Abdelrahman Munif, Cities of Salt (1) (1984, trans. 1987)
Page Numbers refer to my copy: Vintage, 1989, trans. Peter Theroux.

Note that these questions are starting suggestions for interpretation- you are
encouraged to identify your own examples, issues, themes, etc.

Seminar Tasks/Questions

1) Read Amitav Ghosh’s essay “Petrofiction: The Oil Encounter and the Novel.”
Mark down three points you want to discuss. (You may also want to read the
excerpts from Michael Walonen’s response to Munif at the beginning of his
article on Oil and World Literature. The full version of his essay is on the
module website, as is an essay by Peter Hitchcock, “Oil in an American
Imaginary”, which also responds to Munif’s argument).

2) Chapter One: Read the opening of the novel, from “Wadi Al-Uyoun.... and
made these hard decisions by themselves.” Discern anything you feel is
significant about this opening (from broad themes to specific details,
individual descriptions, etc.), so that we can:

a) widen outto a discussion of the chapter as a whole

b) begin to sketch out general themes and particular strands of the
novel

¢) think about the importance of setting and environment as a
feature throughout

d) begin thinking about formal features attached to the above - esp.
narration, use of irony, analepsis, etc.

e) attach it to another excerpt from following chapters.

3) Read section from the end of Ch.6 pp. 48-450 as an example of ironic tone
and perspective, from: ‘On the last day.../trees and the green plants’. Why
does the narrative set up Miteb - and the plot - like this?

4) How is the “end” of Wadi Al-Uyoun described and conveyed? Chs. 12/13. (pp.
96-99; 105-07 & also beginning of Ch. 14, 110)

Take 30 mins for all the above. Read and annotate the section on your own, then
form small groups. Be prepared to report your findings/discussion to the rest of the
class. The critical excerpts from Walonen and McLarney are useful here.






5) Ch8.65; 67-71. The installation of the American camp. How and why is this

representative of the novel’s take on (oil-driven) modernity? (see also 98;
393)

6) New Technology is often introduced in the plot. How is it represented? (For
example, the Emir’s telescope (409); The Radio (432-5, 438, 441; 443); The
Automobile (Ch66; 420-1); The Telephone (598-99)

7) Significance of Narrative threads? - contradictory stories, multiple reporters,
multiple perspectives on events: Ch24, p. 167-68; 279; 384; 409; 500. (See
Stefan Mayer on this, in your supplementary material).

8) What is the role of Miteb Al-Hathal in the novel? See, for example, pps. 31;
107-8; 140; 143; 151-2; 510-14; 615-16 (See Sabry Hafez)

9) Ingroups, take a different scene and discuss its import, especially in a
“global” sense?

The Ship of Satan: Ch. 31 (See also, Ch30, on “the two cities”)
The Truck Drivers: Chs. 67, 68

The Emir’s Automobile: Ch. 66

The Wedding: (Ch.38; but esp. pps. 266-267)

10) Why is the “Physician’s Feud” a central event in the text? (see Chs. 72-4)
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with eight other items, most of them
shot in Lyon. And all this was done
within the lifetimes of some still surviv-
ing people.

Chardére explained that various spe-
cial exhibits run continually—I saw a
good one of still photography by some-
one new—and that there are always film
series in progress. The current series is
on the subject of actors: the poster fea-
tures Brando and Garbo. He showed
me the very inviting small screen-

ing room downstairs, with comfortable

scarlet-upholstered seats that, he says,
are filled almost every day for the film
programs.

Then Chardére loaded me with
posters and postcards, pamphlets and
brochures, and put me in the car that he
had summoned to take me back to my
hotel—a good distance because the inst-
tute is in an outlying district. (Called
Monplaisir. Ah, those Lyonnaises.) This
is my note of thanks,

Since then, I've been thinking of that
day less as a trip to a museum than as a
visit to some people whom I was too late
to catch. The richness and generosity of
the villa itself seem to reflect the warmth
of the people who lived there. What
excitement those rooms must have
known in those days when a new age was
in birth. I felt that I had sensed it during

The Oil Encounter and the novel.

Petrofiction

By Amitav GHOSH

{ the Spice Trade has any
twentieth-century equivalent,
it can only be the oil industry.
In its economic and strategic
value, as well as its ability to generate far-
flung political, military, and cultural
encounters, oil is clearly the only com-
modity that can serve as an analogy for
pepper. In all matters technical, of
course, the comparison is weighted
grossly in favor of oil, But in at least one
domain it is the Spice Trade that can
claim the clear advantage: in the quality
of the literature that it nurtured.
Within a few decades of the discovery
of the sea route to India, the Portuguese
poet Luis de Camoes had produced the
Lusiads, the epic poem that chronicled
Vasco da Gama's voyage and in effect

AMITAv GHOSH is the author most
recently of The Shadow Lines (Penguin).
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.and Gaspar Correra:
poem, the very idea is ludicrous: to the
principal protagonists in the Oil

my visit. Fanciful, of course, but that’s
what fancy is for.

A screenwriter sends a letter of objec-
tion to my point in a recent piece about
the scarcity of good scripts as against the
plenitude of good acting and directing,
This man isn't making the usual case
that there are good scripts out there that
aren’t being done—something that play-
wrights also charge. He says, and | saw
the film he's speaking of, that after the
script is written, a lot of other hands
reach in to mess it up, and the writer
gets blamed. I'm sure that this is true in
many instances, and I'm also sure that,
for critics, there’s nothing to be done
about it. All we can go by is the credit as
given. Anything else would lead to
rumor-mongering and to other unfair-
nesses in other directions.

I once praised a director for a certain
shot, and he told me that his assistant
had suggested it. So, every time we say,
“The direction is by X,” we ought to be
saying, “The direction is attributed to
X." The same pattern applies to writers,
But to use that pattern every time would
be unfair when it isn’t true, and anyway
it's too clumsy. All I can add is that, who-
ever is responsible for the current screen-
plays of the world, most of them are
dreadful. e

conjured Portugal into literary nation-
hood. The Oil Encounter, on the other
hand, has produced scarcely a single
work of note, In English, for example, it
has enemmg‘wﬁaﬁw
*ﬁﬁ”@%ﬂ?ﬁ'

second-rate travel literature

otely of the

posax oy e

qualily el Oaldistncton
e ravelogues and narratives produced
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Encounter (which means, in effect,
America and Americans on the one
hand and the peoples of the Arabian
Peninsula and the Persian Gulf on the
other), the history of oil is a matter of
embarrassment vergin the unspeak-
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one cultural issue on which the two
sides are in complete agreement.

Still, if the Oil Encounter has proved
barren, it is surely through no fault of its
own. It would be hard to imagine a story
that is its equal in drama, or in historical
resonance. Consider its Livingstonian
beginnings: the Westerner with his
caravan-loads of machines and instru-
ments thrusting himself unannounced
upon small, isolated communities, deep
within some of the most hostile envi-
ronments on earth. And think of the
postmodern present; city-states where
virtually everyone is a “foreigner”;
admixtures of peoples and cultures on a
scale never before envisaged; vicious sys-
tems of helotry juxtaposed with unparal-
leled wealth; deserts transformed by
technology and military devastation on
an apocalyptic scale.

It is a story that evokes horror, sympa-
thy, guilt, rage, and a great deal else,
depending on the listener’s situation.
The one thing that can be said of it with
absolute certainty is that no one any-
where who has any thought either for
his conscience or his self-preservation
can afford to ignore it. So why, when
there is so much 1o write about, has this
encounter proved so imaginatvely ster-
ile?

n the American side, the

answers are not far to

seek. To a great many

Americans, oil smells bad.
It reeks of unavoidable overseas entan-
glements, a worrisome foreign depen-
dency, economic uncertainty, risky and
expensive military enterprises; of thou-
sands of dead civilians and children and
all the wroublesome questions that lie
buried in their graves. Bad enough at
street Jevel, the smell of oil gets a lot
worse by the time it seeps intwo those
rooms where serious fiction is written
and read. It acquires more than just a
whiff of that deep suspicion of the Arab
and Muslim worlds that wafts through so
much of American intellectual life. And
to make things still worse, it begins to
smell of pollution and environmental
hazards. It reeks, it stinks, it becomes a
Problem that can be written about only
in the language of Solutions.

But there are other reasons why there
isn't a Great American Oil Novel, and
some of them le hidden within the insti-
tutions that shape American writing
today. It would be hard indeed to imag-
ine the writing school that could teach
its graduates to find their way through
the uncharted firmaments of the Oil
Encounter. In a way, the professionaliza-
tion of fiction has had much the same
effect in America as it had in Britain in
another imperial age: as though in pre-
cise counterpoint to the increasing geo-

graphical elasticity of the country's
involvements, its fictional gaze has
turned inward, becoming ever more
introspective, ever more concentrated
upon its own self-definition. In other
words, it has fastened upon a stock of
themes and subjects each of which is
accompanied by a well-tested pedagogic
technology. Try and imagine a major
American writer taking on the Oil
Encounter. The idea is literally incon-
ceivable.

It isn’t fair, of course, to point the fio-
ger at American writers. There isn’t very
much they could write about: neither
they nor anyone else really knows any-
thing at all about the human experi-
ences that surround the producton of
oil. A great deal has been invested in
ensuring the muteness of the Oil
Encounter: on the American (or West-
ern) side, through regimes of strict cor-
porate secrecy; on the Arab side, by the
physical and demographic separation of
oil installations and their workers from
the indigenous population.

The Trench
by Abdelrahman Munif
translated by Peter Theroux
(Pantheon, 554 pp., $25)

Cities of Salt
by Abdelrahman Munif
ranslated by Peter Theroux
(Vintage, 627 pp.; $12.95 paper)

It is no accident, then, that the genre
of “My Days in the Gulf” has yet to be
invented. Most Western oilmen of this
generation have no reason to be any-
thing other than silent about their work-
ing lives. Their experience of the Mid-
dle East is culturally a nullity, lived out
largely within portable versions of West-
ern suburbia. '

In some ways the story is oddly similar
on the Arab side, except that there itisa
quirk of geography-—of geology, to be
exact—that is largely to blame for oil's
literary barrenness, Perversely, oil chose
to be discovered in precisely those parts
of the Middle East that have been the
most marginal in the development of
modern Arab culture and literature—on
the outermost peripheries of such liter-
ary centers as Cairo and Beirut.

Until quite recently, the littoral of the
Gulf was considered an outlying region
within the Arab world, a kind of frontier
whose inhabitants’ worth lay more in
their virtnous simplicity than in their
cultural aspirations. The slight curl of
the lip that inevitably accompanies an
attitude of that kind has become, if any-
thing, a good deal more pronounced
now that many Arab writers from Egypt
and Lebanon—countries with faltering
economies but rich literary traditions—

are constrained to earn their livelihoo
in the Gulf. As a result, young Arab wri
ers are no more likely to write abou
the Qil Encounter than are their Wes
ern counterparts. No matter how lon
they have lived in the Gulf or in Liby:
when it comes to the practice of fictio
they generally prefer to return to th
familiar territories staked out by their Ii
erary forebears. There are, of course
some notable exceptions (such as th
Palestinian writer Ghassan Kanafani’
remarkable story “Men in the Sun”), bu
otherwise the Gulf servesall too often 2
a metaphor for corruption and dec:
dence; a surrogate for the expression ¢
the resentment that so many in the Ara
world feel toward the regimes that rul
the oil kingdoms.

n fact, very few people am

where write about the O

Encounter. The silence e

tends much further than th
Arabic- or English-speaking worlds. Tak
Bengali, a language decply addicted t
the travelogue as a genre. Every yea
several dozen accounts of travel @
America, Europe, China, and so on ar
published in Bengali, along with innt
merable short stories and novels abou
expatriates in New Jersey, Californi:
and various parts of Europe. Yet th
hundreds of thousands of Bengal
speaking people who live and work &
the oil kingdoms scarcely ever merit li
erary attention—or any kind of interes
for that matter.

As one of the few people who hav
tried to write about the floating world ¢
oil, I can bear witness to its slipperines:
to the ways in which it tends to trip fic
tion into incoherence. In the end, per
haps, it is the craft of writing iself—o
rather writing as we know it today—tha
is responsible for the muteness of th
Oil Encounter. The experiences that o:
has generated run counter to many c
the historical imperatives that hav
shaped writing over the last couple ¢
centuries and given it its distinctiv
forms.

The territory of oil is bafflingly mult
lingual, for example, while the novel
with its conventions of naturalistic diz
logue, is most at home within monolir.
gual speech communities (withi
nation-states, in other words). Equalh
the novel is never more comfortabl
than when it is luxuriating in a “sense ¢
place,” reveling in its unique power t
evoke mood and atmosphere. But th.
experiences associated with oil are lives
out within a space that is no place at al.
a world that is intrinsically displacec
heterogeneous, and internatonal. It is
world that poses a radical challenge no
merely to the practice of writing as w
know it, but to much of modern culture
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to such notions as the idea of distin-
guishable and distinct civilizations, or
recognizable and separate “societies.” It
is a world whose closest analogues are
medieval, not modern—which is proba-
bly why it has proved so successful in
eluding the gaze of contemporary
global culture, The truth is that we do
not yet possess the form that can give
the Oil Encounter a literary expression.

R} or this reason alone, Cities
of Salt, the Jordanian writer
Abdelrahman Munif’s mon-

£. umental five-part cycle of
novels dealing with the history of oil,
ought to be regarded as a work of
immense significance. It so happens that
the first novel in the cycle is also in
many ways a wonderful work of fiction,
perhaps even in parts a great one. Peter
Theroux’s excellent English translation
of this novel was published a few years
ago under the eponymous title Cities of
Salt, and now its successor, The Trench,
has appeared.

