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AN ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS OF 
 
 
 
Iman Adnan Al Kaisy     for Master of Arts 
  Major: English Literature 
 
 
 
Title: Losing A Library of One’s Own: Ghada Samman’s Beirut Nightmares, Feminist 
Rebellion, and World Literature  
 
 
 This study investigates the possibility of initiating a discourse about lost private 
libraries of Arab women writers. It situates this discourse in a larger framework of recent 
scholarly theorizations, such as B. Venkat Mani’s, about the substantial role of public and 
national libraries in problematizing academic discourses about the dissemination and 
circulation of world literature. The purpose of this thesis is to widen the scope of discussion 
about world literature and libraries to include private libraries of Arab women writers who, 
at least many of them, suffered from a loss of their cultural and intellectual capital as a 
result of various reasons, including war.  
 
 I take Ghada Samman’s (1942-) private library, that was burnt during the Lebanese 
civil war (1975-1990), as an example of a contentious site that embodies several elements 
of cultural and feminist rebellion and resembles, in several ways, the stories of many 
destroyed private libraries of Arab women writers. I maintain that delving into the details of 
Samman’s private library as it exists in scattered bibliographic textual information allows 
us to pose questions about the absence of any discourse about private libraries of Arab 
women writers and the deficient role of world literature in highlighting the lost knowledge 
that takes place as a result of the destruction of such libraries. Moreover, this thesis applies 
a close reading of Samman’s Beirut Nightmares (1976; translated in 1997), a novel that 
vividly documents the everydayness of the start of the Lebanese civil war in a diary-like 
fashion and is divided into 206 nightmares recounted by an unnamed protagonist stuck in 
an apartment next to the Holiday Inn and the Phoenicia Hotel during the infamous ‘Battle 
of the Hotels.’ I specifically analyze the passages when the protagonist exhibits a 
complicated relationship with her library. Drawing on Walter Benjamin’s “Unpacking My 
Library: A Talk about Book Collecting,” I argue that the gendered dynamics of collecting, 
ownership, possession, and transmissibility underlying the protagonist’s private library 
change before and after the protagonist escapes the war. This change, I suggest, elicits 
questions about the afterlife of the protagonist’s private library and, by extension, the 
forgotten afterlives of private libraries of Arab women writers.  
 
 
For the transliteration of Arabic names and terms, I have followed the IJMES (International 
Journal of Middle East Studies) system.  

vi 



 

CONTENTS 
 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ........................................................................................ v 

ABSTRACT .................................................................................................................... vi 

Chapter 

I. INTRODUCTION ..................................................................................................... 1 

II. WORLD LITERATURE AND PRIVATE LIBRARIES: 
TRACING POLITICAL AND FEMINIST DISSENT ............................ 22 

A. Borges’s Universal Library in Different Lights ......................................................... 22 

B. From the Universal Library to the Private Library .................................................... 34 

C. Private Libraries Vs. National Libraries .................................................................... 38 

D. World Literature and Dissenting Private Libraries .................................................... 51 

E. Conclusion ................................................................................................................. 54 

III. SHADOWS OF PRIVATE LIBRARIES: GHADA SAMMAN 
AND FEMINIST REBELLION .......................................................................... 56 

A. Literary Salons and Arab Women Writers’ Private Libraries ................................... 56 

B. Ghada Samman’s Oeuvre .......................................................................................... 68 

C. Ghada Samman’s Library of Her Own ...................................................................... 73 

D. Conclusion ................................................................................................................. 79 

IV. LOSING A LIBRARY OF ONE’S OWN: BETWEEN DEATH 
AND REBIRTH ............................................................................... 81 

A. Beyond Feminist Commitment and the Commitment to Survive.............................. 81 

B. Collecting and Ownership Before the War ................................................................ 88 

C. Collecting and Ownership during the War ................................................................ 95 

D. Collecting and Ownership after Escaping the War .................................................. 104 

V. CONCLUSION ........................................................................... 106 
A. How Is Beirut Nightmares Relevant Today? ........................................................... 106 

BIBLIOGRAPHY ............................................................................ 121 

vii 



 

CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Intellectual freedom depends upon material things. Poetry depends upon intellectual 
freedom. And women have always been poor, not for two hundred years merely, but 
from the beginning of time. Women have had less intellectual freedom than the sons 
of Athenian slaves. Women, then, have not had a dog’s chance of writing poetry. 
That is why I have laid so much stress on money and a room of one’s own.  

--Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Room (1929) 

What did matter was my library, which alone has succeeded in convincing me to 
give up my life of ceaseless wandering. After all, libraries can’t survive on the 
wings of aeroplanes or in transit lounges any more than grass can grow on a 
perpetually rolling stone.  

--Ghada Samman, Beirut Nightmares (1976) 

 

 

A physical room that grants material and intellectual freedom, a material library 

that promises stability and fidelity. Two feminist writers from two different times and 

spaces: Woolf is one of the pioneers of modernist literature that emerged in late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries in Europe and North America; Samman is one of the most 

prolific Arab women writers and novelists who, since the 1960s, has significantly 

contributed to the field of contemporary Arabic literature. Samman’s writings about Arab 

women’s sexuality and emancipation continue to influence studies about Arab feminist 

literature. Woolf’s works are also central to Western feminist philosophy and to other, non-

Western, feminisms including Arab feminism. Indeed, A Room of One’s Own, published in 

the period between the two World Wars and translated into several languages including 
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Arabic by Somaya Ramadan, the Egyptian award-winning writer, in 1999, is an essay that 

narrates Woolf’s journey in the British Museum Library searching for literature by and 

about women and discovering that most of the works of fiction and poetry were written by 

men. It still occupies a significant space in academic and classroom discussions about 

women and writing, gender and space, and private and public spheres. Samman’s Beirut 

Nightmares, published at the start of the Lebanese civil war (1975-1990) with the Arabic 

title Kawābīs Bayrūt and later translated into English in 1997 by Nancy Roberts1 and into 

five other languages including German and French, is a novel that vividly documents the 

everydayness of war in a diary-like fashion; it is divided into 206 nightmares recounted by 

an unnamed protagonist stuck in an apartment next to the Holiday Inn and the Phoenicia 

Hotel during the infamous ‘Battle of the Hotels.’2 Beirut Nightmares is barely recognized 

in the canon of Arabic literature, let alone that of world literature, but widely read in Arab 

feminist circles and referred to in scholarly works such as the ones by Miriam Cooke, that 

tackle themes of Arab women writers and war.  

I start with Woolf and Samman not only because they are both feminist authors 

whose writings richly describe contentious states of women locked up in oppressed mental, 

social, physical, and intellectual states but also because their works, specifically the ones 

1 I read the novel in both Arabic and English. However, since translation does not occupy 
an essential part of my research, I use the English version to facilitate the process of close 
reading. Yet, I present block quotes in both Arabic and English so that any reader of both 
languages will be able to compare the original text with its translation.  
 
