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Paper #2: Realism, Commitment, and the Modern Arabic Novel 
 
The relationship between realism as a novelistic mode and commitment as a literary ideology is a 
contentious one, and conflicting views on their proper admixture lies at the heart of the debate 
over the ban on For Bread Alone at the American University of Cairo 
(https://www.library.cornell.edu/colldev/mideast/mehr.htm).  This debate is a long-standing one 
in the world of Arabic literary criticism, as demonstrated through the positions staked out much 
earlier by Mahmud Mas’adi and Abd al-Azim Anis with respect to artistic freedom versus social 
responsibility (Badawi, “Commitment in Arabic Literature”, p. 23-24).  In attempting to bridge 
the gap between literary realism and literary commitment, Samah Selim articulates the following 
mode of Arab realism in the 20th century: 
 
“In this Arab context, realism is not simply understood as a technique of representation built on 
simple verisimilitude. Rather, realism here is constructed through a particular and very powerful 
discourse about collective social and political identity. Realism has to construct the basic 
elements of narrative fiction—time, place, character, plot—in a way that “mirrors” the particular 
social, cultural and political reality of the national collectivity. When Arab critics use the word 
“reality” to talk about Arabic fiction, they mean “national reality,” a term that raises the specter of 
a whole set of specific historical and social issues such as colonialism and the anti-colonial 
struggle, the rise and hegemony of national bourgeousies as well as the real and imagined social 
composition of the national community.” 
 
(Samah Selim, “The Narrative Craft: Realism and fiction in the Arabic canon”, Edebiyat vol. 14, 
no. 1 & 2 [2003]: 110) 
    
Question: How well does “national realism” apply to the novels that we’ve read thus far?  Do you 
agree that “realism” in the Arabic novel is not simply a question of “verisimilitude”, but rather is 
meant to “[mirror] the particular social, cultural and political reality of the national collectivity”?  
If not, which of the “realist” novels that we’ve read have strictly focused on individual, 
existential, and personal matters?  Please be specific in your response; be liberal in citing the 
primary sources. 
 

Three page minimum; due by the stroke of midnight, Wednesday, Oct. 29 