Munif’s prose is extremely difficult to
translate, being rich in ambiguities and
unfamiliar dialectical usages, and so
Theroux deserves to be commended for
his translations—especially of the first
book, where he has done a wonderful
Jjob. He is scrupulously faithful to both
the letter and the spirit of the original,
while sacrificing nothing in readability.
Where Theroux has intervened, it is in
what would appear to be the relatively
unimportant matters of punctuation
and typography. (He has numbered
each chapter, though the Arabic text
does not really have chapters at all, but
merely extended breaks between pages;
and he has also eliminated Munif’s
favorite device of punctuation, a sen-
tence or paragraph that ends with two
period points rather than one, to indi-
cate indeterminacy, inconclusivity, what
you will ...} These changes are slight
enough, but they have the overall effect
of producing a text that is much more
“naturalistic” than the original. One day
a professor of comparative literature
somewhere will have fun using Ther-
oux’s translations to document the
changes in protocol that texts undergo
in being shaped to conform to different
cultural expectations.

The Arabic title of Munif’s first novel
has the connotation of “the wilderness”
or “the desert,” and it begins with what
is possibly the best and most detailed
account of that mythical event, a First
Encounter, in fiction—all the better for
being, for once, glimpsed from the
wrong end f The Telescope. The novel
dpens, appropriately, on an oasis whose
name identifies it as the source, or the
beginning: Wadi al-Uyoun, “an outpour-
ing of green in the harsh, obdurate

in American history”’—Ralph Nader
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desert.” To the caravans that occasion-
ally pass through it, as to its inhabitants,
the wadi is an “earthly paradise,” and to
none more so than one Miteb al-Hathal
(“the Troublemaker”), an elder of a
tribe called al-Atoum:

Left to himself to talk about Wadi al-
Uyoun, Miteb al-Hathal would go on in a
way no one could believe, for he could not
confine himself to the good air and the
sweetness of the water ... or to the magnif-

- icent nights; he would tell stories which in
some cases dated back to the days of Noah,
or 50 said the old men. -

ut unsettling portents soon

begin to intrude upon this

earthly paradise. One

evening at sunset, one of
Miteb’s sons returns from watering the
family’s livestock and tells his father of
the arrival of “three foreigners with two
marsh Arabs, and they speak Arabic™—
“People say they came to look for water.”
But when Miteb goes to find out for
himself, he sees them going to “places
no one dreamed of going,” collecting
“unthinkable things,” and writing
“things no one understood,” and he
comes to the conclusion that “they cer-
tainly didn’t come for water—they want
something else. But what could they pos-
sibly want? What is there in this dry
desert besides dust, sand, and starva-
tion?”

The people of the wadi hear the for-
eigners asking questions “about dialects,
about tribes and their disputes, about
religion and sects, about the rocks, the
winds and the rainy season”; they listen
to them quoting from the Koran and
repeating the Muslim profession of
faith; and they begin to “wonder among
themselves if these were jinn, because
people like these who knew all those
things and spoke Arabic yet never
prayed were not Muslims and could not
be normal humans.” Reading the por-
tents, Miteb the Troublemaker senses
that something terrible is about to
befall the wadi and its people, but he
knows neither what it is nor how to pre-
vent it. Then suddenly, to everyone’s
relief, the foreigners leave, and the wadi
settles back, just a trifle uneasily, to its
old ways.

But soon enough the strangers come
back. They are no longer just unspeci-
fied “foreigners” but Americans, and
they are everywhere, digging, collecting,
and handing out “coins of English and
Arab gold.” Their liberality soon wins
them friends in the wadi, but even the
closest of their accomplices is utterly
bewildered by their doings: “nothing
was stranger than their morning
prayers: they began by kicking their legs
and raising their arms in the air, moving
their bodies to the left and right, and

then touching their toes until they were
panting and drenched with sweat”
Then a number of “yellow iron hulks”
arrive, adding to the bewilderment of
the wadi’s inhabitants: “Could a man
approach them without injury? What
were they for and how did they
behave—did they eat like animals or
not?” Fearing the worst, the people of
the wadi go to their emir to protest, only
to be told that the Americans have
“come from the ends of the earth to
help us"—because “‘There are oceans
of blessings under this soil."”

The protests are quickly suppressed,
Miteb and other troublemakers are
threatened with death, and before long
the wadi's orchards and dwellings are
demolished by the “yellow iron hulks.”
After the flattening of his beloved wadi,
Miteb mounts his “white Omani she-
camel” and vanishes into the hills,
becoming a prophetic spectral figure
who emerges only occasionally from the
desert to cry doom and to strike terror
into those who collaborate with the oil-
men. As for Miteb’s family and the rest
of the wadi’s inhabitants, they are
quickly carried away by passing camel
caravans. A number of them set out for
a coastal settlement called Harran (*the
Overheated”), where the new oil instal-
lations are to be built, a “cluster of low
mud houses™—a place evidently very
much as Doha and Kuwait were only a
few decades ago.

he rest of Munif’s narrative

centers upon the early

stages of Harran's transfor-

mation: the construction
of the first roads, the gradual influx of
people, the building of the oil installa-
tions, the port and the emir’s palace.
Working in shifts, the newly arrived
Arab workers and their American over-
seers slowly conjure two new townships
into being, Arab Harran and American
Harran. Every evening, after the day’s
work is done, the men drift home

to the two sectors like streams coursing
down a slope, one broad and one small,
the Americans to their camp and the Arabs
to theirs, the Americans to their swimming
pool, where their racket could be heard in
the nearby barracks behind the barbed
wire. When silence fell the workers guessed
the Americans had gone into their air-
conditioned rooms whose thick curtains
shut everything out: sunlight, dust, flies,
and Arabs.

Soon Harran no longer quite belongs
to its people, and the single most impor-
tant episode in the building of the new
city has little to do with them. It is the
story of an R-and-R ship that pays the
city a brief visit for the benefit of the
Americans living in the yet-unfinished
oiltown:

The astonished people of Harran
approached [the ship] imperceptibly, step
by step, like sleepwalkers. They could not
believe their eyes and ears, Had there ever
been anything like this ship, this huge and
magnificent? Where else in the world were
there women like these, who resembied
both milk and figs in their tanned white-
ness? Was it possible that men could
shamelessly walk around with women, with
no fear of others? Were these their wives,
or sweethearts, or something else?

For a whole day and night, the inhat
itants of Harran watch the American
of the oiltown disporting themselve
with the newly arrived women, and b
the time the ship finally leaves “th
men’s balls are ready to burst.” Thi
event eventually comes to mark th
beginning of the history of this city ¢
sale:

This day gave Harran a birth date, record-
ing when and how it was built, for most
people have no memory of Harran before
that day. Even its own natives, who had
lived there since the arrival of the first
frightening group of Americans and
watched with terror the realignment of the
town's shoreline and hills—the Harranis,
born and bred there, saddened by the
destruction of their houses, recalling the
old sorrows of lost travelers and the dead—
remembered the day the ship came better
than any other day, with fear, awe, and sur-
prise. It was practically the only date they
remembered.

he most sustained wron
note in Cities of Salt i
reserved for its concht
sion. The novel ends wit
‘a dramatic confrontation between th
old Harran and the new: between
world where the emir sat 1 coifet
houses and gossiped with the Bedouir

where everybody had time for everyon.
else and n6 one was ever so ill the
"ihey needed remedies that were sol
for money, and a universe in which M
Middleton of the oil company hold
their livelihoods in his hands, wher
the newly arrived Lebanese docte
Subhi al-Mahmilji (“physician and su:
geon, specialist in internal and vem
real diseases, Universities of Berlin an
Vienna”) charges huge fees for th
smaliest service, where the emir spic
on' the townspeople with a telescop
and needs a cadre of secret police t
tell him what they are thinking. “Ever
day it’s gotten worse,” says one long
time resident of Harran, pointin
toward the American enclave: “T tol
you, 1 told every one of you, the Ame:
icans are the disease, they're the roc
of the problem, and what's happene
now is nothing compared to what the
have in store for us.”
The matter comes to a head when

series of events—a killing by the secre
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police, sightings of the troublemaking
Miteb, the laying-off of twenty-three
workers—prompts the workers of Har-
ran to invent spontaneously the no-
tion of the strike. They stop working
and march through the town chanting;

-.. The pipeline was built by beasts of prey.
We will safeguard our rights.

The Americans do not own it

This land is our land.

Then, led by two of Miteb the Trou-
blemaker’s sons, they storm the oil
installation, sweeping aside the emir’s
secret police and the oil company’s
guards, and rescue some of their fellow
workers who'd been trapped inside.
And the book ends with an unequiv-
ocal triumph for the workers: the half-
crazed emir flees the city after ordering
the oil company to reinstate its sacked
employees.

tis not hard to see why Munif
would succumb to the tempta-
tion to end his book on an
optimistic note. His is a devas-
tatingly painful story: a slow, round-
about recounting of the almost acciden-
tal humiliation of one people by
another. There is very little bitterness in
Munif’s telling of it. Its effectiveness lies
rather in the gradual accumulation of
etail. Munif's American oilmen are nei-
ther rapacious nor heartless. On the
contrary, they are eager, businesslike,
and curious. When invited to an Arab
wedding, they ask “about everything,
about words, clothing and food, about
the names of the bridegroom and his
bride and whether they had known each
other before, and if they had ever
met.... Every small thing excited the
Americans’ amazement.” It is not
through dircct confrontations that the
Harranis meet their humiliation. Quite
the opposite. Theirs is the indignity of
not being taken seriously at all; of being
regarded as an obstacle on the scale of a
minor technical snag in the process of
drilling for oil.

Better than any other, Munif’s
method succeeds in showing us why so
many people in the Middle East are
moved to clutch at straws to regain some
measure of self-respect for themselves;
why so many Saudis, for example, felt
the humiliation of Iraq’s army almost
as their own. But in fact the story is
even grimmer than Munif's version of
it, and the ending he chooses is
founded in pure wish-fulfillment. It
probably has more to do with its
author’s own history than with the story
of oil in the Gulf.

Abdelrahman Munif was born in
1933, into a family of Saudi Arabian ori-
gin settled in Jordan. (He was later
stripped of his Saudi citizenship for

political reasons.) He studied in Bagh-
dad and Cairo, and went on to earn a
Ph.D in oil economics at the University
of Belgrade-—back in the days of Titoite
socialism, when books written by Pro-
gressive writers always ended in working-
class victories. Since then Munif’s work-
ing life has been spent mainly in the oil
industry in the Middle East, albeit in a
rather sequestered corner of it he has
occupied important positions in the Syr-
ian Oil Company, and he has served as
editor in chief of an Iragi journal called
Oil and Development.

' o one, in other words, is in
a better position than
Munif to know that the

<\ final episode in his story is
nothing more than an escapist fantasy.
He must certainly be aware that the
work forces of the international oil com-
panies in the Arabian peninsula have
never succeeded in becoming politcally
effective. When they showed signs of
restiveness in the 1950s, they were ruth-
lessly and very effectively suppressed by
their rulers, with the help of the oil
companies. Over the last couple of
decades, the powersthatbe in the oil
sheikhdoms (and who knows exactly
who they are) have followed a careful
strategy for keeping their workers quies-
cent: they have held the Arab compo-
nent of their work forces at a strictly reg-
ulated numerical level, while importing
large numbers of migrants from several
of the poorer countries of Asia.

The policy has proved magically effec-
tive in the short run. It has created a
class of -workers who, being separated
from the indigenous population (and
from each other) by barriers of culture
and language, are politically passive in a
way that a predominantly Arab work
force could never be within the Arab-
speaking world—a class that is all the
more amenable to control for living per-
petually under threat of deportation. It
is, in fact, a class of helots, with virtually
no rights at all, and its members are
often subjected to the most hideous
kinds of physical abuse. Their experi-
ence makes a mockery of the human
rights rhetoric that accompanied the
Gulf war; the fact that the war has
effected no changes in the labor policies
of the oil sheikhdoms is proof in the
eyes of millions of people in Asia and
Africa that the “new world order” is
designed to defend the rights of certain
people at the expense of others.

Thus, the story of the real conse-
quences of the sort of political restive-
ness that Munif describes in Cities of Salt
is not likely to warm the heart quite as
cozily as the ending he gives his novel.
But if Munif can be accused of naiveté
on this score, he must still be given
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credit for seeing that the workplace,
where democracy is said to begin, is the
site where the foundations of contempo-
rary authoritarianism in the oil
sheikhdoms were laid.

Today it is a commonplace in the
Western media that aspirations toward
democracy in the Arabian peninsula are
a part of the fallout of changes ushered
in by oil and the consequent breakdown
of “traditional” society. In fact, in several
instances exactly the opposite is true: oil
and the developments it has brought in
its wake have been directly responsible
for the suppression of whatever demo-
cratic aspirations and tendencies there
were within the region.