2 The Battle of the Hotels lasted from October 1975 till March 1976. It involved almost all 
the war’s participants including the Lebanese Phalangist Party, the Lebanese National 
Movement, and the PLO. The area of the hotels in downtown, Beirut was of great strategic 
importance because of its proximity to the sea and its situatedness between east and west 
Beirut.  
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mentioned above, break with the conventional dichotomy between public and private 

spheres. Indeed, the two quotes above feature the invocation of expressions, such as ‘a 

room of one’s own’ and ‘my library,’ which are associated with the realm of the private and 

the personal. The terms ‘own,’ ‘private,’ and ‘personal’ are interconnected and bear several 

connotations related to gendered perceptions of agency and action; they complicate the 

conventional division between a public sphere where men’s activities take place and a 

private sphere, the household, where women perform their chores (De Jong and Wieringa 

17). Although the three terms allude to a common meaning of individuality, solitude, and 

complete detachment from the public realm, ‘personal’ and ‘own’ represent layers of the 

private in the sense that within a private space one can enjoy a personal space of one’s own. 

The personal assumes the private but not the other way around. At the same time, the public 

is tied to the private in a way that differs from the personal’s connection to the latter. In 

other words, as Michael Warner puts it in “Publics and Counterpublics,” “all of the verbs 

for public agency are verbs for private reading, transposed upward to the aggregate of 

readers” (89). Warner mainly examines “the kind of public that comes into being only in 

relation to texts and their circulation” (50). Accordingly, by “public agency” he means the 

discursive and practical set of choices, decisions, and actions that underlie a public’s 

“ideology of reading” (Warner 89), the way it organizes itself to read and form judgments 

about texts. Counterpublics then are publics that shape themselves in opposition to other 

publics’ dominant “ideology of reading” (ibid.): they might choose to approach a text 

through a “creative-expressive” (ibid.) lens rather than a “rational-critical” (ibid.) one. 

Nevertheless, to go back to the first point I mentioned in relation to Warner, the 

mechanisms underlying a public’s ideology of reading come from those embedded in 
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private reading practices. In this sense, the conceptualization of a public’s agency and 

ideology of reading is derived from an understanding of the kinds of agency and reading 

practices that occupy the private sphere.  

The private, then, could be scrutinized and comprehended through the public and 

vice versa. The personal, however, is the mysterious part of the private. Any private sphere 

may or may not constitute a personal space. The roots of the personal in a private space are 

embedded in the relationship between the agent and the space itself. This agent could be an 

individual or a public. That is, the personal dimension of a private space could be detected 

through unpacking the agent’s attachment to the private space. This attachment could take 

the form of ownership, as is the case in Samman’s quote. The speaker, who is Beirut 

Nightmares’ protagonist, exhibits a personal relationship with her library; she says that it is 

‘her’ library that matters the most amid the war, that the material authority of her library is 

what kept her from wandering around the world. The protagonist’s physical and existential 

attachment to her library is what reveals the personal dimension of her relationship with her 

private library. Owning a private library that is, at the same time, personal is, in the 

protagonist’s case, a rebellious act because, as a woman, the protagonist is not expected to 

have a library of her own that houses personal thoughts and papers inaccessible to 

patriarchal norms and modes of thinking. Her sense of ownership of a private library rests 

on her personal choice to think, write, and act freely inside this space; it also rests on her 

trust of her private library as an emancipatory space that will substitute her need to escape 

to different parts of the world. In fact, the protagonist’s personal space stands in 

juxtaposition with spaces of fighting and killing, mainly performed by men, outside her 
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uncle’s house where she is forced to stay and the domestic space that her uncle and his son, 

Amin, occupy. Also, her library, as a material and symbolic possession, stands in 

opposition to Amin’s trivial and useless, as the protagonist claims, possession of silverware 

and china cups. When her library burns as a result of a missile hitting her apartment, the 

protagonist bitterly notes:  

ة لدیه، یمكن "أنا لا أستطیع أن أقول ذلك كله لأمین لأنه لن یفهم...صواني الفضة والذهب الموجود

إعادة شرائها من أي مخزن (كریستوفل) في العالم، وكل ما یحتاجه الأمر هو توقیع على (شیك)، أما 

مكتبتي فلا یمكن شراؤها كما هي من أي مكان في العالم، فأنا أستطیع شراء الكتب نفسها، لا جلسات 

لي مع الكتاب، لا الكتاب الألفة مع السطور والهوامش على جوانبها...الهوامش التي تسجل تفاع

). 247وحده...والتفاعل الإنساني لا یمكن شراؤه..." (السمان   

“I couldn’t say all this to Amin, since I knew he wouldn’t understand. The silver and 
gold trays in his house could be replaced with mere stroke of the pen in a 
chequebook. As for my library, its contents couldn’t have been bought in their 
present form anywhere in the whole world. I could have replaced the books 
themselves, of course, but not the intimate conversations I’d had with their contents. 
The marginal glosses which now filled them revealed my own personal interactions 
with each book, which went far beyond the contents of the book alone. And such 
human interchanges can’t be bought or sold” (Samman 292).3 

As a young man who conforms to society’s patriarchal and masculinist standards, Amin 

will never understand the protagonist’s incentive to own a private library, to have her 

personal space uncontaminated by patriarchal forms of oppression and silencing women. 

As a writer, translator, and journalist working for a radical publishing house, the 

protagonist is an active producer of knowledge who, through the library space of her own, 

3 Every translation is Roberts’ unless I state otherwise.  
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engages in a daily rhetorical and cultural rebellion against societal expectations of women. 

The personal space created by the private space of her library allows her to write down the 

ideas and thoughts that she deems worthy of being recorded in the margins of her books. 

Through the process of writing and voicing her dissenting opinions, a tightly-knit 

relationship among her, her library, and her books forms. As she writes, thinks, and speaks, 

she starts owning the private space of the library and constructing an unshakeable bond 

with the content of her books.  

Forty-seven years before the publication of the Arabic text of Beirut Nightmares, 

Woolf published A Room of One’s Own, an extended essay that invites readers to delve into 

the thought process that led Woolf to her famous conclusion: “A woman must have money 

and a room of her own if she is to write fiction” (4). After being invited to give a lecture 

about women and fiction, Woolf decided to look into the archives of the British Library to 

find out what had been written and published by and about women. However, she first 

began her investigation at Oxbridge4 College, where she was immediately barred from 

entry by a “guardian angel […] with a flutter of black gown” (Woolf 9) waving at her and 

cautioning her that “ladies are only admitted to the library if accompanied by a Fellow of 

the College or furnished with a letter of introduction” (ibid.). Woolf then continued her 

investigation in the archives and collections of the library of the British Museum where she 

discovered that there was no fiction or poetry written by women and that women were the 

“most discussed animal in the universe” (30). Women did not have access to the same type 

of education and material privileges that men enjoyed. Accordingly, Woolf posits the need 

4 The fictional amalgam of Oxford and Cambridge. 
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for women to have their personal spaces where they can cultivate their intellect and gain an 

education. Indeed, in “Solitude and Community: Virginia Woolf, Spatial Privacy and A 

Room of One’s Own,” Wendy Gan explains that in Woolf’s context of early twentieth-

century England, “spatial privacy was standard practice for a man; his spaces were set up 

for solitude but not so for a woman” (74). A woman having a room of her own not only 

meant challenging the freedom of men to move freely in public spaces but also opposing 

men’s spatial privacy inside the domestic space. Gan, along with Christina Stevenson in 

“The Room, Authorship, and Feminine Desire in A Room of One’s Own and Mrs. 

