lebanese 
war. Moreover, it illustrates the love that can be generated by 
someone from the ‘other’ side.AJ

Continued from page 20
Free Lance Generation

Baptism of Fire” not only captures the risks and rewards of war 
and post-war photojournalism, but also portrays an intellectual 
inquiry into this brave young freelance generation, individuals 
who travel without the protection of their benefactors and record 
‘the struggle’ on a multitude of levels at great personal risk.AJ

Behind the Columns of the Universe
By omar youSSef Suleiman

Damascus must slip past in the evening
while the shining seed
trembles inside the nurturing mud

Behind the columns of the universe, dark stars skulk,
bundles of clouds are concealed,
while the fallen coats of refugees pave the nights

For a child in the camp,
the sky sows the alphabet

The Poem is an excerpt from “Away from Damascus.” 
Translated from the Arabic by Ghada Mourad.

To review our daily postings on social media, you 
can also find them on our blog:

http://aljadid.com/content/al-jadid-blog
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northern Lebanon. While people of the lower classes had their 
photographs taken far less frequently than the wealthy and powerful, 
in this era, portrait photographs became important to individuals of 
all classes as items of social exchange and home decoration. They 
also offered records of familial and personal history, as well as proof 
of devotion. Multiple meanings reside in photographs taken on 
special occasions such as weddings and births (and for Christians, 
at First Communions and Confirmations). To an Arab peasant, 
Sheehi asserts, a single photograph could represent a lifetime.

Family groupings, including images of the author’s own, 
number among the most fascinating of the portrait photographs that 
Sheehi parses out. Although “[f]amily portraiture, Arab and non-
Arab, is formalistically structured around a male figure, usually the 
father, flanked by children and frequently, a spouse,” two matriarchs 
anchor the Israel family: Sheehi’s great-grandmother, Philomena’s 
own grandmother, Hannah, and Hannah’s sister, Isis. “The male 
head, George Israel [Sheehi’s great-great grandfather] is relegated 
to standing behind his mother,” Sheehi notes. “The symmetrical 
image of the Israel sisters and their families hints at a different set 
of networks of sociability that lead beyond the social history of 
these women and children.” The family – including Hannah and 
Isis – would eventually emigrate from Lebanon to Philadelphia.

The enchantment of these Ottoman-era photographic portraits 
lies in their evocation of emotional response, linking the old world 
with the new. As Sheehi states: “Photography compresses time and 
space, bringing the ruler into the home as quickly as the suitor 
into the boudoir. It binds families across oceans and fugitives to 
the state. It freezes youth as readily as it freezes death, making 
both a measure of time, social space, and personal journeys.”AJ

Continued from page 21
The Arab Imago

In MeMorIaM, ClovIs Maksoud 
(1926 - 2016)

We mourn a dear personal friend of more than three 
decades. His encouragement and support for what 

Al Jadid represents will not be forgotten.

than the rest of the population due to historical forces such as 
education in Western-sponsored missionary schools. However, 
without a merit system, their employment outlook remains bleak. 

The failure of such public policies, erroneously described as 
socialist, has undermined not only the economic opportunities 
for the Christian community, but ultimately has also damaged the 
nation as a whole. 

Since Assad’s first shots against his own people, and the 
murderous cult ISIS emerged from the chaos, already deteriorating 
conditions for Syrian Christians have worsened. While escaping 
the atrocities ISIS inflicted on their Iraqi coreligionists (rape, 
exodus, captivity, destruction of churches), some Syrian Christians 
have had to submit to oppressive ISIS demands like paying jizya 
(taxes), while others have felt compelled to relocate or leave the 
country. Still, ISIS alone has not pushed Syrian Christians out of 
their homes or prompted them to emigrate. Regime-sponsored 
militias and loyalists have made life unbearable for many in coastal 
towns like Lattakia and in Christian neighborhoods in Damascus, 
harassing and attacking Christians for refusing to fight against the 
opposition or enlist in local militias. Lawlessness, widespread drug 
and alcohol abuse, and random shooting by armed groups, have 
prompted many Christians to try to sell their properties in order 
to relocate from their neighborhoods in Old Damascus. Syrian 
Christians have also watched with alarm the sectarian cleansing, 
including population transfers, mainly between Alawites, Shiites, 
and Sunnis. Recently, this has involved the forced resettlement 
into rebel-controlled areas in northern Syria of large groups of 
Sunnis from besieged Homs, Zabadani, Daraya and other towns.