Certain parts of the Gulf such as
Bahrain, whose commercial importance
far predates the discovery of oil, have
long possessed sizable groups of busi-
nessmen, professionals, and skilled
workers—a stratum not unlike a middle
class. On the whole, that class shared
the ideology of the nationalist move-
ments of various nearby countries such
as India, Egypt, and Iran. It was their lib-
eral aspirations that became the first vic-
tims of oil’s most bizarre, most murder-
ous creation: the petro-despot, dressed
in a snowy dishdashe and armed with
state-of-the-art weaponry—the creature
whose gestation and birth Munif sets out
to chronicle in the second volume of
the Cities of Salt cycle, The Trench.

nfortunately The Trench

comes as a great disap-

pointment. The narrative

now moves away from Har-
ran to a city in the interior called
Mooran (“the Changeable”), which
serves as the seat of the country’s ruling
dynasty. With the move to the capital,
the focus of the narrative now shifts to
the country’s rulers.

The story of The Trench is common
enough in the oil sheikhdoms of the
Arabian peninsula: it begins with the
accession to power of a sultan by the
name of Khazael and it ends with his
deposition, when he is removed from
the throne by rival factions within the
royal family. Munif describes the trans-
formations that occur during Sultan
Khazael’s reign by following the career
of one of his chief advisers, a Syrian doc-
tor called Subhi al-Mahmilji (who ear-
lier played an important part in the cre-
ation of the new Harran). The story has
great potential, but Munif's voice does
not prove equal to the demands of the
narrative. It loses the note of wonder, of
detached and reverental curiosity, that
lent such magic to parts of Cities of Salt,
while gaining neither the volume nor
the richness of coloring that its material
demands.

Instead Munif shifts to satire, and the

change proves disastrous, He makes 2
valiant attempt—not for nothing are his
books banned in various countries in
the Arabian peninsula—but satire has
no hope of success when directed
against figures like Sultan Khazael and
his family. No one, certainly no mere
writer of fiction, could hope to satirize
the royal families of the Arabian penin-
sula with a greater breadth of imagina-
tion than they do themselves. As count-
less newspaper reports can prove,
factual accounts of their doings are well
able to beggar the fictional imagination.
Indeed, in the eyes of the world at
large, Arab and non-Arab, the oil
sheikh scarcely exists except as a carica-
ture; he is the late twendeth century’s
most potent symbol of decadence,
hypocrisy, and corruption. He pre-empts
the very possibility of satire. Of course,
it wasn’t always so. The compulsions
and the absurdities of an earlier genera-
tion of oil sheikhs had their roots in a
genuinely tragic historical predicament.
But those very real dilemmas are
reduced to caricature in Munif's Sulian
Khazael.

Even where it is successful, moreover,
Munif’s satire is founded ultimately
upon a kind of nostalgia, a romantic
hearkening back to a pristine, unspoiled
past. It is not merely Americans from
the oil companies who are the intruders
here: every “foreigner” is to some
degree an interloper in Harran and
Mooran. As a result, Munif is led to

The Gentleman

By P. N. FURBANK

Trollope: A Biography
by N. John Hall
{Oxford University Press, 581 pp., $35)

hameleonism in a literary
biographer, it could be
argued, is a vice, and
those famous “sympathies”
between biographer and subject, of
whom it is said admiringly that the prose
of the one can hardly be distinguished
from the prose of the other, are a snare.
Itis bad tactics, and a fault of taste, to be
epigrammatic in a life of Oscar Wilde or
mellifluous in a life of Walter Pater.

The rule would certainly seem to apply
in the case of Anthony Trollope, for rea-
sons that reach deep into his life and his
character. For he was a signal example of
a self-made, or “twice-born,” man. The

ignore those very elements of the his
tory of the oil kingdoms that ought
inspire his curiosity, the extraordinar
admixtures of cultures, peoples, and lan
guages that have resulted from the Oi
Encounter.

Workers from other parts of Asi
hardly figure at all in Munif’s stor)
When they do it is either as stereotype
{a Pakistani doctor in Cities of Sait bear
the name Muhammad Jinnah) or a
faceless crowds, a massed symbol o
chaos: “*Once Harran had been acity ¢
fishermen and travelers coming home
but now it belonged to no one; its pec
ple were featureless, of all varieties ans
yet strangely unvaried. They were all ¢
humanity and vet no cne at all, a
assemblage of languages, accents, color
and religions.” The irony of The Trenchi
that in the end it leaves its writer a pri:
oner of his intended victim. Once Mun:
moves away from the earliest stages ¢
the Oil Encounter, where each side’
roles and auributes and identites ar
clearly assigned, to a more complicate
reality—to the crowded, multilingua
culturally polyphonic present of the Ar:
bian peninsula-—he is unable to fre
himself from the prison house of xenc
phobia, bigotry, and racism that we
created by precisely such figures ¢
his Sultan Khazael. In its failure, 7/
Trench provides still one more lesso
in the difficulties that the experience ¢
oil presents for the novelisdc imay
ination. *

as Hero

central theme of his Autobiographyis ho
a wretched and slovenly idler took a
iron grip on himself and developed
bent for, and a delighted addiction v
thoroughness and regularity; howa mi
fit found his salvation in turning himse
into a well-running machine.

There was a price to pay for this mec!
anization, but it was not altogether tt
expected one. It had no hardenir
effect on his heart and feeling. E
remained a truculent but tenderhearte
man. But it caused him, a very intel
gent person, to dismiss an enormot
number of things as not to be talke
about, or even thought about. On a fe
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Cordell Hull, Franklin D. Roosevelt’s secretary of state for most of his
presidency, acknowledged that “the Near Bast, in which our govern-
ment had evinced only a slight interest for a century and a half, became
through the demand of WWII a vital area in the conduct of our for-
eign relations. . . . Iran (once known to us as Persia), Iraq, Saudi Arabia,
Lebanon and Syria began to appear more and more in Arnerican print,
not as lands of the ancients but as cogs in the machine of war"' In
Saudi Arabia, the United States had important interests to protect,
“principally the vast oil concession.”*®

World War II had a direct impact on oil development in eastern
Arabia. Oil’s importance was obvious. But the machinery needed to get
it out of the ground was required elsewhere. Spare parts, trucks, and
other equipment were requisitioned for the war effort. One boat filled
with crucial parts sank en route to the Eastern Province, where Saudi
Arabia’s oil resources were located. Then in November 1940 Italian planes
bombed the oil fields in Bahrain and eastern Saudi Arabia. Although
the bombs somehow missed both sites oil fields, and Benito Mussolini
Jater publicly apologized for the attack, it was enough to scare CasoC’s
employees and spur many to return home. The camp of 371 American
employees, 38 wives, and 16 children decreased in size in the weeks after
the bombing to only 226 employees, 19 wives, and 5 children. Eight
months later the camp emptied of its remaining women and children as
German troops threatened to converge on Dhahran from El-Alamein,
Egypt, in the west and the Caucasus in the north.! Promising Saudi
fields such as the ones at Abu Hadriya and al-Abqaiq were left for future
probing if and when the political situation stabilized.

In 1948, after the war’s end, Aramco’s drillers (Casoc was renamed
Aramco in 1944) returned to a site that had long fascinated Max
Steineke and other Aramco geologists. The company struck oil at
Ghawar, southwest of Dhahran and east of Riyadh. The Ghawar field
was soon classified as the world’s largest oil deposit. Saudi Arabia was
now on the map as a very serious oil player. In need of even more mar-
kets and capital given the vastly expanding Saudi output, Aramco was
joined by Standard Oil of New Jersey and Socony-Vacuum, which
slipped out of their IPC contracts on a technicality in November 1948.
One of the king’s only conditions was that whatever the face of the big-
ger company, it had to be 100 percent American, rather than include
European (particularly British) companies. He did not trust Buropean
designs on his country.

Between 1944 and 1950 Aramco’s gross production of crude oil
increased from 21,000 to 548,000 barrels of oil per day.®® Cheap Persian
Gulf oil became a central component of America’s postwar strategy, as
the reconstruction of Europe depended on it. In 1948 the United States

Eﬁuoﬁm@ only about 6 percent of its oil, with oE.% about 8 percent of
Eﬁ coming from Saudi Arabia.?! In contrast, Western Furope was almost
g.zam? dependent on Persian Gulf oil. U.S. planners busily d o
mined how best to ensure its flow. wy deer
. me. U.s. government by and large took a backseat to Aramco’s rela-
tions sﬁr ?.%w&w. The State Department let Aramco take the lead in
Mﬁﬂ.nn:bm S%T the Saudi government, particularly around oil and local
m<&o.w§azm issues. In the early days of the relationship Aramco han-
.&mm owr while the mBUP&% (after it was established) handled politics
:.ﬁ.cmrbm the fallout from America’s 1947 decision to support the E.«,
tition of wm.;mmnuﬁ and difficulties in managing Saudi-British EB%E
given Washington’s warm relations with both. The arrangement was miw ,
-a result of %EESW legacy in the kingdom, but it also fit nicel wimw
the determined efforts of successive U.S.-administrations to %M out
of Fm& politics rather than re-create Britain and France’s nmwwbm&
experience. : A
HEM. division of labor between the U.S. government and Gu oil
companies was evident in how America’s diplomatic and mo,o_.wo.Bmo
interests were physically located inside the kingdom. Aramco dominated
eastern Saudi- Arabia and the majority of oil issues that mﬁ.ﬂ.mma from
there. The U.S. embassy operated out of Jeddah, on Saudi Arabia’s west
coast, and handled most of the nettlesome foreign policy issues from
ﬁﬂ.m. Aramco kept the State Department and CIA apprised of its ini-
:mﬁ:ﬁmm.v but it largely operated independent of official U.S. channels
O<9..m59 however, especially as ownership of Aramco vmmmmm to mm:&
Arabia over the course of the 1970s and the American econom
became increasingly dependent on Saudi oil, the U.S. government ﬁoow
a more dominant role in U.S.-Saudi relations. . . i

America’s Three Pillars

.Op.r Hom course, is a significant factor in the U.S.-8audi relationship, as
itisin NE other Saudi dealings. It can hardly be otherwise for a n%wb,
try that sits astride one-quarter of the world’s proven oil resources and
relies on om. exports for 90 to 95 percent of its total export earnin aw z
But i.:rw oil explains a good portion of America’s interest in the Hnwb. -
moE,.: .aoﬂm not explain the strength of the relationship. After mw
?ﬁmﬁnmm relationships with other major oil-producing mnmmmm such wm
wzm.mmm. Iran, Iraq, Libya, and Venezuela have been exceedingly troubled
Politically and militarily, the United States and Soviet Union wer ﬁ
odds for the entire Cold War period. For thirty of the thirty-six FMmN
between 1967 and 2003, the United States had no o@m&% womwwnwm
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. ) : d
The Saudi concession, roughly the size o.m Texas, H.Ani. ?MWMWM MM !
Arizona combined, was the only important oil nosnmm%ﬁ% W% e
East that was exclusively American-owned and omﬁ.ﬁa. “ SM HM ere
after a handful of Socal employees landed on Saudi Arabia’s eas mmﬁ Emﬁm.
i €t » m s
They included men such as the burly Mﬁ% | Msemnr Howmm&vwwwgmw e
i 11 ify of s from Se :
eologist who could identify o fie v A :
mem%@mFﬁ&mnm@m, and Floyd W. Ohliger Socal’s mumﬁmwsﬂmmﬂﬁm“mmam
i i e “a00d eggs, according to 1homas - .
-abian operation. Both were g00 . T "
Wwpmo E.HZM& shortly after the others and eventually rose'to wwwm me%w !
company’s impressive government relations department EM : >M;mv‘§ e
entire ?.mgmz,dmmmm company. Barger Emw,q,mﬁ SM.E to WMMM M& ﬂ«p o0
. ¥ -oe from Bahrain, disem a :
cember 1937 on a rickety barge in, dis -
MMGW& pier at Khobar, then just a small fishing éwmmﬁ mbM WMMMM ME\
] . -an, the hot and rugge
Jes along an oiled road to Dhahran, . co
w%wm MMHMQ. who had cut his teeth as 2 professional geologist EEMMM. ,
the F.msmr[msa‘gaim copper mines of w.ﬁmwwgodﬁmmm, 2%@»“&55
to assist Steineke in his geological @JREW I'm WM/\M%\:M Moﬁrm e
1 fo H.A m. - .
e with us”’ Steineke enthused when Barger 2
%MWW%ME going to do with you, but I am certainly glad to have you
Ms board.” Barger’s Arabic eventually became 0 mﬁmMﬁ .w/wwﬂ wwmi,\MMMMMMm
mi : i Arab nomad. After
-onally mistaken for a Bedouin, an A ssin
WMM.WS.M language proficiency, the king blurted Mﬁr Mashallah!”-—a
Pl i d amazement.
hrase expressing wonderment an -
- Zﬁomﬁ immediately, Socal’s newly meMgMaO and SVMHWMU Mwmmwamwmwg
ifornia Arabi randard Oil Compan ;
idiary, the Califormia Axabian Stanc il Company 1 .
M&ﬁwﬁ&ﬁ% If the company’s investment m Saudi Arabia’s .mmﬁmmwﬂwm
M% and the nomw@wb% struck oil, it would aom MMZ@. H%Mwmwmn MMMmmm e
sell | Fier titive, IPC dentea La
to sell its product to. Fier cely compe s e
i : esult of this, Casoc merged in
its markets, Partly as a result of t g \ 36 with o
: Asia but only a limited suppiy
Oil—a company that had markets in £ A uppYy
of ,?Emdom% oil to service it. Together 1n 1944 the two mob%wvmwww er
named their subsidiary the Arab American Oo,EHumm% (Aramco),
would become a principal actor in U.S.-Saudi relations. o
Between 1933 and 1938 Casoc struggled. The Enamgﬂm mw ved
difficult to decipher, and no one was quite sure rwé mMmMHMsz M » %s
if ther The Americans bega
located, or even if there was any. e e
g {les north of Dhahran. The s
area called Dammam, a few mi ) . st holes
i [ ; asion the wells showed traces of o1,
produced tittle of note; on occ : o e o et a
: o oive them commercial value. The seve ole :
MMUWMMMMMMHM m%” V\M.E,nr 4, 1938, after a series of disappointing Awamww
Saudi Arabia’s Dammam-7 well “blew;” mmomsﬂdm. M»onm&»wwwiwoo
barrels per day. At the time, an average U.S. well producea a

barrels per day, although Saudi Arabia’s neighbor, Bahrain, was pro-
ducing a total of 13,000 barrels per day.!* Still, Saudi Arabia now had
one commercially viable well and its future as an oil producer appeared
bright. ’