Dalloway,” argues that what Woolf meant by a ‘room’ is essentially a study room where 

women can read and write. Whether it is a room, a study room, or a library of one’s own, it 

is the women “owners-occupiers” (Gen 76) who “police access to their private spaces, 

locking others out or letting them in” (ibid.). In Woolf’s and Samman’s protagonist’s case, 

a room of one’s own is bound by a “gendered subjectivity that ‘occupies’ it” (qtd. in 

Stevenson 116). ‘Occupies’ and ‘owns’ are another set of verbs that complement the 

adjectives ‘personal’ and ‘private.’ What defines the relationship of ownership between a 

woman and her room is her female subjectivity that pervades the private space of the room 

and dominates it. To own a library or a room means to have the choice to determine what 

goes in this space and what goes out. Indeed, Gan and Stevenson point out that Woolf’s 

rigorous argument for women to have a room of their own is inspired by her envious 

attitude towards the study space of her father, Leslie Stephen: 

               “Downstairs there was pure convention: upstairs pure intellect. But there was no 
connection between them… [In father’s study] I would find him, swinging in his 
rocking chair, pipe in mouth. Slowly he would realise my presence. Rising, he 
would go to the shelves, put the book back and very kindly ask me what had I 
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made of it? Perhaps I was reading Johnson. For some time we would talk and 
then, feeling soothed, stimulated, full of love for this unworldly, very 
distinguished, lonely man, I would go down to the drawing room again and hear 
George’s patter. There was no connection” (qtd. in Stevenson 115).  

The division between the “banal ‘pattering’ of the downstairs domestic space and the near-

religious calm of the paternal study” (Stevenson 115) made Woolf envious of the mental 

serenity that her father enjoyed in his study room that comprised a privileged site that 

allowed knowledge formation and self-contemplation. Woolf’s insistence on women having 

a room of their own emerges from her “alienness” to two spaces: her father’s study and the 

Oxbridge library that represented, back then, every library that prohibited entrance to 

women. Woolf addresses the gatekeepers of these spaces, saying: “Lock up your libraries if 

you like; but there is no gate, no lock, no bolt, that you can set upon the freedom of my 

mind” (63).  

Today, Virginia Woolf’s private library, joined with her husband’s, Leonard 

Sidney Woolf, is “housed at Manuscripts, Archives and Special Collections (MASC) at 

Washington State University Libraries, Pullman USA” (De Gay 41). In “Exploring Leonard 

and Virginia Woolf’s Personal Library: Mirrors of the Soul?,” Jane De Gay explores the 

content of the library in a detailed study of the notes, papers, and books that concerned the 

Woolfs and influenced their literary works. De Gay’s article is not so much a theoretical 

study as an examination that sheds light on the material, basic components of the library; it 

only provides a thorough analysis of the significance of Dante’s Divine Comedy to Virginia 

Woolf’s diaries and works. The article neither discusses the significance of the library as a 

personal space that Woolf enjoyed nor refers to A Room of One’s Own. This lack of 
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connection between Woolf’s personal books and papers and her theory of a room of one’s 

own elicits many questions about the scholarship on women writers’ private libraries:  

Why are scholarly studies regarding women writers’ private libraries deficient? 

How do the private libraries of women writers fit into discourses about libraries and world 

literature? 

This thesis is neither principally about Woolf’s private library nor about gender and 

space in early twentieth century England. It is primarily about Samman’s protagonist’s lost 

private library, about the troubling questions, concerns, anxieties, and disappointments that 

arise when reading about the loss of women’s symbolic capital and cultural treasures. 

Beirut Nightmares is a fictional work that transcends the purposes of fiction: it entails 

autobiographical elements that relate to Samman’s actual loss of her private library during 

the Lebanese civil war. Besides Samman’s ability to describe the horrific start of the civil 

war in vivid images and loaded language, what distinguishes Beirut Nightmares’ narrative 

is, as this thesis argues, Samman’s depiction of a complex relationship between the 

protagonist and her private library. In the context of the novel, notions and themes of 

ownership, possession, personal and private space, knowledge formation, and cultural and 

political rebellion acquire different meanings as they are integrated into a narrative about 

war and the loss of a woman writer’s private library. Indeed, unlike the questions that 

emerge in relation to Woolf’s undestroyed, preserved library, the burning of Samman’s 

private library prompts a set of more specific questions:  

Why is there no literature about the private libraries of Arab women writers? What 

is the role of world literature in documenting the loss of the private libraries of Arab 
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women writers in contexts of war and unrest? How can we recover the loss of Arab women 

writers’ intellectual capital and knowledge formed and cultivated over long periods of 

time?  

The burning of Samman’s and her protagonist’s private libraries is not another 

example of a famous instance of the burning or destruction of libraries in fiction and 

history. Some of these examples are: the first famous burning of the Library of Alexandria, 

one of the most important libraries of the ancient world, in 48BC by the Roman Empire, an 

event that still attracts the attention of historians and independent scholars (Macleod 8). 

Another famous set of examples of burnt libraries comes from fiction: one of the most well-

known examples is found in Cervantes’s Don Quixote (1615). Living in La Mancha in 

central Spain, a man called Don Quixote houses a private library filled with books of 

literature of chivalry. Infatuated and obsessively in love with chivalrous ideals, Don 

Quixote sets out on a journey to rescue the weak and the helpless. Don Quixote’s library, as 

Teresa Vilarino Picos notes in “The Library and the Librarian as a Theme in Literature,” 

plays a major role in forming the knight’s character: “his identity and his insanity [are] 

closely linked with books and the library […] What is different with [Don Quixote] is not 

reading itself, but the desire to read and to be transformed into the language of his reading” 

(3). Don Quixote’s identity becomes infused with the identities of the characters he read 

about. One of the most unfortunate events in the story is the burning of Don Quixote’s 

library. To put an end to Don Quixote’s obsession, which begins to breed dangerous 

effects, his friends, the priest and the barber, set the library on fire. However, this does not 

stop Don Quixote from fulfilling what he has learned from books; his decision to continue 

10 



 

his journey indicates that the material destruction of his library does not eliminate the ideals 

he has internalized, the mental library he carries with him. In the same way in which the 

books on the shelves of Don Quixote’s library eventually brought his destruction, Professor 

Peter Kien, the main character of Elias Canetti’s Auto de fe (1935), committed suicide 

through setting his library on fire and allowing the flames to consume him as they 

consumed his books and manuscripts. Picos writes that Kien’s suicide implies that the 

library is not only “a place of learning and knowledge [but also] […] a place of death” (3) 

in a sense that it supported Kien’s rebellion against the injustices of the world yet failed to 

protect from killing himself. The different events of the burning of Kien’s and Don 

Quixote’s private libraries, along with Alexandria’s fire, are two of many examples of how 

the destruction of libraries, in reality and fiction, invites countless questions about the space 

of the library, the relationship between an owner and his library, the library as a cultural 

treasure, the physical library vs. the mental library, etc.  