Considering all this, we should not blame Arab Christians 
for their predicament, but neither should we acquit them of all 
responsibility. A critical examination of intellectual and political 
choices, past and present, remains in order, as their choices of 
allying with totalitarian parties and authoritarian states reflect 
faulty readings of prevailing ideas and realities. Even when 
viewed as a dispassionate exercise in understanding recent 
history, excavating cause and effect can appear callous. Although 
it might prove easier to focus on ancient history, the effects of 
expedient alliances continue uninterrupted to the present day.

Dismissing what they derogatorily call Western ideals, 
concepts like constitutions, parliaments, elections and  rule 
of law, regardless of how flawed these institutions might 
have been, has not served Arab Christians well. Yet their 
interwar hostility toward political systems based on freedom, 
economic liberalism, and democratic pluralism continues. 

Arab Christians have not reconsidered the foundations 
upon which they have built their ideological mansions, despite 
totalitarian regimes crumbling before them. The Nazi and 
Soviet models collapsed, but not before causing more than 40 
million deaths. Even the Syrian genocide has failed to elicit 
condemnation of Assad’s butchery or force Arab Christians to 
rethink their politics and alliances. Little hope will remain if 
historical lessons can’t alter the decades-old lens through which 
Arab Christians view questions of nationalism and despotism. AJ

Continued from page 35
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In the past, in both my professional and academic careers, I 
have avoided directly addressing the religious or sectarian 

question in Lebanon and the Arab world at large.  As someone 
who spent his formative years in Lebanon, and never lost interest 
in that country, I did not feel the need to address religion or 
sectarianism. Theoretical and personal reasons exist for my 
lack of interest in this area, and perhaps my secular background 
also dissuaded me from this discussion. However, the empirical 
situation in contemporary Lebanon, and in the Arab World, has 
now convinced me to confront these issues. While sectarianism 
obviously predates today’s events, a multitude of changes have 
awakened dormant sectarian tendencies towards intolerance, 
producing dark forces of unprecedented magnitudes which 
permeate many aspects of Arab life. This crisis threatens the 
very existence of Lebanon, as well as other Arab countries, and 
has led to endless conferences convened in order to protect and 
preserve Christianity in the Middle East, particularly in Lebanon.

Specifically, I decided to weigh in at this particular time 
after reading reviews of “The Survival of Christians in the 
East is a Muslim Choice” (published in Arabic by Dar Saer 
Al Mashreq, 2016, 2nd ed.), written by Lebanese historian 
and TV host, Dr. Antoine Saad. The work reflects Mr. 
Saad’s near-authority status on Lebanese Christians. He has 
written biographies about Patriarch Nasrallah Boutros Sfeir, 
previous head of the Maronite Church, and former Lebanese 
foreign minister Fouad Boutros, as well as works about other 
religious and political Lebanese figures. “Survival” addresses 
the Christian presence in the Middle East, exploring both its 
historical and contemporary contexts, leading up to the post-
Arab-Spring period. It expresses the author’s great concern 
about the persecution, and declining numbers of Christians in the 
Middle East, which has caused him to fear for their very survival.

Saad contends that Christians in the Mashreq, and in 
Lebanon have lost whatever influence they once enjoyed, and 
calls upon Muslim elites in the Arab world and Lebanon to 
help them regain that influence, lest Christians fall victim to 
extreme religious groups. His main argument concerns his 
belief that, in general, Christian Arab survival depends upon 
Arab Muslims intervening to maintain sectarian diversity 
in the region and thus choosing to allow Arab Christians to 
stay. As for Lebanese Christians, their survival depends on 
their own elites, but that represents a discussion reserved for 
a later issue of this magazine. In this essay, I will focus on 
Saad’s thesis concerning Arab Christians in Iraq and Syria.