The Dammam-7 blow corresponded with a visit to Dhahran by
Princess Alice, the granddaughter of Britain’s Queen Victoria, and her
husband, the Earl of Athlone, the brother of Queen Mary. Both had
crossed the entire width of Arabia from Jeddaly in a sort of goodwill
tour. For the Americans, isolated from much of civilization in eastern
Saudi Arabia, the arrival of royalty overshadowed the excitement of
the oil discovery. Although those involved did not realize it at the time,
the visit of Princess Alice, corresponding as it did with the discovery
of oil in Saudi Arabja, foreshadowed the handover of British influ-
ence in the Guif to the Americans. The noﬁ&& letters that later passed
between the princess and Dhahran’s -American women, discussing
among other things an angel food cake recipe, preceded a higher-stakes
and much ferser set of letters exchanged sik years later between
Roosevelt and Churchill arguing over whether the United States was
seeking to “deprive” Britain of its oil assets or whether Britain was try-
ing to “horn in” on Casoc’s Saudi oil concession.*? -

The 1938 oil discovery and subsequent finds shocked and
delighted King Abdel Aziz. His first royalty check topped $1.5 million.
Months later, on May 1, 1939, the king, along with-a retinue of more
than two thousand people in five hundred automobiles, journeyed out
to the eastern oil fields and turned the spigot that began the flow of oil
into the first tankers. On the return trip, the king, along with some of
his brothers and older sons, boisterously sang Bedouin raiding songs
from their youth.!® Impressed with American ingenuity and seeming
to genuinely like the American oil workers, the king augmented
Casoc’s concession by nearly 80,000 square miles, increasing Casoc’s area
to about 440,000 square miles, a little over 50 percent of Saudi terri-
fory." “Do you know what they will find when they reach Mars?” the
king asked Tom Barger after he had heard a radio report predicting that
men would someday travel to the distant planet. He then proceeded to
answer his own question: “They will find Americans out there in the
desert hunting for oil”!®

In 1939 Casoc produced approximately 11,000 barrels per day. Ten
years later that number hovered around 477,000 barrels, accounting
for slightly more than 5 percent of total world production and about
35 percent of all Middle East production.!®

Oil would play an even larger role in World War II than it had in
World War 1, as new technologies demanded ever more “black gold.”

vy

P




‘ﬂ“% Hikey

54 NLR3J

~ together with the older man, who was not only much more widely read
buta gifted teacher, as well as an established author and critic, had plainly
changed Munif, increasing his self-confidence and scope as a writer. For
his subsequent work is marked by a startlingly new range and depth
that probably owes much to the lengthy critical discussions that must
have accompanied the joint creation of ‘Ammuriyyah, and fired Munif
to conceive his own geography of the imagination—a parallel world like
Hardy's Wessex or Faulkner's Yoknapatawpha.

For this he needed quiet and distance. On leaving Baghdad, Munif did
not relocate to Damascus or Beirut, but moved with his family and his
savings to France, taking up residence in Boulogne, near Paris, where
many a famous exile had passed his days. There Munif wrote his quin-
tet, Cities of Salt. Originally planned as a trilogy, the complete work took
seven years to write, and at two thousand five hundred pages is the
longest novel in modern Arabic literature. Epic in scale and ambition, it
depicts the traumatic social transformation that came about with the dis-
covery of oil, wrenching traditional desert communities into exploited
and oppressed urban populations, and nomadic tribal rivalries into
centralized police states. In one sense, it can be—and often is—read
as a huge canvas of the brutalities of modernization and its devastation
of customary ways of living. The novel seeks to capture the nature and
rhythm of a pastoral world that has now been largely swept away, to
record its practices and relations, its popular lore and moral beliefs, its
forms of memory and of solidarity, and to show what becomes of them
once petroleum is extracted from the sand: the enormous leap from tra-
ditional desert life, with its bedouin ethos and cosmic sense of time, to
the frenzies of consumerism and conflicts of class and wealth in ultra-
modern cities. It depicts the arrival of modernity in these conditions as
inseparable from the proliferation of tyranny, and oil riches as an evil
feeding corruption, greed and human weakness. We watch the crush-
ing of the life of the desert, with its freedom, independence and dignity,
under the wheels of a repellent juggernaut.

But though there is a powerful sense of loss in the novel, which mourns
the destruction of a world Munif half-knew as a boy, Cities of Salt is far
from a simple threnody for tradition. With two technical works on the
economics of oil and years of engagement in the Ba'th cause behind
him, Munif was scarcely a foe of mineral wealth or modernity as such.
It is the cruelly perverted form that modernization has taken in the
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Arabian peninsula that is the commanding subject of the quintet, and
that gives the work its remarkable form. For in the foreground is a tribal
saga—the story of the feuding tribes of Arabia and the triumph of one
particular tribe over the others through treachery, violence, manipula-
tion of religious dogma and the enlisting of foreign support; and of how
the feuds continue within the triumphant tribe, once it has achieved a
monopoly of power.”® Saudi Arabia is the only country in the Arab world
that is named after a family. Munif, demolishing the historical lies on
which this dynasty has based its legitimacy, etches a savage portrait not
only of its brutality, perfidy and hypocrisy, but of its consistent servility
to foreign overlords and sabotage of any moves to economic or political
independence in the Arab world. From beginning to end, the House of
Saud stands revealed as a dependent of imperial suzerains—first Britain
and then the United States. Behind the tribal saga lie the Western
empires of oil and their role in thwarting any progress in the region.

Munif’s great novel is composed with an extraordinary formal freedom.
Each of its five volumes has a different narrative structure, unlike any of
the others, and their sequence breaks apart any conventional chronologi-
cal order. Unifying them is an utterly distinctive tone, at once acerbic and
poetic, delivered in an impersonal third person, charged with irony and
figural intensity. Generally short, vivid sentences, at times veering close
to aphorisms, alternate with terse dialogues in actions that unfold to a
kind of epic voice-over. The story—or succession of stories—is told with
a continuous energy that seems to belie the huge length of the whole
work, and with gifts of metaphoric imagination capable of throwing
up images of arresting power or beauty. Aiming at a ‘middle language’
between classical and colloquial Arabic, Munif was himself not entirely
satisfied with the style he arrived at. But as a vehicle for fusing history
and fiction on the grandest scale, it is strikingly effective.

The title of the quintet—not of the first volume, as in English—is a
judgement: the Cities of Salt built by a grotesque dynasty in the Arabian
desert, where oil will one day give out, are barren pillars of artifice des-
tined for ultimate dissolution. To recount the history of the kingdom
that created them, Munif devised an original solution to the problem of
balancing fact and fiction in his novel. At one level, the narrative of Cities

® For a detailed study of this novel as a tribal saga, see Amina Khalifa Thiban,
Transformation and Modernity in the Desert Tribal Saga: Cities of Salt, PhD thesis
submitted to soas, University of London, 2004.
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of Salt is a faithful reproduction of the main episodes and landmarks
of Saudi history, from the turn of the century to the time of the first oil
shock—in effect, a gigantic historical roman a clé, in which the succes-
sive actual rulers of the kingdom and their familiars, with the thinnest
of disguises, are the principal dramatis personae. But all these figures and
events are transposed by Munif’s peculiar modes of storytelling into a
semi-mythopoeic register, so that the reader is never left in any doubt
that this is a work of highly-wrought fiction, as well as an eerie report
of political realities. The extreme twisting of time in the novel further
distances the direct data of history from their imaginary correlates. The
first volume of the quintet covers what in real time are the years from
1933 to 1953. The second deals with historical events between 1953 and
1958. The third reverses to the equivalent of 1891 and ends around 1930.
The fourth moves forward to the years between 1964 and 1969. The
fifth, which is divided into two parts, first doubles back to 192035, and
then shifts to 1964-75." The reasons for such a complex structure have
been much debated, as have its aesthetic merits. The effect, however, of
its switchbacks, overlaps and disjunctures is to estrange the annals of
Saudi despotism for the less expected purposes of fiction.

Camels to Cadillacs

The opening volume of Cities of Salt, entitled "al-Tih (The Wilderness),
begins in a pre-modern and pre-national time in the oasis of Wadi al-
"Uyun, where a bedouin community lives in traditional simplicity and
unity with its surroundings, and seeks to record the forgotten social
history and popular geography of Arabia. Into this setting there suddenly

' The historical events behind these dates were as follows. In 1891 the Saudj tribal
leader Abd al-Rahman was driven from his lands by the Rashidi. In 1902 his son
Abd al-Aziz, founder of the modern Saudi state and later often known in the West
as Ibn Saud, retook Riyadh, and by 1930 had conquered all of the area of today’s
Saudi Arabia. In 1933 Abd al-Aziz granted the first oil concession to what would
become Aramco. The first oil fields were pumped in 1938; a pipeline to Dhahran
was completed in 1950; the first strikes in Dhahran occurred in 1953. In the same
year Abd al-Aziz died, and was succeeded by his son Saud, who had saved him from
an assassination attempt in 1935. Saud was deprived of his power by his brother
Faysal in 1958, attempted a comeback in 1962, and was finally forced to abdicate
and driven into exile in 1964, when Faysal seized the throne. Saud died in 196g.
Faysal was in turn assassinated by a nephew in 1975. The only significant modifica-
tion of this chronology in the quintet is the compression of Saud’s loss of power in
1958 and his eviction in 1964 into a single coup by Faysal, depicted from different
angles at the end of the second and in the middle of the fifth volumes.
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appears a small group of Americans, with a strong recommendation
from the local emir to the pragmatic elder Ibn al-Rashid, on a mysterious
mission which they never explain to the local people. They are resisted by
the fiercely independent Mut‘ab, who instinctively suspects them. In his
understanding of a harsh—yet also beautiful—environment and respect
for its natural rhythms, Mut‘ab is a more developed and mythologized
version of ‘Assaf, the hero of Endings.

But he is also a fighter and prophet, whose forebears defended the oasis
against the Turks as he will against the Americans, who are bent on
destroying the oasis in search of oil. When their yellow tractors finally
tear up its trees, he vanishes on his camel into the desert, entering leg-
end as a mythic figure in collective consciousness, and the scene moves
to the coastal town of Harran where the Americans need to build a port
and a pipeline to the wells they have drilled. There the uprooted bedouin
are tricked into becoming exploited construction workers, as the emir
presides over the growth of a company town and a class society, enforced
by police thugs. When a selfless local healer is murdered by the latter, a
strike breaks out, the police open fire but cannot quell the workers, and
the emir departs. The entire action of the novel, based on the first dis-
covery of oil in Ayn Dar in the early thirties through to the first strikes in
Dhahran in the early fifties, is delivered in the style of an oral storyteller,
recounting the fate of a community rather than a set of individuals. New
characters enter and old ones disappear in a relay that minimizes, with-
out abolishing, the significance of personal identities. These are features
of ‘al-Tih that drew a famously crass comment from John Updike, who
announced: ‘it is unfortunate that Abdelrahman Munif appears to be
insufficiently Westernized to produce a narrative that feels much like
what we call a novel. His voice is that of a campfire explainer'—and one
denigrating Americans with ‘the maledictory rhetoric of the Ayatollah
Khomeini’ (sic) to boot.z

** No parody of Western ignorance and condescension could better the ineffable
remark with which Updike concluded his review: ‘The jacket flap tells us Cities of
Salt has been banned in Saudi Arabia. The thought of novels being banned in Saudi
Arabia has a charming strangeness, like the thought of hookahs being banned in
Minneapolis™: Odd Jobs, New York 1991, pp. 563~67. Martin Amis characteristically
gawps with admiration at these fatuities, in his own inimitable tone: “You have only
to look at the bibliographical lead-ins to feel your lower lip tremble: “Cities of Salt, by
Abdelrahman Munif, translated from the Arabic by Peter Theroux. 627 pp"—~627
pages! Yet Iron John dispatches that one’—New York Times, 1o November IQ9I.






from modernity and the sensitive depiction of locale—are key charac-
teristics of the same texts by Toomer, Stein, and Hemingway that ex-
periment with building the novel on the form of the short story or vi-
gnette. Thus, paradoxically, Munif’s move toward basing the novel on a
more indigenous form of narrative makes it highly comparable to key
texts in the Western modernist canon.

In his Inkisar al-Ahlam (The shattering of dreams),® Muhammad
Kamil al-Khatib (Muhamumad Kamil al-Khatib) makes the point that
Munif was a member of a highly politicized generation that turned to
literature as a form of alternative expression. When the political dreams
they had nurtured failed to come to fruition, the writers of this genera-
tion used literature as a weapon trained against the power structure of
their own society. Muhammad Siddig, for instance, characterizes one of

Munif’s later novels, The Trench (1991, Al-Ukhdad, 1985), as a work

which challenges “the hegemonic master-narrative” of the “official Saudi
account of the establishment of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.”’