The common element between Samman’s protagonist’s private library and the 

examples above is that they all depict the burning of the library in its material form. 

However, what distinguishes Samman’s protagonist’s burning of her library is that it 

depicts the loss of an Arab woman writer’s intellectual and cultural treasure. There is a 

considerable amount of literature on the flames that consumed Kien’s and Don Quixote’s 

libraries and the library of Alexandria; however, there is no literature that analyzes the 

repercussions of the burning of Samman’s protagonist’s library, Samman’s own library, 

and, by extension, the private libraries of many Arab women writers. This thesis highlights 

the absent discourse about Arab women writers’ private libraries and investigates the 
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possibility of developing such a discourse in conversation with discussions about world 

literature and national libraries. It is important to note that this thesis does not adopt the 

goal of providing a history of libraries or of representing a conceptual analysis of the 

evolution of the meaning of the library from ancient times up to the digital age. Rather, it is 

concerned with the materiality of the private library, the basic physical appearance of a 

private library’s space and its vulnerability to fire, bullets, shells, water, etc. The reason for 

focusing on the materiality of private libraries is twofold: first, Samman’s novel was 

published in 1976, twenty-two years before the emergence of eBook Readers and digital 

books and before the founding of Google. Many might claim that it is absurd to speak of 

the burning or flooding of libraries in the twenty-first century when we can store countless 

eBooks in our phone devices, iPads, Microsoft tablets, Kindle eBook readers, etc. The 

possibility of a digital library burning or simply vanishing is nonexistent. However, if we 

are to understand the role of private libraries in interacting with discourses about 

knowledge formation, world literature, national libraries, feminist and political dissent, and 

private and personal spaces, we need to emphasize the materiality of the library and the 

capability of this materiality to determine the conceptual and epistemic frameworks of any 

library space. Indeed, in New Republic of Letters: Memory and Scholarship in the Age of 

Digital Reproduction (2014), Jerome McGann rightly notes that  

“no one can seriously doubt that the discourse of the humanities research community                  
will be digitally organized—in our traditional lexicon, that we will give up books 
like this one for online publishing and will take up digital tools for studying our 
cultural inheritance. But even as that is granted and understood, the importance of 
our traditional resources—material, methodological, and theoretical—is much less 
well understood” (14).  
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McGann implies that, in the near future, cultural and historical memory will be digitized 

and rendered accessible to humanities search communities in digital versions. Yet, he 

makes clear that with the ambition to digitize cultural memory comes our inevitable lack of 

understanding and appreciation of the significance of traditional resources such as books, 

papers, and, one may add, physical libraries. Like memory, lost knowledge and cultural and 

intellectual capital are associated with the lost physical space of a library. Conscious acts of 

burning libraries, national and private, are conscious decisions to disrupt a culture’s 

knowledge foundation or to eliminate a person’s intellectual wealth. Without studying the 

consequences of the destruction of physical sites of cultural memory and knowledge, we 

can never be able to identify what is lost, reclaimed, appropriated, stolen, or forgotten.  

Moreover, in line with McGann’s thought, in “Introduction: Literature as Pact with 

Books,” B. Venkat Mani argues that focusing on “the materiality of literary circulation 

sheds new light on the conceptual and ideological creation and proliferation of world 

literature” (12). Mani posits that the library is a major institution in which the examination 

of the materiality of literary circulation should take place. The material circulation of 

literature, as Mani maintains, problematizes conceptual theorizations of world literature and 

poses questions about world literature discourse’s disengagement with libraries as 

contentious spaces that introduce new terms for literary circulation, proliferation, and 

reception. Although I delve into Mani’s work in chapter one, it is crucial to acknowledge 

the premise behind his argument: studying libraries in their material form expands the 

scope of discussions about world literature and allows questions about knowledge formed, 

and lost, outside academic spheres. The theorizations for and against world literature that 
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Mani refers to are mainly those inspired by David Damrosch’s definition of world literature 

in What is World Literature? (2003). Damrosch defines world literature as a “mode of 

circulation” (5), including “all literary works that circulate beyond their culture of origin, 

either in translation or in their original language” (4). That is, world literature does not 

comprise a specific body of literature within a fixed literary context; it entails several 

processes of translation, circulation, reading, and interpretation that formulate a mode, a 

process. Other scholars, such as Emily Apter, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Franco Moretti, 

and Pheng Cheah deem Damrosch’s approach apolitical and unaware of existing power 

imbalances and hegemonic structures resulting from colonial, capitalist, neoliberal, and 

market-driven policies. Damrosch explains his theory of world literature under three titles: 

circulation, translation, and production, the main concepts that pervade post-Damrosch 

discussions about world literature. The circulation of books in time and space is a process 

facilitated by translation, as Damrosch asserts when he writes that “world literature is 

writing that gains in translation” (qtd. in Mani 28). What a text might gain in translation is 

the ability to speak to different cultures, beyond its culture of origin, and the potential to be 

incorporated into the large “network of texts that inhabit the world literary space” (ibid.).  