According to Mr. Samir Nassif, who reviewed “Survival” 
for Al Quds Al Arabi newspaper, Saad indulges in too much 
generalization, not specifying which Christian and Muslim 
social classes he refers to, and thus lumping everyone together. 
While Nassif incorrectly renders the current conflict in Lebanon  

The Predicament of Arab Christians 
Before and After the Rise of the Islamic State

By elie Chalala
in terms of class antagonisms, making his focus a bit pointless, he 
does correctly identify Saad’s limited traditional methodology, 
citing his emphasis on improving the plight of the Christians 
through the creation of more opportunities for them, rather than 
by calling for change in the infrastructure of Mideast societies. 

Despite such valid criticisms, Saad unquestionably offers 
many valuable contributions to the literature on Arab Christians 
in the Middle East. Still, the problematic aspects of Saad’s thesis 
remain threefold: The idealistic nature of his solutions, his Christian 
passivity and the exoneration of Christians from responsibility for 
their quandary. He also provides a misguided historical account 
of Christian roles under authoritarian regimes like Iraq and Syria.

While Saad correctly states that Muslims must be the ones 
to amend the injustices visited upon Iraqi and Syrian Christians, 
his idea of anticipating a solution for the Christian question by 
appealing to the conscience of Muslim elites, while also telling 
them what would be in their own best interests, hardly constitutes 
a practical resolution, and implies a rationality in the decision-
making process that may not always be present. Even if, for the 
sake of argument, we assume Saad’s proposal to be both sensible 
and rational, this assumes capacity and willingness to put time 
and resources towards the problem, while also requiring an 
environment that will allow that both Muslim groups and Christian 
elites to pursue their long-term interests without constraint from 
the limitations of their minds or, crucially, from external forces over 
which they have no control. Yet Muslims find themselves locked 
in an almost existential war, where Christians remain marginal 
players, with any harm that befalls them often being dismissed as 
collateral damage. Whether in Iraq or Syria, an ongoing sectarian 
war rages between Shiites, Alawites and their allies on one hand, 
and Sunnis and their supporters on the other. Looking at these 
countries, it’s hard to imagine that Muslim moderate elites, who 
find themselves retreating before the advance of extremists, 
will have time and resources to spare for the Christian crisis.

This, however, does not relieve Muslim elites of responsibility 
for the well-being of Christian communities in the countries where 
these elites still exercise power. In fairness, historians, including 
Saad, do credit such Muslim elites in the post-independence 
period with having given Arab Christians more substantive 
roles in politics than those granted by praetorian regimes that 
succeeded them. Still, more needs to be accomplished in this area.

Another limitation of Saad’s argument lies in portraying 
Arab Christians – he excludes Lebanese Christians – as passive 
players, unable to influence the course of events. He correctly 
recognizes that Christians lack a major armed force or presence 
capable of influencing the balance of power, in the manner of 
Hezbollah. Nonetheless, this does not translate to a complete 
lack of agency. Many Iraqi Christians did lend their support 
to the Baathist regime, something that cannot be explained in 
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     A sketch by Marwa al-Sabouni depicting Old Homs in Syria. Her book, “The Battle for Home,” is 
     illustrated with drawings of Homs before and after the war.

confessional terms. Were we to return to the interwar period, 
we would also find Christians in the Levant quite receptive to 
the nationalist appeal of totalitarian and extreme nationalist 
parties, some of which overtly sympathized with Nazi Germany. 
With the death of the Ottoman Millet system, state protection 
of non-Muslim minorities ended. Christian intellectual elites 
across the Levant had to choose between the liberal, democratic 
political parties and nationalist, socialist/communist ones. Many 
based their choices on idealistic beliefs that nationalist states 
would guarantee minorities equality despite of their sects and 
numbers; or the conviction that communist states would ensure 
them equality regardless of their sects and class.  Many minority 
groups, including Christians, feared elections and the notion of a 
majority rule, since “majority” equated to Muslim. Thus, to avoid 
the potential tyranny of the majority, they sought salvation in 
regimes inspired by nationalist, Baathist, and communist parties. 