Munif may be among the most misunderstood and underrated Arab

writers in terms of his formal experimentation. Western readers and
critics are inclined to regard Munif’s “Cities of Salt” series, of which
three volumes have been translated and published in English, mainly
-as social eritique of a highly elaborate and sophisticated nature. These
works, in particulaz, have been the subject of proprietory claims on the
part of self-styled “postcolonial” critics in the West. The claim is made
on the basis of their preoccupation with broad historical or political
themes, their rewriting of history from a distinctly “Arab” viewpoint, or
simply their apparently unadorned, “realistic” style, qualities that en-
dear them, respectively, to historicists, multiculturalists, and antimodern-
1sts. .

At the same time, among Arab critics, Munif tends to be viewed as a
novelist in the classical (realist) mode, the prose and structure of his
texts unextraordinary, and their subject matter noncontroversial. There
is a failure on the part of even highly sophisticated critics to grant Munif
the status of an experimental writer. The “Cities of Salt” series is gener-
ally lumped in the category of the historical novel in the mode of Ghitant’s

Zayni Barakat. This is due partly to Munif’s narrative style, which is

unadorned, almost reportorial in tone. Itis also due to the historical theme
of these novels, as well as to the apparent absence of literary devices in
these works, which either directly or obviously interferes with the
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.w@@c@mam:&\ of narration. The latter technique is one that Arab critics
i particular, have come to associate with the experimental novel, Yum ,
.&umwmr for instance, contrasts what she calls the “modern” SO/.\ 1 fr .
its mﬁmmw&ni in terms of its reliance not on storytelling, but on Q.N.Nncawﬁ
According to this distinction, she asserts that Munif’s Q.M,me &m Salt Gomw”.
Nﬁzm«x: &..NEE.‘ Al-Tih, 1984) is not a modern novel nmwaam itis nwooH
cupied with the ‘play’ of composition, not with 9& which m@nmm th
&mgwn.a of novelistic discourse” (125). )
.ﬁ;m type of distinction, however, tends to ignore the ways in which
Munif’s form of narrative is, in fact, innovative in comparison-with that
of early .Bom@.swmﬁm such as Mahfouz or Kanafani. Eid provides a hint of
such a distinction when she refers to “parrative techniques which'are not

ms%wo%mnSEBEM..rwm@wowwmwma&moocamAf‘..:
concludes that .ow 5 owﬁwﬁﬁm (126), and

The novel of .mﬁua al-Rahméan Munif departs from the form of the -
?.oE@E..moFmo: novel, or the noyel of the heroic .@oacmm:@ but, in'
terms of its odmzﬁcom, it remains a novel which tells a'story: CN&

?. other words, Eid is acknowledging that z&& does away with
bm:,mm:\@ techniques that impose a “problem-solution” Qm m Miramar)
or a “heroic personality” (as in All That’s Left to You), neither of 55&.
can be employed without the discourse of storytelling, g\.:wo“ﬁ moEwE\
doing away with the storytelling discourse itself. For her; then, Munif
occupies a ﬁ.ﬁwmwmos& position with respect to modern mmﬁmm,\.m devel-
owﬁn:w. This analysis, however, ignores other ways in which Munif’s
f._s:m.wm. experimental. While his experimentation may be monm@?ma«w
in that it is not meant to overturn the discourse of Eo&;&:mm it never-
E&.wmm draws m:ngog to the act of narration. It also Emr:mwmm its own
fictiveness in ways that are subtler, yet paradoxically bolder, than those
of fnost of his contemporaries. , i
4 In some ways, Munif’s work in the “Cities of Salt” series is written
in a clearly more traditional mode. Like Sonallah Ibrahim in Najmah
>w>.§.ﬂ§. he offers a counternarrative instead of a resistance narrative
MEES‘ Najmah Aghustus, however, the “Cities of Salt” zo,\_m._m are :ow
negative” texts, in the sens¢ that they do not aim at defamiliarizing—
d.i rather with refamiliarizing-—the reader with an alternative view of
history. In this sense, Munif is working in a retrograde manner from the
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point of view of those critics whose only notion of experimentalism is as
a defamiliarizing process. At the same time, this debate concerning the
historical aspect of Munif’s narrative obscures ways in which Munif is
involved in an experimental project that specifically is meant to draw
the reader’s attention to the fictiveness of the text and, by implication, to
the fictiveness of history itself. .

The first of the volumes translated into English, Cities of Salt}is the
story of the arrival of Americans in the tiny desert village of Wadi al-
Uyoun. It proceeds to relate the story of the destruction of the village,
the dispersal of its inhabitants, and the monumental reconstruction of
the port town of Harran, linked by pipeline to Wadi al-Uyoun. Munif
plays with the reader’s cultural perspective by writing from the view-
point of the Arabs who haveno inkling of the technology that the Ameri-
cans bring with them: o,

With the first light of dawn, huge iron machines began to move. Their
deafening noise filled the whole wadi. So gigantic and strange were
these jron machines that no one had ever imagined such things ex-
isted. ... .

When the machines stopped, small windows and doors opened up
in them and dusty men came out and looked around them. A bewil-
dered silence reigned: Where had these men been? How had they en-
tered and come out of these machines? Were they men or devils? . ..
These yellow iron hulks—could a man approach them without injury?
‘What were they for and how did they behave—did they eat like ani-
mals, or not? {98)

The narration is objective, yet at the same time it reflects a commu-
nal perspective, in order to give the reader an immediate feel of the shock
that the Arabs are experiencing. Walid Hamarneh refers to this tech-
nique as the “dialectic of process and narration.” He explains this term
by noting that although Munif relies on using a narrative form with ob-
jective perspective, he combines it with an underlying voice that is “sym-
pathetic, yet not completely submerged.”® Such a perspective combines
objectivity with an empathic voice that represents the shifting conscious-
ness of the community. .

The destruction of the village of Wadi al-Uyoun shows Munif’s con-
tinued preoccupation with endings, as reflected in this shifting commu-

nal PANeCIONSNAS]:
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This was the final, insane, accursed proclamation that everything had
come to an end. For anyone who remembers those long-ago days, when
a place called Wadi al-Uyoun used to exist, and a man named u?ﬁﬁmw
&..Sm&mr and a brook; and trees, and a community of people used to
exist...the... things that still break his heart in recalling those days
are the tractors which attacked the orchards like ravenous wolves, tear-
ing up the trees and throwing them to the earth. (106) u

The oo.mmom<o ignorance of the villagers and townsfolk is particu-
larly used in contrast with the presence of the Americans ommmﬁﬁm a
sense on the part of the reader that they are “absent,” ?mmmm .,ﬁxomﬁ@g
colonial texts tend to treat their native subjects: v . B

Hr..mu\ were busy all day long. They went to places :o.om.ﬁ dreamed of
going. They collected unthinkable things. They had a piece of iron—
no one w.zos. what it was or what they did with it—and when they-
returned in the evening they brought with them bags of sand and E.@SM :
of H.onw. Once they brought tamarisk and wormwood branches, and
ccsowwm.% clover. They broke the branches in a strange way mm& at-
tached pieces of paper on which they had written obscure things. That
was not all: they placed wooden markers and iron poles o<od:.zrﬁ.n
they went, and wrote on them, and wrote thin gs no one understood on
the sheets of paper they carried with them everywhere. (30)

. HU@. Axabs’ collective view of the Americans, who seem to accom-
plish things without exerting any visible power, confers on the foreign-
ers an aura of mystery similar to that which orientalism oo.b.m&ﬁwm on mmw
Arab world. In this case, however, the contrast is between an Arab cul:
ture that does not wish to knhow the causes of everything, and the m@meH

istic “scientific” m.Ean of the Americans, who constantly probe into
every aspect of existence:

“The bastards want to know everything,” said Ibrahim al-Nasir. “Even
why my father got divorced and remarried. They wanted to Hawo.i if I
was unclean, because I didn’t pray all the time. They asked if T had a
lot of wet drears, and they laughed. The bastards want to know who
has planted every seed and laid every egg in history.” (329)

HSS\ 1s one of Munif’s most essential narrative techniques, never
more powerful than when he is denicting the Araho? skt adeasiam f 1
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As the people are severed from their homes and land, Munif resorts
to apocalyptic language. With the destruction of the wadi, the infernal quali-
ties of the desert take over. Fueled by the summer heat, it transforms into
“an unbearable hell . . . and torment” (CS, 98). With the Americans’ arrival,
the people of the wadi are aiready beset by premonitions of evil, referring
to them as devils (‘afarit), demons (jinni), and satans (shayatin) (CS, 56,
58, 59, 61, 62, 87, 96, 99, 103, 110, 121). When the Americans begin to
pour water into the ground—drilling through the ground rock—the people
of the wadi wonder if they are “quenching the thirst” of the jinn “burning in
the belly of the earth” (CS, 151). Through these images, Munif constructs
an antithetical world of hellfire, diametrically opposed to the “paradise”
that Wadi al-‘Uyun had been. Munif speaks in a prophetic voice, warn-
ing of the ethical and moral ramifications of these seismic disruptions. He
describes a fervent heat in this “house of fire”; people feel this burning as
an intense pain, tearing apart certain limbs of their body (CS, 223). Mitab
says, “They talk about resurrection day? Today is resurrection day. They
say if iron strikes iron? Today | saw iron strike iron” (CS, 86-87). The people
live through hellfire, are nearly destroyed, and are reforged into a new form.
In Munif's apocalypse, men are turned not into salt but into machines.

In his book Democracy First, Democracy Always, Munif explains the
apocalyptic imagery of the title Cities of Salt. It refers, he says, to unsustain-
able cities that would turn into “infernal ovens” without a constant flow of
electricity and air conditioning. He describes these steel edifices as a world
of “huge iron entities” molding humanity in its image.? In a key, hallucina-
tory scene in the novel, an American, a black man, works to erect a drill.
As night turns to day, he transforms into an iron pillar, a kind of modern-day
“pillar of salt.” When the men from the wadi begin working for the American
company, the author describes one of them as “planting himself in Wadi
al-“Uyun, not like the palms that used to fill the wadi in days past, but like
those iron pillars sunk in every place” (CS, 146). In an interview in Counter-
punch, Munif explained the title’s meaning to Tarig Ali, “Cities of salt means
cities that offer no sustainable existence. When the waters come in, the
first waves will dissolve the salt and reduce these great glass cities to dust.
In antiquity, as you know, many cities simply disappeared. It is possible to
foresee the downfall of cities that are inhuman "4

39. “Abd al-Rahman Munif, Al-Dimugratiya Awlan, al-Dimugratiya Da‘iman [Democracy
first, democracy always] (Beirut: Jami® al-Huquq al-‘Arabi, 1998), 327-28.

40. Tariq Ali, “Farewell to Munif: Patriarch of Arabic Literature,” Counterpunch, January
31/February 1, 2004, available at http://www.counterpunch.org/ali01312004.htmi,
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that a human feels” (C8, 81).%¢ The agrarian ties do not just bind genera-
tions to this locale, invested as they are in the planted earth; they also tie
the community together, making water thicker than blood. They tend each
other’s gardens, making “the people as if they were one family. It's true that
family relationships of some kind or another brought people together here,
but the relationships that dominated were stronger than those family ties”
(CS, 72).

When the Americans come to the oasis, they raze the palms and
drive out the inhabitants. Munif personifies the trees, as if they were living
beings felled from the earth: they kneel in supplication, begging mercy from
their executioners. The author depicts them imploring with a voice, feeling
pain, needing and wanting. Munif paints the violence of this severing in
palpable, human terms, with anthropomorphic images of the trees as living
flesh torn from the ground.

The tractors attacked the trees like hungry wolves, tearing them up
and throwing them to the ground one after another, and after that,
leveling one tree after another, between the irrigation canal and
the land around it. Even if they finished with one group of trees,
it attacked with the same voracity and ferocity a new group and
began to uproot them. The trees, leaning and reeling, before falling,
screamed, begging for help, wailing, frantic, calling a final painful
call, until they neared the ground, falling beseechingly, as if they
needed or wanted to cling to the ground, in an attempt to spring or
burst forth from the ground again. (CS, 122)

Munif depicts the machines’ attack on the trees as a battle between two
factions, but even the machines are depicted as living entities, like “huge
moving iron creatures” (CS, 113). Like the voracious “mouth” of Abu al-
Khayzuran's truck, these machines have appetites of wild beasts and devour
human flesh. Both authors depict a twofold process: the initial uprooting of
the people from the land, then the transformation of these people into fuel
for the machines. They represent not only the transition to a society consti-
tuted by machines but also the demand for labor to sustain their function-
ing. The people of the wadi feel that “the world had ended” (CS, 114).

38. This passage echoes Qur‘an 22:5: “We created you from dust, then a drop of semen,
then an embryo . . . You see the earth all withered, then We send down rain upon it, and
it bestirs itself, swells, and brings forth every kind of beauteous verdure” See Quran: A
Contemporary Translation, trans. Ahmed Ali (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press,
1993).
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are governed by water, the gold Ibn Sa‘ud originally hoped that the Ameri-
cans would find. Munif expresses this harmony through a number of syn-
onyms: iftisaq, tanasug, and insfjam. Insijam, for example, suggests fluency
and streaming, a metaphor Munif sustains by describing the people’s faces
“flooded with life” (CS, 28). Water shapes their communal rhythms, and
time is lived as ebbing and flowing: “The people of the wadi are like their
waters . . " (CS§, 23). In the years of abundance, khayr, or “goodness,” the
wadfi’s inhabitants overflow with generosity, while in the years of drought,
they withdraw into themselves with a certain introversion and melancholy.
These cycles also affect the balance between the sedentary and nomadic.
In times of want, the wadi cannot support its own population, forcing people
to emigrate in search of wealth. Through this picture, Munif describes the
historical social and economic organization of the Arabian Peninsula, where
trade conducted by the nomadic Bedouin balanced out the food produced
by the sedentary, agrarian oasis dwellers. All this serves as contrast to the
exponential growth of the oil boom.