In Death of a Discipline, Spivak speaks of the perils of translation in works of 

world literature and literary comparison. She argues that translation ignores cultural 

differences and distinctions (44) and preserves the hegemony of the English language over 

the languages of less privileged societies. To Spivak, the prioritization of translation and 

circulation overshadows the need of world literature scholars to develop a critical 

understanding of the power mechanisms and hegemonic imbalances underlying interactions 
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among nations, regions, and cultures. Like Spivak, Apter’s criticism of the idea of world 

literature mainly targets endless production and reproduction of literary texts, a stage that 

precedes circulation and follows translation. She argues that the concept of world literature 

rests on a trust in the market, on a complete reliance on translation as a vehicle for 

unstoppable reproduction of texts. In the introduction to Against World Literature: On 

Politics of Untranslatability (2013), Apter mentions that world literature’s “drive to 

anthologize and curricuralize the world’s cultural resources” (9) needs the invocation of 

untranslatability as a “deflationary gesture” (ibid.): “with translation assumed to be a good 

thing en soi—under the assumption that it is a critical praxis enabling communication 

across languages, cultures, time periods and disciplines—the right to the Untranslatable 

was blindsided” (ibid.). The untranslatable, in Apter’s sense, is a word, expression, gesture, 

text, or registered emotion and thought that is specific to a certain culture, ideology, or a 

group of individuals with specific epistemic privileges that cannot possibly be translated to 

another language and culture. The untranslatable acts like an epistemological stop sign that 

alerts the reader to some inaccessible knowledge in the text. Apter describes 

untranslatability as a political act that resists easy appropriation and does not succumb to 

globalizing motives of world literature. However, as Mani points out, while Apter criticizes 

the overconfidence of the proponents of world literature in translation as a vehicle for 

establishing cross-cultural interactions, she argues that translation theory is the most 

suitable lens for deconstructing world literature’s neoliberal attempt to engender 

globalization (29).  
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While Spivak and Apter criticize the emphasis of the proponents of world 

literature on translation, circulation, and production as the main components underlying any 

conceptualization of world literature, Moretti, in “Conjectures on World Literature” (2000), 

argues that “world literature is not an object, it’s a problem, and a problem that asks for a 

new critical method: and no one has ever found a method by just reading more texts” (55). 

That is, Moretti maintains that the world literature canon is too small to encompass diverse 

modes of reading and selecting literature. He suggests that in order to increase textual 

variety in the canon of world literature, the method of close reading, that pervades US 

academia, needs to be replaced by “distant reading: where distance […] is a condition of 

knowledge: it allows you to focus on units that are much smaller or much larger than the 

text: devices, themes, tropes—or genres and systems” (57). The essence of distant reading 

is its opposition to “national historiography” (Moretti 61) in a sense that literary history is 

not a derivative of national history but a result of a long chain of experimentation: “See the 

beauty of distant reading plus world literature: they go against the grain of national 

historiography. And they do so in the form of an experiment. You define a unit of analysis 

[…] and then follow its metamorphoses in a variety of environments—until, ideally, all of 

literary history becomes a long chain of related experiments” (61-62). Tracing a literary 

trope, for example, across a variety of literary works from around the world embodies an 

experimental method that strives to represent all instances of the presence of the literary 

trope. This method comprises a mode of “distant reading” in which the aim is to produce a 

literary history that registers the occurrence of the literary trope in as many literary works 

as possible. To Moretti, distant reading, rather than close reading, would allow world 

literature to expand its scope of focus and enlarge its pool of literary texts.  
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In “World against Globe: Toward a Normative Conception of World Literature” 

(2014), Cheah addresses the aforementioned accounts and criticisms of world literature and 

points out the near-philosophical inconsistencies that underlie their logic: “We can say in 

summary that recent accounts of world literature have failed to attend to two related issues: 

first, the question of “what is a world?” or more precisely, whether the world is a normative 

or a merely descriptive category, and, second, literature’s causality in relation to the world. 

Indeed, they show the most stubborn resistance to thinking through these problems” (316-

317). Cheah tackles the conceptual deficiency underlying debates around world literature: 

world literature, as an idea, discipline, or literary category, cannot contain the term ‘world’ 

unless it attends to the loaded connotations that the term carries and to the relationship 

between literature and the conceptualization of the world. Cheah also invites scholars of 

world literature to develop a more rigorous understanding of how circulation and 

production, that constitute a major part of “market processes of global extensiveness” 

(317), do not substitute the intellectual need to define a world and how it can be formed 

through literary circulation.  

Perhaps what this thesis argues for shares the same spirit as Cheah’s argument: it 

seeks a different perception of world literature away from normative scholarly discussions. 

Is there a way to engage in discussions that do not necessarily revolve around translation, 

circulation, reception, and production as the main tenets that constitute the fundamental 

premise of world literature? If we take Apter’s and Spivak’s criticisms into consideration, 

we would be substituting world literature with translation theory and endless discussions 

about the disadvantages of translation without accounting for instances in which the 
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translation of a text is a completely accidental matter to its global recognition which might 

be due to other factors such as relevance of the text’s literary themes to a current socio-

political moment, its circulation in countries where dictators or ruling majorities are in 

control of cultural production, its publication by a renowned publishing house that enjoys 

certain privileges over others, etc. Moreover, Moretti’s suggestion to adopt distant reading 

as a method that creates literary histories and accounts for all literary tropes, themes, and 

genres in as many works as possible leaves the discussion of world literature to academic 

experts, specifically historians interested in quantitative studies. Literary discussions that 

touch on works from different areas of the world, whether inside or outside academia, 

would cease to exist if the only method for understanding the mechanisms of world 

literature were distant reading. Furthermore, engaging with Cheah’s suggestion would take 

the discussion to a different path. Seeking a definition of the world and then establishing a 

relationship between the world and literature based on causality might result in a 

philosophically dense theorization utterly detached from the realm of literary texts and the 

academic field of world literature.  

This thesis follows Mani’s line of thought in addressing accounts and criticisms of 

world literature such as Damrosch’s, Spivak’s, Apter’s, Moretti’s, and Cheah’s. In order to 

deviate from normative discussions around world literature, we need to examine how world 

literature relates to the material circulation of literary texts outside academia in spaces such 

as the private library. More importantly, and this brings me to the second reason I choose to 

focus on the materiality of private libraries, we need to juxtapose discussions of world 

literature with discussions about worldly apathy, political trauma, and erasure of cultural 
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and intellectual capital in the context of wars. In other words, digital libraries have replaced 

physical libraries, but they have not stopped wars from burning and destroying cultural 

treasures. Like Samman’s library and her protagonist’s, many Arab writers lost their private 

libraries in the Lebanese civil war. Today, many Syrian people are losing their private 

libraries, which might be comprised of a simple collection of schoolbooks, in the current 

war in Syria. War forces us to go back to thinking about the materiality of our bodies, 

collections, and shelters. Indeed, the first thought that crosses Samman’s protagonist’s mind 

upon the start of the civil war was the fragility of her body: “I found myself thinking of my 

body as material that could be pierced by a bullet, or broken, or burned, or torn to ribbons. I 

don’t know why, but it made me think of advertisements for watches that are ‘unbreakable’ 

and ‘waterproof’, and I felt envious of them” (Samman 8-9). Like her body, the 

protagonist’s private library is also fragile and perishable.   

This thesis argues that Beirut Nightmares is a rich literary work that elicits 

questions about the materiality of libraries, the private libraries of Arab women’s writers, 

the role of world literature in documenting trauma, the loss of intellectual and cultural 

capitals, political and feminist dissent in private libraries, etc. Although the novel was 

published almost twenty-four years before Damrosch’s revival of the field of world 

literature, it foreshadows a critique of worldly recognition and the reproduction of books in 

that the protagonist starts wondering about the merit behind the circulation of her translated 

books. Accordingly, some of the questions that this thesis asks are:  
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What does Samman’s protagonist’s private library represent? How does Beirut 

Nightmares draw a connection between feminist and political dissent and world literature? 