Although far from the actions of 
Saad’s passive players, choices like 
these have often failed to benefit Arab 
Christians, nor have they resulted in 
political appointments with as much 
influence as appearances would 
have suggested. In Iraq, Christians 
sided with Saddam Hussein, but 
this alienated the Shiite majority 
which suffered persecution at the 
hands of the Baathist regime. Nor 
did Saddam’s appointment to foreign 
minister of Iraqi Christian, Tarik Aziz 
(1936-2015), indicate a significant 
political role for Iraqi Christians. 
By most accounts, Aziz and others 
like him held what amounted to 
ceremonial positions, and did not 
represent Christian constituencies in 
any meaningful way. In fact, these 
appointments represented cynical 
messages to Western powers, with the Iraqi Baathists hoping 
to hide their extreme sectarianism by emphasizing the secular 
nature of their regime. Baathists even attempted to cultivate 
Iraqi Christian support for the regime as a buffer to opposition 
by both the Shiite majority and the substantial Kurdish minority.

Although Iraqi Christians did exercise a fair degree of 
agency at times, some outside factors remained out of their 
control. Recently, print, electronic and social media outlets 
revealed vivid images of what befell Iraqi Christians, but 
failed to mention that their major ordeals began immediately 
after the 2003 U.S. Invasion. U.S. policies under the Bush 
administration, the de-facto authority in cooperation with 
the Shiite political parties in occupied Iraq, showed a 
pronounced indifference to religious freedoms and human 
rights, and failed to prioritize issues such as the demographic 
Christian flight toward the Kurdish areas in northern Iraq.

The rise of ISIS resulted in the worst kinds of atrocities 
towards Christians. Former Sunni Baathist officers, working in 
collaboration with other foreign, non-Iraqi Sunnis, constituted 

a sizable proportion of this murderous organization’s rank and 
file. While Shiite persecution and paybacks for their alliance 
with Saddam forced Christians to flee to Kurdish areas, ISIS 
barbarities pushed them back to the north, and then outside the 
country, away from lands they had called home for centuries. 

Saad does correctly point out that Syrian Christians fared 
better under the post-independence constitutional non-

military regimes, while the demographic hemorrhage started with 
subsequent military seizures of power. No matter the cause, the 
total numbers prove alarming to the future of Christians in Syria. 
Throughout the 70s and part of the 80s, the consensus suggested 
that Christians made up between nine and ten percent of the 
population. Today, they have fallen to between four and five percent.

Only those who bought the regime’s line of secularism and 
commitment to minority rights find the reasons behind the large 
migration of Syrian Christians perplexing. Still, the origins of 

the Syrian Christian ordeal go back to the 1960s and even to 
the Syrian-Egyptian union period between 1958 - 1961. Due 
to historical circumstances, certain segments of many Mideast 
minorities, including Syrian Christians, tend to come from 
wealthy and middle entrepreneurial class backgrounds, in 
comparison with the broad Syrian population. This class status has 
made them targets for Nasserite and Baathist socialist policies of 
nationalization and land confiscation throughout the United Arab 
Republic (UAR) and Baathist periods, forcing many to leave 
with whatever capital they could smuggle out of the country.

Other political factors proved equally disruptive. When the 
Syrian military juntas consolidated their grips on power, laying 
down the basis of a narrow Alawite sectarian regime, they quietly 
marginalized Christians in favor of Druze and Ismaili officers, 
while subjecting Sunni officers to continuous demotion. This 
behavior increased in 1979, after Muslim extremists attacked 
Alawite military cadets in Aleppo Artillery School, followed 
by the regime’s massacre of Hama in 1982. Never sizeable, the 
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   leader Charles Martel’s victory over Muslim invaders is seen as a decisive moment in 
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presence of Christian officers in the army often became cynically 
co-opted in order to legitimize the regime among Christian 
communities and to cement strong alliances with the hierarchies 
of their churches, alliances which appear to have endured to 
the present. Like Tarik Aziz in Iraq, another Christian, Dawoud 
Rajiha, held a similar position in Syria, serving as Syrian minister 
of defense from 2011 to 2012, until he was assassinated along with 
other senior military officers under suspicious circumstances. 