Like Kanafani, Munif maps anthropomorphic traits onto the land (and
vice versa), describing a “place pouring out green, as if it exploded from
the belly of the earth . . . one of the few ways in which nature expresses
its genius and willfulness” and a people “planting themselves in the land”
(CS, 19). The author develops this relationship in a scene of planting, as
one of the wadi's inhabitants, Mit‘ab, “feels more than any other time the
bonds tying him to the land and palms and fig trees and to the people of
the wadi, too” (CS, 65). Like Kanafani, Munif imagines infants as seed-
lings, as Mit‘ab points out to his son: “That palm, the fourth on the right,
is your same age, my son. Every day you grow, it grows with you. Soon
you will plant a palm for your own son and your own son will plant a palm
for his son. Year after year the wadi will become greener, and people will
keep passing through, drinking the wadi's water, asking for God’s mercy
on the dead, and they'll say, while in the shade (zill) of the tree, God have
mercy on all those who have planted a palm and a green shoot” (CS, 65).
Munif describes the sprouting of the plants as a birth, as Mit‘ab watches
his garden bloom after the rains: “It gave him pleasure to watch the water
drip into the earth and remain there. Then the earth began to do incredible,
unfathomable things. . . . The earth trembled a prolonged tremor, closer to
a shudder, and the belly of the earth began to spill out. He saw the seeds
that had been scattered begin to force their way out from inside the earth,
raising their little heads . . . this shudder of the earth . . . resembles the
cleaving between a man and a woman, resembles the moment of ecstasy
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in this treacherous, accursed desert . . . a blessed power protects them
and makes life prosper” (CS, 19). In recounting the tribe’s genealogy, their
common ancestor is described: “the selflessness that distinguished all his
movements and existence made him, in the eyes of the whole, kharig,
transcendent” (CS, 28). The word used by Munif to express this selfless-
ness, fafanin, is also a mystical term denoting the obliteration of the self
and extinction of individual consciousness in the whole. The author sus-
tains the Sufi terminology with the travelers’ “insistence on the repetition
[dhikr] of Wadi al-“Uyun . . . [as] salvation” (CS, 20). These are reposito-
ries of social ideals, embodied in geographical space, emanating a sacred
aura. As Fredric Jameson observes, “The novel can express a kind of unity
of meaning and life, but it is a unity thrust into the past, a unity remem-
bered only.”35

Munif's descriptions of the oasis resonate with nostalgia for the
desert and the past, idealizations that are partially a product of his own
exile. The features of the wadi echo with the utopian vision of later clas-
sical Arabic poetry, where poets, separated in time and space from their
cultural origins, imagined an idyllic landscape in Najd as a kind of Arcadia.
The landscape resembles the mythical Najd, with a high plateau, seasonal
streams, “several springs that form oasis like ponds surrounded by vegeta-

tion,” and people who are hospitable, humane, and virtuous. “This is pure

idyll. As a landscape, Najd has become transformed into an arrested poetic
vision. It is the desert abloom in the poet's memory long after the rain of
spring is lost in vaporous figments of mirages and long after the desert has
reverted to its nearly year long inclemency.” %

The “adequate balances” of the epic are central to Munif’s descrip-
tions of the wadi, cycles dictated by water, by winters and summers, floods
and droughts, abundance and scarcity® Time is measured by cycles:
years of blessings and years of drought, of floods and locusts, of caravans’
comings and goings. In Munif, a social and economic equilibrium is struck
in the community, as all suffer in leaner times. The cycles of poverty and
wealth collectively shape the physiques of the people of the wadi, making
their features symmetrical. The community is also described as one body,
with a sense of proportion between its individual members. These cycles

35. Fredric Jameson, “The Case for Georg Lukacs,” in Marxism and Form (Princeton,
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1971}, 176.

36. Jaroslav Stetkevych, The Zephyrs of Najd: The Poetics of Nostalgia in the Classical
Arabic Nasib (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), 117, 121.

37. Lukéacs, The Theory of the Novel, 33.
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ducing the conditions of secular modernity. Although Kanafani, like Munif,
was a secularist, and Arab nationalism is essentially a secular creed, reli-
gious imagery inflects their climactic scenes. As the men pass through the
desert, they cross into a supernatural realm, headed toward the “next life”
The 150 kilometers of road at the border is described as the path God
promised “before he distributed people between heaven and hell. For who-
ever falls on the path goes to hell and whoever crosses it arrives in heaven.
And the angels here are the men of the border!” (MS, 66). The desert
is an inferno, the other world (al-akhirah), a hell (jahim, jahannim), blaze
(wahaf), flame (lahab), burning (ihtiraq), fire (nar), flaming ground (ard mul-
tahibah) (MS, 7, 8, 25, 27, 65, 66, 67, 72, 74, 86, 88). The border guards call
Abu al-Khayzuran “damned” six times, for committing the seven sins, lying,
and deceiving them (MS, 93-95). Down the road, he returns the curse,
invoking not Allah but al-ilah, “the god,” in a pagan sense: “Curse of the god
almighty on you, curse of the god that doesn't exist at all in any place . . .
curse of God on you all of you” (MS, 96-97). The dream of “umbrage” —of
shade and protection—has turned into a burning inferno for the men. The
steel womb of the tanker thus forges the denizen of the world economy,
what Qutb calls the “deformed birth” of the technological age, or Marinetti
“the dreamt-of metallization of the human body,” a violent machine whose
“lifeblood is oil.”3?

Paradise Lost: Cities of Salt

Like Men in the Sun, Munif's Cities of Salt is an “epic of a world
abandoned by God,” Lukdcs’s definition of the novel 3¢ Cities of Salt begins
in epic terms, as a world not yet abandoned, as a paradise not yet lost.
The text begins at Wadi al-‘Uyun (Valley of the Springs), a place trav-
elers call “paradise on earth,” a place of sweet waters, cool breezes, palm
groves, and abundant green (CS, 20). Munif infuses the place with a sense
of the divine: the wadi is “shay kharig,” something preternatural, miracu-
lous, transcendent, beyond the rational. The travelers in the caravans are
“sure that That which had created the world and human beings had cre-
ated, at the same time, Wadi al-“Uyun . . . to be a salvation from death

33. Qutb, “The America | Have Seen,” 12; Harold F. Williamson et al., American Petroleum
Industry: The Age of Energy, 1899~1950 (Evanston, IIl.: Northwestern University Press,
1959), 748. Benjamin quotes Marinetti in “The Work of Art” 121. “The Futurist Manifesto”
can be found at http:/www.cscs.umich.edu/~crshalizii T4PM/futurist-manitesto.htmi.

34. Lukécs, The Theory of the Novel, 88.
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‘Abd al-Rahman Munif’'s Mudun al-Milh (Cities of Sall, 1984).5 Kanafani and
Munif project ideal communities back in time to preindustrial utopias, depict-
ing metaphysical, transcendent worlds where man exists in harmony with
his environment. These geographical locales are saturated with cultural
meaning—an olive grove in a pre-1948 Palestinian village; Shatt al-‘Arab in
Irag, where the Tigris and Euphrates meet and pour into the Persian Gulf;
an oasis in the Arabian Peninsula and suggestions of the mythical Najd of
classical Arabic poetry. The authors bury the seeds of these cultural ori-
gins, scattered elements of tradition and the past, within the modern tech-
nology of the novel. As they dig down into their roots, Kanafani and Munif
ground the Arabic novel in an “aura of authenticity,” lending legitimacy to
a genre some literary criticism has considered profoundly inauthentic.®
Racial, cultural, and geographical memory is at the core of their narratives:
a throbbing, living heart planted deep in the soil. These images function to
root a foreign genre in local soil, producing “narratives of cultural continuity
that can absorb the dislocations of modernity.”” They also ground these two
exiled authors deep in their native soil.

While these narratives begin with the heart, they climax with the
metamorphosis of the human body into a machinelike entity. In Men in the
‘Sun, Kanafani depicts a water tanker as symbolically aborting the vestiges
of village life, then giving birth to the new denizen of the petroleum econ-
omy. Munif warns of a Sodom-like transformation of the human being into
salt, but these pillars are oil rigs. Machines preside over—and embody—
the ritualistic state of transition to the age of technology. Viciously tearing
up olive groves and palm trees, they destroy centering logic of an agrarian
existence. Apocalyptic imagery permeates these climactic scenes: the

5. Ghassan Kanafani, Rijal fi al-Shams (Beirut: Manshurat al-Taliah, 1963), translated
as Men in the Sun and Other Palestinian Stories, trans. Hilary Kilpatrick (Boutder, Colo.:
Lynn Rienner, 1999). Hereafter, this work is cited parenthetically as MS. “Abd al-Rahman
Munif, Mudun al-Milh {Beirut: Al-Mu’assasah al-‘Arabiyyah li-Dirasat wa al-Nashr, 1984
80), translated as Cities of Salt, trans. Paul Theroux (New York: Vintage, 1989). Hereatter,
this work is cited parenthetically as CS. A simplified transliteration system has been used,
with ¢ for the ‘ayn and * for the hamza.

6. Sabry Hafez discusses debates over the authenticity of imported genres like the novel
in The Genesis of Arabic Narrative Discourse: A Study in the Sociology of Modern Arabic
Literature (London: Saqi, 1993), 11~23. Aamir Mufti defines “the aura of authenticity” as “a
pervasive language and mood in the contemporary critical scene that is concerned with
the inauthenticity of postcolonial culture, community, and politics, and in which authen-
ticity comes to attach itself to the concepts of certain cultural practices as a kind of aura”
See “The Aura of Authenticity,” Social Text 18, no. 8 (Fall 2000): 87-88.

7. Mufti, “The Aura of Authenticity,” 88.
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the earth. One product of this industrialization is a vision of a pristine state
of nature, a place prior to and untouched by the predations of the “empire
of the machine.” This is a golden age, an imagined utopia, what Raymond
Williams calls “the natural economy, the moral economy, the organic society,
from which critical values are drawn . . . a contrast to the thrusting ruthless-
ness of the new capitalism.”? Such idealized times and spaces not only
characterize the Arabic oil novel, but also American, Latin American, and
African oil novels, as particular locales become retrospectively valorized as
sites of cultural origins® Imbued with an aura of authenticity, these places
are envisioned as antithetical to the occupying force of the global military-
industrial complex, or even as its antidote. Authenticity, however, is clearly
one of modernization’s by-products. While Georg Lukécs and Walter Ben-
jamin saw aura as part of prior forms, like the epic or painting, destroyed
by mass production, Fredric Jameson’s work on utopia sees aura as one
more product of mass culture.* These oil novels envision enchantment only
to have it crushed by the secularizing machine of modernity, destroyed by
the myth of progress.

This essay examines two seminal works in the canon of Arabic lit-
erature, Ghassan Kanafani's Rijal fi al-Shams (Men in the Sun, 1963) and

1. The phrase “empire of the machine” comes from Gustavo Luis Carrera’s Novela del
- petréleo en Venezuela [The petroleum novel in Venezuela] (Caracas, 1972), 98. He dis-
cusses the contrast between the traditional environment and the petroleum explosion:
“Lo que resulta més evidente como primera impresién en la ‘explosién’ petrolera es el
contraste entre el ambiente tradicional y el nuevo estado de cosas después del sur-
girmiento inesperado” [At first glance, what is most apparent in the petroleum “explosion”
is the contrast between the traditional environment and the new state of things after the
unexpected appearance of oil] (79).

2. Raymond Williams, The Country and the City (London: Oxford University Press, 1973),
36-37.

3. Upton Sinclair's Oifl (New York: Grosset and Dunlap, 1927) imagines the rightecusness
of country life corrupted by oil politics. Carrera's work on the Venezuelan petroleum novel
details the disruption of an agrarian existence; Laura Restrepo’s novel La novia oscura
(New York: Rayo, 2002) imagines an early utopia of the petroleros in Colombia; J. M. G.
Le Clezio's Onitsha (Paris: Gallimard, 1991) is full of images of sacred waters in Nigeria,
before their sullying in foreign hands.

4. See Georg Lukdcs, The Theory of the Novel: A Historico-Philosophical Essay on the
Forms of Great Epic Literature, trans. Anna Bostock (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press,
1996); Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of lts Technical Reproducibility”
in Walter Benfamin: Selected Writings, Vol. 3, 1935-1938, trans. Edmund Jephcott, ed.
Howard Eiland and Michael W. Jennings (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
2002); and Fredric Jameson, "Reification and Utopia in Mass Culture,” Social Text1 (Win-
ter 1979): 180-48.



“Empire of the Machine”: Oil in the Arabic Novel

Ellen McLarney

Faced with the machine, the human being cannot maintain his equi-
librium, until he himself nearly transforms into a machine.