How can world literature relate to political causes today? 

 In an attempt to answer these questions, this thesis is divided into three chapters: 

chapter one sets the theoretical framework of the thesis. In this chapter, I start with 

Borges’s universal library and situate it in recent discussions around world literature and 

libraries. I then discuss Mani’s recent articles about world literature and private libraries in 

an attempt to locate Arab women writers’ private libraries, specifically Samman’s 

protagonist’s library, in a larger framework that tackles new criticisms of world literature. 

The second chapter continues chapter one’s discussion about the lack of scholarship about 

private libraries of Arab women writers. It takes Samman’s private library as a case study: 

it unpacks elements of cultural and feminist rebellion in Samman’s life and library, linking 

them to Beirut Nightmares’ protagonist’s library. The third chapter combines the theoretical 

conclusions of the previous chapters about feminist and political dissent, world literature, 

and private libraries in a close reading of the novel, specifically of the passages when the 

protagonist exhibits a complicated relationship with her library. It then concludes with the 

novel’s relevance to today’s war in Syria. 

 The ultimate purpose of this thesis is to widen the scope of discussion about world 

literature and libraries to include private libraries of Arab women writers who, at least 

many of them, suffered from a loss of their cultural and intellectual capital as a result of 

various reasons, including war. Delving into the details of Samman’s private library as it 

exists in scattered bibliographic textual information and in Beirut Nightmares in a 
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fictionalized form allows us to pose questions about the absence of any discourse about 

private libraries of Arab women writers and the deficient role of world literature in 

highlighting the lost knowledge that takes place as a result of the destruction of such 

libraries. Knowledge produced, and lost, in the libraries, room, or corners of women need 

to be brought to light and juxtaposed with patriarchal and authoritative forms of knowing, 

perceiving, and thinking.  

21 



 

CHAPTER II 

WORLD LITERATURE AND PRIVATE LIBRARIES: TRACING 
POLITICAL AND FEMINIST DISSENT 

 

 

A. Borges’s Universal Library in Different Lights 

Published in 1941 in Spanish then translated to English in 1962, “The Library of 

Babel” is a short story that describes an imaginary library represented in images of 

mathematical mazes and geometrical puzzles. The author is Jorge Luis Borges, the 

Argentine modernist who was once the blind director of the National Library in Buenos 

Aires (Mani 9); the narrator is an “imperfect librarian [who] may be the product of chance 

or of malevolent demiurgi” (Borges 79); the overarching metaphor is the universe. From 

the beginning, the narrator declares that the universe is the library (78) and the library is the 

universe. The implementation of the term ‘universe,’ instead of ‘world,’ is not coincidental 

but rather complementary since it depicts the culmination of the metaphysical, mainly 

Platonic, connotations forming the narrator’s description of his library. With the library 

existing “ab aeterno” (79) and expands indefinitely across “infinite number of hexagonal 

galleries” (78), Borges’s narrator imagines himself conversing with the mystic (79), the 

idealist (ibid.), and the impious (84) about the ontological, functional, and conceptual 

significances of the library. As much as the narrator’s description of his fictitious library is 

flooded with mentally decipherable statements, such as “in the vast Library there are no 

two identical books” (81), “there was no personal or world problem whose eloquent 

solution did not exist in some hexagon” (82), “the Library contains all verbal structures, all 
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variations permitted by the twenty-five orthographical symbols” (84), etc., that could be 

concretely explained, his library is ultimately plotted in a boundless universe. Indeed, the 

“library is unlimited, cyclical” (85), and, as Gerry O’Sullivan puts it in “The Library is on 

Fire: Intertextuality in Borges and Foucault,” inflicted with the disease of “repetition, 

reduplication, and multiplication” (116).  

Likening the library to a limitless universe is a simile that appears earlier in 

Borges’s seminal essays. “The Library of Babel” replicates the same theme expressed in 

“The Total Library” (1939) where Borges vividly articulates the idea of a total library that 

contains “everything: the detailed history of the future, Aeschylus’ The Egyptians, the exact 

number of times that the waters of the Ganges have reflected the flight of a falcon., […] the 

premature epiphanies of Stephen Dedalus (216),” etc. Like the library of Babel, the Total 

library encompasses the secrets, treasures, and contradictions of the universe. Moreover, 

towards the end of “The Total Library,” Borges writes: “I have tried to rescue from 

oblivion a subaltern horror: the vast, contradictory Library, whose vertical wilderness of 

books run the incessant risk of changing into others that affirm, deny, and confuse 

everything like a delirious god” (216). In fact, Borges’s attempt to rescue the dream of 

having a total, universal library from being forgotten or consumed in dialectics of change 

falls under his larger purpose to convey to the world that an Argentine author can write 

about the universe, can claim the universe as his ultimate refuge. Indeed, towards the end of 

his essay “The Argentine Writer and Tradition” (1932), Borges addresses Argentine writers 

saying: “we should not be alarmed and that we should feel that our patrimony is the 

universe; we should essay all themes, and we cannot limit ourselves to purely Argentine 
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subjects in order to be Argentine” (178). That is, the Argentine writer does not necessarily 

have to write about Argentine culture and nationality to faithfully reflect Argentine identity. 

Rather, Argentine writers can write about all themes and subjects; the universe, in its 

limitless scope, should be their source of inspiration. Accordingly, the Argentine author, the 

library of Babel, and the Total library are all participants in what Borges calls the universe. 

What connects them together is the universal ambition towards having limitless creativity 

and gaining infinite gateways to other worlds.  

Borges’s description of an ideal library that encapsulates the universe is not only 

relevant to library studies scholars interested in deconstructing the historical, cultural, and 

conceptual development of the idea of a library but also to scholars interested in tracing 

epistemological convergences between the idea of a library and world literature. In other 

words, to unpack the concept of world literature, several recent scholars, specifically those 

who specialize in the fields of comparative and world literature, have summoned Borges’s 

library of Babel to point to epistemic similarities between the capacity to know about and 

conceive of world literature and the ability to imagine a vast, infinite library incorporating 

countless texts. With world literature’s ambition to create cross-cultural interactions and 

conversations through reading and discussing literature comes the intuitive response to 

imagine a universal library housing literary texts and facilitating their circulation. 

Nevertheless, what is particularly problematic about Borges’s metaphor is the academic 

discussion of its concrete manifestation in historical and socio-political circumstances. The 

groundbreaking change in the concept of a library from the 1940s up until the 2000s 

renders Borges’s metaphor either too romantic or too politically charged. A scholar who is 
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interested in the intersection of discussions about world literature and libraries will either 

use Borges’s metaphor as a starting point to establish a basic connection between world 

literature and libraries or will, from the beginning, criticize Borges’s concept of ‘apolitical’ 

universality underlying the imagination of a total library.  