As   Syria’s Arab Spring unfolded, some Christians joined 
in, and a few even reached top levels of the opposition 

leadership. However, as in the rest of the Middle East, secular 
and progressive activists and intellectuals represent a small 
percentage of most communities, while the church and traditional 
leadership continues to hold sway over their supporters and 
parishioners. Following the regime’s bloody response to peaceful 
protests, Syria’s Arab Spring gradually descended into violence, 
rending the fabric of 
Syrian society along 
the seams of religious 
and sectarian divisions. 
In war, reason often 
becomes the first casualty, 
obscured behind the 
growing piles of bodies. 
A classic example, Homs, 
Syria’s third largest city, 
known as the “capital of 
the Syrian revolution,” 
contained three major 
groups – Sunnis, Alawites 
and Christians – which 
had largely inhabited three 
separate neighborhoods 
or enclaves. With violence 
rampant across the city 
– now in ruins, thanks to 
the regime – the sectarian 
identity of the person 
shooting at you became a matter of speculation. Before the almost 
total destruction of Homs, press reports indicate that regime forces 
deliberately attacked Sunni areas from Christian neighborhoods 
in order to incite Sunni retaliations against Christians. This left 
the Christians no alternative but to join forces with the regime 
and enlist in regime-sponsored militias or shabiha (reads thugs).

As alliances between the Churches and the regime intensified, 
they began to shift the image of neutrality that some Christians 
had worked so hard to cultivate, with grave repercussions to 
many Syrian Christians. Whether advertently or inadvertently, 
Church leadership pushed the community into siding with the 
Assad regime, to the detriment of their own membership. The 
Christian Maronite community in Syria, relatively small in 
comparison with other Eastern Christian communities whether 
in Syria or Iraq, received another blow when numerous sources 
reported in 2011that Patriarch Bechara al-Rai, the head of the 
Maronite Church in Lebanon and Syria, repeated the Syrian 
official propaganda line word-for-word while in France. Al-Rai 

justified this as necessary “to give Assad a chance to implement 
the reforms he already announced,” describing Assad as “an 
open-minded person who studied in Europe,” but cautioning that 
“he cannot make miracles.” These provocative statements about 
the Syrian regime lacked wisdom, to put it mildly, and many 
observers describe them as damaging to both Lebanese and 
Syrian Christians. After all, that “open-minded person” al-Rai 
championed has caused the death of nearly half a million Syrians.

Striking parallels exist between the positions of Iraqi and 
Syrian Christian intellectuals, with the Syrians, like their Iraqi 
counterparts, largely predisposed to join Baathist, communist, and 
nationalist parties (in pan-Arab and pan-Syrian configurations). 
Their attraction to these parties can generally be understood as 
motivated by the sheer survival instinct to stake out positions 
close to power. Even when a majority of Arab and world 
opinions has condemned the Assad regime’s brutal destruction 

of the Syrian people as a 
crime against humanity, 
none of the “anti-
imperialist,” nationalistic 
intellectuals has uttered 
a hint of protest. 

Claims and 
counterclaims aside, 
examining Syrian policies 
helps clarify forces that 
influenced almost half 
of Syria’s Christians to 
leave the country before 
the Arab Spring and the 
rise of ISIS. As far back 
as the 1960s, specific 
policy directives have 
influenced the gradual 
immigration due to their 
sectarian undertones, 
whether in development, 
demography or 

recruitment into the military service. While the obvious 
goals of these policies centered on weakening the Sunni 
majority, Christians did not necessarily benefit from a 
system increasingly tilted towards the benefit of Alawite 
community. Undoubtedly, nepotism, favoritism and corruption 
played a role in benefiting those Christians closely allied 
with the regime, but such tactics privileged a small cadre 
of Christians, and didn’t trickle power down to the masses. 

Syria’s political economy has also contributed to the 
dwindling Christian presence in the country. As with most 
command economies, the political portion of the equation, 
rather than economic good sense, largely determines the “logic” 
of Syria’s economy. As an example, the system does not use 
merit as the standard for recruitment of Syrians into the civil 
service. Instead, one’s sectarian allegiance to the regime attains 
to the level of a job qualification. Christians in Syria tend 
to have relatively higher levels of education and more skills 