—Sayyid Qutb, “The America | Have Seen: In the Scale of Human
Values”

War is beautiful because it initiates the dreamt-of metallization of the
human body.
—Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, “The Futurist Manifesto”

If the internal combustion engine was the heart of the modern mili-
tary machine, its lifeblood was oil.
—Harold Williamson et al., The American Petroleum Industry

Mechanization of human life is the main subject of the oil novel, a
genre that charts the explosion of industrial production in remote regions of

Translations from the original Arabic are generally mine or are adapted from the published
English versions. Thanks to the Stanford Humanities Fellowship Program. Talks related
to this paper were presented at the Carolina Center for the Study of the Middle East and
Muslim Civilizations at the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hili, and at the Hagop
Kevorkian Center for Near Eastern Studies at New York University.
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This sustainability is both of the environmental kind, familiar in the
contemporary usage of the term, and of the social spatial variety. The first
of these is illustrated most forcefully in the scene of American overseers and
Arab laborers working together to lay a pipeline through the desert between
the oil fields and the coast—the Americans set themselves against the grain
of nature, “fussing” with generators that break down, because of the dust,
in efforts to cool themselves that end up making them hotter, while the
Arabs manifest a more organic mode of relating to the land by using the
open air and breezes to cool their tents during the day (510). As for social
sustainability, the society of the Harran oil compound is untenable because
it is divided into the separate and materially unequal Arab Harran and
American Harran, each of which is oriented around a value system that is
at odds with the other. The Arabs, for example, are extremely shocked and
disconcerted when a ship arrives in the harbor bearing foreigners who revel
in what is received as extreme wantonness and dress in scandalously reveal-
ing swimsuits. Moreover, the unrelenting drive to produce and the relative
indifference of the American company toward the well-being of their native
workers contribute to the sense that their foreign presence poses a risk of
social corruption. The conflict between the two groups reaches its climax
when the local military, acting as agents of the oil company, attempts to
suppress the collectivity that has coalesced in the form of a strike inspired
by the figures of Miteb al-Hathal and Muffadi al-Jeddan, men who have in
their own ways resisted the Western encroachments onto their land, dis-
appeared, and been inflated to mythic proportions in the imagination of
the Arab residents of Harran. This attempted repression leads to a stronger
sense of communal purpose, and the Americans’ puppet emir is driven
from Harran as the oil company is compelled to accede to the demands of
the strikers. However, the novel ends on a note of unease, as characters look
ahead to the bloodshed to come and the lasting social “illness” brought on
by the American oil company’s continuing presence in the land.

The same kind of anxiety regarding the dangers posed to the continu-
ity of a people by the impact of foreign oil companies is expressed in Ken
Saro-Wiwas autobiographical work, A Month and a Day (1995). A Month
and a Day recounts Saro-Wiwa’s efforts as an activist on behalf of his ethnic
group, the Ogoni tribe, and the period of imprisonment he undergoes at the
hands of the ruling Nigerian military dictatorship in an attempt to silence
his protests. The Ogoni, Saro-Wiwa observes, face a form of genocide as
the victims of an “unholy alliance between oil interests and the Nigerian
military” (192), which has sown rampant pollution in the once-fertile
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dried up, and the geopolitical struggle for control of access to oil reserves
taking on an increasingly pronounced role in world affairs, a number of
literary voices appeared, decrying the ravages inflicted by oil companies
upon the spaces of traditional societies during the postwar era. Perhaps the
most richly penetrating of these is that of Abdelrahman Munif in his novel
Cities of Salt. Munif’s text chronicles the arrival and installation of American
oil workers in the oasis village of Wadi al-Uyoun, their disruption of its
environmental conditions and basic rhythm of life, and their transforma-
tion of the coastal town of Harran into their base of operations and trans-
port depot.® The novel culminates with the Arab workers of the oil company
rising up in demonstration against the Americans and the corrupt local
leaders with whom the Americans are allied, an act that Ellen McLarney
connects with “the 1953 workers’ strike against Aramco in Dhahran” (195)
but that Amitav Ghosh sees as an escapist fantasy that masks the reality
of how oil companies in the Middle East have prevented such labor upris-
ings through their use of workers from elsewhere in the developing world
(147-49)”7

The radical changes wrought in Wadi al-Uyoun by the presence and
efforts of the foreign oil company, figured symbolically in the tainting of
the oasis’s water supply and the cutting down of its palm trees, alter its
basic functional social organization, replacing the tribal model with that
of the employees’ relationship to the company and consequently altering
the identity of the Wadi’s inhabitants (133—34). This shift from a gemein-
schaft to a gesellschaft society is so striking that the atomized oil workers
who move to Wadi al-Uyoun are initially almost incomprehensible to its
more long-standing, communally oriented inhabitants: “How did these
men sleep, and where? How did they eat? ... It seemed . .. each of these
men lived by himself, without any connection to the others around him”
(137). McLarney observes that this conceptual juxtaposition—the idyllic,
prelapsarian Wadi al-Uyoun versus the fallen, mechanized existence that
stems from contact with the industrialized world and the culture of the
Americans—hinges on projecting the notion of an ideal community of
authenticity and cultural origins back in time (178-79). It is only by for-
mulating this idealized sense of a stable and ecologically harmonious com-
munity existing prior to the contaminating touch of global oil that Munif
can arrive at the thematic formulation proclaimed in his title—“Cities of
salt means cities that offer no sustainable existence. When the waters come
in, the first waves will dissolve the salt and reduce these great glass cities to
dust” (qtd. in McLarney 193).
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texts may not be War and Peaces of what Ghosh calls “the Oil Encounter,”
but nonetheless offer an incisive running commentary on oil’s social and
spatial impact—its destruction of traditional spatial orders; its creation of
vast levels of material inequality, with the attendant risk of undermining
democratic political systems; and its exercise of power, both diffuse and
concentrated in the hands of legendary oilmen. Most of the texts examined
here are canonical, though they occupy fairly marginal places within the lit-
erary canon; others, like Essad Bey’s Blood and Oil in the Orient (1930) have
been largely forgotten. But to properly begin this study with a consideration
of the prehistory of the oil industry, the conditions that preceded and led to
its ascendancy, we must turn first to one of the most canonical works of all,
Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick (1851).

LOOMINGS

It might at first blush seem like something of a stretch to trace the lineage
of the literature of oil and place back to Moby-Dick, but Melville’s novel
remains not only the earliest but also one of the most powerful cautionary
explorations of the greed and monomania that fuel the quest for oil wealth.
The whaling business, carried out chiefly to obtain sperm whale oil for use
as a source of illumination, was the direct predecessor, and one could even
say antecedent, of the American oil industry. In her Forbes magazine article
“Blubber Capitalism,” Laura Saunders notes that the New England whaling
industry in many ways anticipated modern-day corporations, sharing such
traits with them as risk distribution, international business scope, sophis-
ticated forms of organization, capital accumulation, and technological
innovation. By the 1850s the whaling industry was experiencing problems,
particularly escalating costs due to the increasing scarcity of its product
brought on by overfishing, and into this breach stepped petroleum, kero-
sene extraction having been patented in 1854 and what is generally credited
as the first successful example of subsurface drilling for oil having taken
place in western Pennsylvania in 1859 (Maugeri 3-4). For the first half cen-
tury of its existence, kerosene, which provided a more affordable alterna-
tive to sperm whale oil, drove the petroleum industry—it was not until
1910 that gasoline, which had previously been considered “an almost use-
less by-product,” dumped into rivers at night on occasion, bypassed kero-
sene in sales thanks to demand occasioned by the spread of motor vehicles
(Yergen 14, Maugeri 22).
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is, the physical contours of a given area, but also the socially produced ‘ N )
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totality of the uses to which it is put, composed of the institutions, cus-
toms, functional divisions, aesthetic codes, and so forth that define it. #F ¢iL Ao LA £
In an era in which the discipline of literary studies finds itself seeking to
go beyond nationally bounded canons and fields of concern, it is hoped /;Vf‘;gfm‘;g,ﬂ,ﬂg,: At 7’
that this approach might provide a productive way of discursively situat- [ TR fﬁ;g =7
ing texts from disparate cultural and linguistic traditions in terms of their
responses to a common global and globalizing situation, one whose ramifi- Jbe | | [ I&i}f?«:}
cations, as the preceding has hopefully shown, are immense. Undertaking CL-78
this task comprehensively would be a massive project, beyond the scope ’ v
of this article; instead, I have selected an assortment of texts that offer
particular insight into the nature of the oil business, as well as the trans-
formations and threats posed by the quest after oil, and that represent a
wide variety of eras and major oil-producing regions of the world. One
might also have focused on such works as Antonina Koptiaeva’s social
realist Gift of Earth (1963), Romulo Gallegoss Sobre la misma tierra (1943),
Ralph de Boissiére’s Crown Jewel (1952), Gregorio Lopez y Fuentes's
Huasteca (1939), Ghassan Kanafani’s “Men in the Sun” (1962), J. M. G. Le
Clézio’s Onitsha (1991), Laura Restrepo’s The Dark Bride (1999), Raymond
Chandler’s The Big Sleep (1939, set against the backdrop of the moral cor-
ruption of the Southern California oil industry), and Gerald Haslam’s writ-
ings about the oil-producing places of the Bakersfield area.
In his essay “Petrofiction: The Oil Encounter and the Novel” (1992)
Amitav Ghosh, whose novel The Circle of Reason (1986) will appear later
in this study, argues that “scarcely a single {literary] work of note” has been
published on the subject of the encounter with oil—-its extraction and trade
and the social consequences thereof (138). According to Ghosh, no work
outside of Abdelrahman Munif’s Cities of Salt (1984) has come anywhere
near capturing the transnational scope of the oil industry, the heterogene-
ous mixing of peoples in its workforce, and the forms of social organiza-
tion it has fostered, because for Americans oil and oil dependence have a
shameful aspect to them, because the literary epicenters of the Arab world
are not found in oil-producing countries, and because of the tendency of
contemporary fiction to occupy itself with the familiar and the geographi-
cally bounded rather than fluidly cross linguistic, cultural, and national
boundaries (139-40). While there may not be a single crowning literary
achievement that heteroglossically captures the flow of people, capital, and
geopolitical control represented by the oil industry, this article will show
that there is a well-established world literary tradition whose constituent



Joe Sacco, Palestine (1993)

Seminar/Study Sheet

“Certainly his images are more graphic than anything you can either read or see on
television.” Edward Said, “Homage to Joe Sacco” (iii
> Y

What claims about “comics” does Edward Said make in his introduction?
Write down 5 single-word points or themes. Does Said think comics are
“alternative” to novels or poems?

Why does the simple title immediately give us something to think about?

What kind of aims and claims does Sacco make for his “comics blockbuster”
(76)? See pps. 76; 218-21; 208;—-7 ; 3

How do we read comics as “graphic novels”?

With a partner, “read” and interpret the double page spread depicting a scene

from Jabalia refugee camp (Ch6, pps. 146-7). What kinds of things can you

discern that “tell the story” of the camp? Why does this work visually, as well

as narratively? Can you find other “novelistic” or poetic qualities? Where is

“Sacco” here (turn the page to 148 to discuss this further). N

+ Cf;/{? Gy ey
Read over the excerpts from “Understanding Comics” Use it to read sections At i
—pps. 113 (Ch.4); 118-19 (Ch.5); 123 (Ch.5); 135 (Ch.5); 186 (Ch.7); 249 a

(Ch.8). Find a scene by yourself to analyse in this way. 74’3’””/

Is the novel tendentious? Partisan? Didactic in its political revelations and
stance? See Said (iii); 92 (“what can we do except continue the struggle?”; 131;
241; 256; 283; His ‘disgust’ 24; the depiction of soldiers — 16; 128; 241; 270;
the depiction of settlers: 37; 63; the tomato guys 173.

“Another authentic refugee camp experience” (217)

What “role” and “character” does “Sacco” have/produce in the text? See
Said (v), “Author’s Foreword (vi).

As “tourist™: 38, 75-6, 145, 148

As “journalist”: 58-61

As “spokesperson”: 66 (“she had no ability to reply”); 77 (“did you get a
picture?”); 99; 121-22

As “itrepid”, “heroic”: 121-22; “Too heavy” 71; “A goddamn adventure
cartoonist” 208.

As “outsider”: 185; 189 (“You gotta keep some distance™); 217; 221 (“That'd
make a good picture”)



Remember, misrepresentation is a crucial theme. (sce, for example, the
Newspaper cutting scene: 132)

7. What other aspects of novelistic technique can you discern? There are
repeated motfs, for example: Mud (42, 145-46, 151, 175); Fences (86, 90-91,
2292); Mazes, Crowds. Food and Tea. He also uses Talking Heads a lot. The
story of certain characters such as Ammar, Ghassan, etc. Anything else?

8. How do we interpret the ending?
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W THRALL TO THE %\&\M\Wﬁ.ﬁ
REALI7TY OF THE CARTOON 7

DEFINING THE
CARTOON WOULD
TAKE UP AS MUCH
SPACE AS DEFINING
COMICS, BUT FOR
NOMY, T'M GOING TO
EXAMINE CARTOONING
AS A FORM OF
AMPLIFICATION
THROUGH
SIIPLIFICATION.

WHEN WE
ABSTRACT AN IMAGE
THROUGH CARTUONING,
WE'RE NOT SO MUCH
ELIMINATING DETAILS
AS WE ARE FOCLNING
ON $PECIFIC
LETAILS.

BY STRIPFPING
DOV AN IMAGE
TO ITS ESSENTIAL

AEANING” AN ARTIST

CAN AMIFLIFY THAT
MEANING IN A WAY
THAT REALISTIC

ART CAN'7.