In Forget English! Orientalisms and World Literatures (2016), Aamir Mufti 

defines world literature as “a concept of exchange, or, in other words, a concept of 

bourgeois society” (11). He emphasizes that world literature represents “a plane of 

equivalence” (ibid.), a set of methods and facilities that allow the comparison and 

evaluation of different practices of writing and reading (ibid.). Essentially, Mufti defines 

world literature as an economic process that embodies the exchange of goods, perspectives, 

privileges, and concepts among different cultures. However, he does not demonstrate this 

exchange in positive light but places it in a large capitalist, neoliberal framework that falls 

under Euro-American ideological and political hegemony. That is, Mufti believes that 

world literature is another product of orientalism. Interestingly, Mufti’s starting point are 

not the theories that thoroughly criticize the idea and the manifestation of world literature 

as an orientalist discourse and a market-driven, capitalist project; rather, he begins his 

introduction with an immediate reference to the correlation between the classical image of a 

universal library and the concept of world literature: “world literature […] has often found 

an echo in the literary image of a library that contains everything of value that has ever 

been written—a universal library containing universal literature” (1). Moreover, Mufti 

directly associates the universal library with a colonial context, specifically the “colonial 

modernization of elites in India in the mid-nineteenth century” (ibid.), when Thomas 
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Babington Macaulay, the British historian who had a major part in bringing English 

education to India, dreamt of establishing “a good European library” (2) with a single shelf 

containing “the whole native literature of India and Arabia” (ibid.). He then asserts a 

connection between Macaulay’s dream and Borges’s imagination, claiming that “Borges [a 

century later] expanded the limits of the (“good European”) library” (ibid.) in his “Library 

of Babel.”  

Besides positing Borges’s universal library as an extension of a colonial dream, 

Mufti points out the paradoxical nature of the idea of a universal library (4). This 

paradoxical element, as Mufti claims, is a concomitant of the “asymmetrical arrangement of 

power that structures [world literature] as an apparatus and a field” (5). The relationship 

between world literature and the universal library is built on a problematic premise once we 

start disentangling the connotations of the terms ‘universal’ and ‘world.’ Mufti’s central 

question here is: “Who assembles the universal library, under what conditions, and to what 

purpose” (5)? This question summons the famous Foucauldian description of libraries and 

museums in “Of Other Spaces:” “Museums and libraries have become heterotopias in 

which time never stops building up” (26). Heterotopias, as Foucault defines them, are 

spaces that guarantee a “joined experience” (24) of the real and the imaginary, the concrete 

and the fantastical, the present and the past. Libraries are heterotopias in a sense that they 

embody multiple temporalities and experiences joined together in one space. Certainly, 

libraries, in general, are characterized by a temporal fluidity represented in books from 

different times, histories, and cultures stacked next to each other. Libraries act like time 

machines where one book, paper, or picture can portray an image of a remote past, an 
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ancient time while another could reveal an extreme attachment to the present, a 

juxtaposition with the past. Nevertheless, Foucault historicizes the heterotopian 

characteristic of a library by saying that it is “proper to western culture of the nineteenth 

century” (26). Mufti’s aforementioned question then implies that the idea of a universal 

library that accumulates time and information is specific to the “history of European 

expansion” (Mufti 4).  

Mufti’s argument is crucial because it highlights the political nature of a universal 

library through emphasizing how the politics of world literature expose the paradoxes of 

the idea of a total library. However, Mufti’s characterization of Borges’s library commits 

the fault of classifying Borges’s imagination as a western, particularly European, one. One 

could argue that as an Argentinian author and librarian, Borges was theorizing from the 

periphery in a peripheral library; he, unlike the Orientalist, was not writing or imagining 

from a position of privilege. More importantly, rather than perceiving Borges’s imagination 

in “The Library of Babel” as an extension of Macaulay’s colonial aspiration, Lois 

Parkinson Zamora, in “Magical Romance/Magical Realism,” argues that “for Borges in the 

nineteen-twenties, thirties, forties, to write universalizing tales was a specifically political 

act, because it meant opposing the then-current Argentine mode of literary realism […] and 

its philosophical bases in materialist philosophy and science” (505). “The Library of Babel” 

embodies elements of literary dissent, of Borges’s desire, at the time, to deviate from 

material realism and to opt for literary descriptions of metaphysical representations of space 

and existence that combine the real and the magical. This is not to say that the literary and 

philosophical statements expressed in Borges’s imagining of a universal library should be 
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completely separated from the political implications of such imagining; rather, Mufti’s 

politicization of the universal element of Borges’s library must attest to all the reasons 

underlying Borges’s imagination. Mufti’s transition from Macaulay to Borges confuses two 

distinct universal aspirations: one that emerges from a colonial position (Macaulay), the 

other from a peripheral imagination (Borges) struggling to project itself locally, amid the 

then-dominant Argentinian literary trends, and globally, amid the voices of European 

writers. Indeed, at the beginning of this chapter, I mentioned that Borges’s “The Argentine 

Writer and Tradition” represents Borges’s call for expanding the Argentine writer’s scope 

of literary topics to include themes that do not necessarily speak to Argentine culture. 

Reading Borges’s essay in the context of Mufti’s criticism, it seems that Mufti misses the 

fact that Borges had a major role in the history of Argentine modernism. In “Hybrid 

Modernisms in Greece and Argentina: The Case of Cavafy, Borges, Kalokyris, and 

Kyriakidis,” Eleni Kefala explains that “Borgesian literature manages to free itself from 

national or nationalist inquisitions associated with notions of cultural purity and 

authenticity by capturing and accommodating the tensions and hybridity immanent in the 

multicultural topography of Argentina” (120). Accordingly, Borges’s idea of an Argentine 

modernism is closely related to the Argentine writer’s ability to adopt cultural hybridity, 

rather than nationalist homogeneity, as the driving force behind his literary themes and 

images. In this sense, Borgesian literature is not merely aesthetic but political in its very 

attempt to break away from essentialist conceptions of “Argentine themes” and “Argentine 

identity.” Criticizing books reviewers’ and scholars’ attempts at positing Borges as 

detached from politics and more concerned with literary aesthetics, Filipino writer Gina 

Apostol writes in “Borges, Politics, and the Postcolonial:” 
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“Anti-colonial critics at one point suggested that one must isolate “Filipino-ness” or 
“Argentine-ness” and find some pure, untrammeled state beyond history, when the 
“native” was pristine and untouched by the foreign, or even time. But the Filipino or 
Argentine or Kenyan or Indian is necessarily hybrid, condemned to deal with the 
past: history makes our identities irreducibly multiple. The Filipino is Western and 
Asian, European and Ifugao, animist and Christian, all simultaneously and 
vertiginously so. To isolate what is “Filipino” is to seek a chimera. And in such 
lucid essays as “The Argentine Writer and Tradition,” a quite polemical work that 
sends up these fantasies of our singular national identities, Borges dissuades people 
like me from seeking such illusions. The essay is a classic in deconstructive 
postcolonial thought, before Gayatri Spivak, before Homi Bhabha. The public 
intellectual Borges may not have directly wrestled with political stances and 
historical dilemmas in his passing interviews. But in his essays and his fiction, with 
clarity and logic, he sets up for the Argentine, or for someone like me, a template 
for how to think about our historical reality, and thus our art. That portal he 
provides is a political act” (4).  