30
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THOUGH THE TERM 1S OFTEN USED
DISPARAGINGLY, IT CAN BE EQUALLY
WELL APPLIED TQO MANY TIME-TESTED
CLASSICS. SIMPLIFYING CHARACTERS AND
IMAGES TOWARD A PURPOSE CAN BE AN
EFFECTIVE TOOL FOR STORYTELLING IN
AA’Y MEDIUM,

CARTOONING ISN'T

JUST

IT'S A WAY OF

A WAY OF DRAWING,

SEEING S

THE ABILITY OF
CARTOONS TO FOLS
OUR ATTENTION ON
AN IDEA 1S, T THINK,
AN IMPORTANT PART
OF THEIR SPECIAL
POWER, BOTH IN COMICS
AND IN DRAWING
GENERALLY.

Ty

[Ty

ANOTHE

R 1S THE
LIPIVERSALITY OF CARTOON
IMAGERY. THE MORE CARTOONY A
FACE 1S, FOR INSTANCE, THE MORE
PEQPLE IT COULD BE SAID TO
DESCRIBE.

MILLIONS

(nEARLY) ALL

BUT I BELIEVE THERES
SOMETHING MORE AT
WORK IN OUR MINDS
WHEN WE VIEW A
CARTOON--ESPECIALLY
OF A HUMAN FACE-~
WHICH WARRANTS
FURTHER
INVESTIGATION

J‘I\

WHAT

REALLY

ARE YOU

SEEING Y

THE FACT THAT
YOUR MIND 1S
CAPABLE OF TAKING
A CIRCLE, TWo POTS
AND A Z/NVE AND
TURNING THEM INTO
A FACE IS
NOTHING SHORT OF

BUT STILL MORE
INCREDIBLE 1S THE
FACT THAT YOU
CANNOT AVC/D
SEEING A FACE HERE.
YOUR MIND WON'T

31
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“peace be with you”

Salam Pax, The Baghdad Blog (2003)

“BOMB US ALREADY! STOP PUSSYFOOTING!”

http://dear_raed.blogspot.co.uk/

http://www.theguardian.com/Irag/blogeer/

http:/ /salampax.wordpress.com/

http:/ /riverbendblog.blogspot.co.uk/

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/programmes/newsnight/3260121.stm

keyword “blogging” at:
http://webcat.warwick.ac.uk/search~S1/?searchtype=X&searcharg=+blogging&sea
rchscope=[&sortdropdown=-
&SORT=DZ&extended=0&SUBMIT=Search&searchlimits=&searchorigarg=X+hl
0g+theory%26SORT%3DDZ




and “Salam Pax” on Project Muse:
http://muse.jhu.edu/results#type=ajax&startYear=&stopYear=&te rms=content:sala
m%20pax:AND&m=1&items_per_page=10

Questions

Read the blurbs, the back cover and the inside: What strikes you about the claims and
sentiments surrounding the text? Pick out a few words and phrases to contribute to
group discussion.

Read the end of the post for 30 May 2003 (p. 186). What are the general concerns
and issues we can elicit here that are central to the concerns of this text —in its form
~ and its subject? '

The Blog

* isita “literary” form? What aspects of the “literary” can you discern here? Is
this a silly or redundant question? (Read, for example, the first post: what
features of style: tone, vocabulary, etc., can you discern? How do we knit these
to the issues being discussed?

*  What is his rationale for blogging? 63

¢ Can you find a decent line or two from an internet site that we can use to
establish the authority of the blog as a literary form?

*  Whyis “media” a theme? 143, 158

Find out something on the net about Salam. Bring it to class to tell us all.

Why is Salam’s authority and authenticity critical to establish? See, for example, pps

25-6; 95, 129, 184-85.
Is he “just like us” as Jan Katz claims, in the introduction (ix)?
Why are his responses to other bloggers telling? 39, 8-9, 82, 83

Blogger or Journalist? 17, 21-2, 24, 31, 35, 39, 82, 99-100, 156, 178 (does his “rant”
destroy all journalistic intentions? 119-122.

Or Documentarist? 105-06; 125; 130-31, 141, 150
The civic drive: 173, 175

In what way is communication a central theme of the text? 39, 40, 44, 59, 74, 87-88,
127,78, 107, 143, 146, 177, 187-88

And “normality’? 112-13, 115, 137, 195
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62 WAR WITH NO END

The occupation’s massive propaganda war focusing on

" sectarian strife complements US and UK countetfinsurgency

strategies on the ground, which actively promote a sectarian
divide-and-rule policy. Most Iraqis in their towns and neigh-
borhoods, however, can clearly distinguish between the
clandestine resistance that targets only the occupying forces
and their local proxies, and the criminal gangs recruited by the
occupiers and their private contractors® to terrorize the
population and shut down the street life that is the water
~nd air of the urban national resistance, But the occupation’s
dismantling of civil and state institutions, and the criminality
of the new occupation-trained security forces, have given rise
to local neighborhood vigilante groups that have proved a
mixed blessing. These groups have ended up relying on the
support of traditional structures of mosque and tribe, and
have at times been manipulated by sectarian parties and
militias, with their huge funds and access to the infrastructure
of occupation. As a result, some of these vigilante groups have
engaged in communal conflict and have been used in criminal
counterinsurgency activities, and in the propaganda of occu-
pation.* But for most Iragis, the main aim remains a national
and non-sectarian resistance toa foreign occupation.’ Indeed,
the average number of daily attacks on the occupation troops
is continually rising, and by June 2007 had reached an
average of 185 a day. Without the direct and indirect support
of the Iraqi @oﬂﬁ_mu this level of resistance would never have
been achieved.

Iraqi people are aware that they are paying a very high price
for the expansion of the US empire, for reasons other than
those declared. They perceive the real motives behind the
occupation to be the US’s thirst for cheap oil,and the securing
of Israel’s occupation of Palestine. A recent survey into Iraqi
attitudes found “almost no Iragis who felt the United States
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had invaded to liberate their country from tyranny and build
a democracy.” Asked for “the three main reasons for the US
invasion of Iraq,” fully 76 percent cited “to control Iraqi oil;”
followed by “to build military bases” (41 percent), and “tg
help Israel” (32 percent). Fewer than 2 percent selected “d
bring democracy to Iraq” as their first choice.” .

Iragis have been on the receiving end of US-UK pledges
to establish human rights in the Middle East, pledges that
have acquired a grotesque resonance in occupied Irag, from
the torture of detainees in the prisons of Abu Ghraib, Bucca
in southern Iraq, Cropper at the US military headquarters at
Baghdad airport and the secret prisons of the Ministries of
the Interior and of Defence, to the rapid deterioration of
health and education services and the lack of basic infra-
structure. Freedom of speech, like democracy, was
strangled at birth with the systematic assassinations of
academics and journalists, and the public murder of clerics.

To justify the arrest, torture and killing of journalists, and
to put an end to a free press that threatened to reveal the-
nature and extent of the crimes committed under occupa-
tion, the US administration accused the Iraqi media of being
a resource for the “insurgents” and “terrorists” — a resource
that needed to be counteracted or contained by all means
possible.® The occupation’s stated objective to aid the
establishment of a free press in Iraq has in fact been a
mission to establish control over press freedom. The offices
of Al Shargiya Iraqi TV and of Arab TV stations in Baghdad
such as Al Arabiya and Al Jazeera, have been raided and
shut down. Winning the media war has become an integral
part of military strategy.

me. surge of US troops, the latest military operation, in
which the occupying troops are regularly conducting air
strikes in and near population centers,” has resulted in
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increasing numbers of civilian casualties and further dete-
rioration of the humanitarian situation. Many wounded or
sick people cannot safely access hospitals and clinics.

The number of newly displaced people, both internally and
abroad, stands at 90,000 per month in 2007,'® and “the
number of people arrested or interned by the multinational
forces has increased by 40% since early 2006. The number of
people held by the Iraqi authorities has also increased sig-
nificantly.”** There are over 38,000 detainees in US-UK and
Iraqi detention centers. The ICRC is unable to gain access to
more than 18,000 of these inmates; Iraqi vice-president
Tareq Al Hashemi questioned United States forces over
the fate of 9,000 detainees who, according to US army
statistics, have simply “vanished” from the face of the Earth.
Iraqis think that many might be accounted for among the
bodies of those tortured, blindfolded, and murdered that are
found daily, dumped in various places across the country.

_ According to a refereed report in the medical journal The
:Lancet, “Bringing democracy to Iraq” had resulted in the
‘deaths of 650,000 Iraqgis by mid-2006.* This is propor-
‘tionally equivalent to 7 million US citizens or 1.4 million
British citizens. More than half of Iraq’s doctors have
already fled the country; Iraqi women are driven to despair
and self-destruction by grief. Their expectations are reduced
to pleas for help to clear the bodies of the dead from the
streets, according to a report by the ICRC.*?

It is hardly any wonder that most Iragis approve of
attacks on US-led forces, and that a strong majority wants
US-led military forces to withdraw immediately from the
country, saying that their swift departure would make Iraq
more secure and decrease sectarian violence.**

Most surveys and media reports seem to ignore Iraqis’
strong belief that the occupation is also targeting their

|
|
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national identity, culture, history, language and religion.
They ask, “How else can you explain the destruction and
looting of the Iraqi museum, which houses the precious
artefacts of the world’s oldest civilization, as well as of 22
universities and art galleries, the National Library with its
unique manuscripts and historical documents, and archae-
ological sites, while US-led troops either assist looters or
watch from a distance?” Is it any wonder that, in the minds
of Iraqis, these acts invoke comparison with the barbarity of
the Mongols when they sacked Baghdad in 12582

The killing of academics, scientists, doctors, journalists,
singers and artists is seen as an attack on culture and
learning. One recent crime is the killing of Khalil al-Zahawi,
one of the Muslim world’s leading calligraphers, who
taught students from all over the Middle East. He was shot
dead by gunmen in Baghdad, in late May 2007.

The renowned Iragi musician Naseer Shamma views the
“sovereign new Iraq” thus:

... far from democracy and sovereignty as it has been for
decades. Irag must see the end of foreign intervention, the
destruction of its culture, its people and its history . . . The
US has simply erased whole segments of what the Iraqis
hold dearest; libraries have been burnt, and so has culture —
the soul. Americans like to do that: to encroach on a people
and destroy its identity.>’

The silencing of Iraqi intellectuals and cultural figures is
what Saadi Youssef, the prominent Iraqi poet, has called
““bullet censorship,” where alongside military and econom-
ic colonization there is cultural colonization.”*®

To counteract this colonization and to defend Iraqis’
national identity, various modes of cultural resistance have
become a powerful weapon in emphasizing that, contrary
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to what the occupiers would have the world believe, the
diversity of Iraq’s national identity is rooted in our history;
it is a source of our pride in our existence, our history, and
our many achievements in the worlds of art, music, science,
literature, archaeology and architecture.

One of the most important forms of cultural resistance is
song, which is considered particularly influential due to its
powerful combination of poetry and music ~ both highly
regarded by Iraqis — its accessibility to the masses, and the
impossibility-of banning it. Furthermore, the occupiers have
found Iraqi singets extremely difficult to recruit ~ unlike
politicians and some journalists.

The occupation and its medieval sectarian proxies fear
the influence of aghani al mugawama, or songs of resis-
tance. As many as seventy-five well-known singers have
been killed since April 2003"7; music stores selling CDs and
DVDs have been ransacked and forced to shut down, while
their owners have been arrested or have disappeared, never
to be heard of again. Most of these attacks are carried out
either directly by the occupation troops or by their mer-
cenaries, and by local militias nurtured by the occupations’
puppet government to silence one of the most popular
forms of resistance. ‘

In this climate of fear and death, while well-known media
personalities, singers, and poets are intimidated and si-
lenced, anonymous resistance songs are widely distributed
among the masses. Famous singers continue to contribute
from exile, and young people have been inventive in making
up new ways to challenge the occupation, so that CDs are
replacing the absent voices. Crisis Group Middle East
Report noted that:

For increasing numbers of Iragis, disenchanted with both
the US and their own leaders and despairing of their poor
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living conditions, solace is found in the perceived world of a
pious and heroic resistance. CDs that picture the insurrec-
tion’s exploits can readily be found across the country, new
songs glorify combatants, and poems written decades ago
during the post-World War I British occupation are getting
a new lease of life.

A 1941 poem on Falluja written by Maaruf al-Rusafi has
been rediscovered . . . More generally, insurgent videos are
widely distributed in mosques and readily available in most
Baghdad movie-stores.'®

In Iraq, poetry has an important political and social role to
play. The poet enjoys a special status as the spokesman of
his neighborhood, community, tribe or people in general,
expressing their hopes, aspirations, and problems. In some
cases, the role of the poet is equivalent to that of a journalist
or a press officer. In other cases, the poet — be they man or
woman ~ can inspire people to act, to defend their country,
or simply to unite and love each other.

Saadi Youssef was asked why he thinks poetry is so
central to Middle Eastern culture. He replied that “The
oral tradition is very important. Partly this stems from
censorship. The first thing to be searched for at Arab
airports is not drugs or guns, but books! But poetry you
can smuggle across borders. Novels can be censored easily,
but poetry stays in the head.”*”

Iraq is also famous for its poetical lyrics and rich musical
heritage, which, originating in antiquity, gained sophistica-
tion and momentum during the height of the Islamic Empire
between the eighth and the thirteenth centuries. The lyrics
are either in classical Arabic, the language of the Quran, or
local dialect. Among the instruments often used by Iraqi
musicians and singers are the oud (or lute), the al-ganoun (a
rectangular stringed instrument), the tabla and daf (both