Apostol’s contention directly connects Borges’s quest for Argentine modernism and hybrid 

cultural identity to other modernisms in the global south in countries such as Philippine, 

Brazil, and India. Borges’s invitation to Argentinian writers to take the universe as their 

source of inspiration is a political statement against European essentialization of 

modernisms and identities, as Apostol maintains in the quote above, of postcolonial 

societies in the global south. Brazilian, Filipino, Argentine, and other non-western 

modernisms have been systematically masked by western modernisms, specifically 

European, and deemed “epistemologically impossible since only the West was considered 

advanced enough to generate authentic modernism” (Huyssen 11). It is important then to 

read Borges’s essays in terms of global south modernisms’ attempt to deviate from 

European modernism and normative western discourses about the mission of the writer in 

the age of modernism. For example, Borges’s essay about the Argentinian writer could be 

read against T.S. Eliot’s “Tradition and Individual Talent” (1919) that demonstrates how 

European poets and writers must deal with tradition:  
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           “[tradition] involves, in the first place, the historical sense, which we may call nearly 
indispensable to anyone who could continue to be a poet beyond his twenty-fifth 
year; and the historical sense involves a perception, not only of the pastness of the 
past, but of its presence; the historical sense compels a man to write not merely with 
his own generation in his bones, but with a feeling that the whole of the literature of 
Europe from Homer and within it the whole of the literature of his own country has 
a simultaneous existence […]” (37).  

Tradition, to Eliot, manifests itself in the works of the European writer or poet through 

displaying a valorization of the past, not as a remote entity but a dynamic one unified with 

the present. The European writer is expected to show a high level of awareness of his 

literary heritage that should be smoothly integrated into the present themes of his work. 

Unlike Borges, Eliot imposes the burden of the past on his European writer’s literary 

practice. Borges frees the Argentine author from the need to attend to the Argentine literary 

heritage and the Argentine culture and identity by positing the universe as the ultimate 

home for literary themes. Therefore, it would be unjust to deem Borges’s universal library a 

continuation of a colonial dream given that his writings defied European ideals of 

modernism and ultimately argued for a place for the Argentinian writer, librarian, and 

dreamer in the world. 

In general, Mufti’s critique of Borges’s universal library is built on his 

antagonistic stance towards the neoliberal, capitalist system underlying the dynamics of 

world literature. However, Mufti also questions the relationship between world literature 

and the universal library by bringing up examples of specific, non-universal libraries that 

neither adhere to Borges’s doctrine of a universal library nor succumb to world literature’s 

definitions’ approach to collecting, reading, and circulating. Mufti gives the example of 

Turkey’s “people’s library” that was founded in 2013 in Taksim Square in Istanbul by 
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protestors who were opposed to the development policies of the AKP (Justice and 

Development Party) (Mufti 6); the library was then destroyed by Turkish police officers 

who forced an end to the protest. Based on this example, Mufti highlights an important 

issue: “the people’s library embodies the desire not just for different books—than those 

enshrined in national curricula or literary cultures or in globalized commercial publishing, 

for instance—but for different wats of reading, circulating, valuing, and evaluating them” 

(7). The people’s library, as an actual manifestation in the example of Turkey and as a 

general concept, is opposed to the mechanisms of circulation and distribution encouraged 

by the neoliberal discourse of world literature, as Mufti claims. Mufti juxtaposes Borges’s 

universal library with Turkey’s people’s library to further emphasize the paradoxical nature 

of the former while maintaining that the latter shakes the foundations of world literature. 

Yet, Mufti, again, hastily classifies Borges’s library of Babel as a national one standing in 

opposition to the small, assembled libraries of the Turkish protestors. Mufti limits the scope 

of discussion around the universal library through imposing on Borges’s imagination 

different characterizations that essentially go back to exhausted criticisms of orientalism.  

Another recent criticism of Borges’s universal library comes from Sanne 

Koevoets’s “Beyond the Bun-Lady: Towards New Feminist Figurations of Librarianship” 

(2014):  

“In both Borges’ and [Umberto] Eco’s narratives, librarians are tortured souls. They 
are men in dire search for meaning, for an answer, for a logical and reasonable 
solution to the puzzle posed by the labyrinth of language. From these narratives we 
can begin to understand the library as a patriarchal fantasy, dreamed up by “men of 
reason” yearning for a system to catalogue all of human knowledge into one logical 
order that is entirely partial, and thus vulnerable to the chaotic interventions of the 
outside of reason – in both cases connoted as feminine” (144).  
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Koevoets’s classifies Borges’s imagination as patriarchal, particularly in its attempt to 

evoke a universal space that accumulates human knowledge except, in Koevoets’s view, 

knowledge coming from women. Koevoets describes Borges’s librarian as a “man of 

reason” (ibid.) to highlight the fact that logic and reason were mainly considered 

intellectual activities to be only exercised by men. While analyzing Borges’s fictional idea 

of a universal library as another literary work that demeans women’s epistemological 

capabilities may contribute to discourses that trace women’s exclusion from universally 

influential texts, it remains extremely limiting to end the discussion about Borges’s library 

on this note for two reasons: first, Koevoets’s argument places the logic underlying 

Borges’s universal library in the same position as that employed by ancient philosophers, 

specifically Greek, who systematically and explicitly excluded women from realms of 

knowledge, reason, and even existence.5 Although Borges uses mathematical puzzles and 

geometrical mazes to describe his library, his aim is not to demonstrate his protagonist’s 

highly functioning faculty of reason but to employ abstract images that, again, oppose the 

drives towards realist literature in Argentine literary tradition back then. Second, Koevoets 

simply ignores Borges’s underprivileged status as an Argentinian writer. In order for 

Koevoets to advance such an argument, she has to dissociate Borges from historical and 

recent contexts of privilege.  

The reason I begin with Borges’s universal library in conversation with Mufti and 

Koevoets’s critiques is to demonstrate how recent discussions about libraries and world 

5 A famous example would be Aristotle who, in many of his writings including Politics and 
Rhetoric, deemed women, slaves, and children incapable of exercising reason and 
participating in the public sphere (the polis).  
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literature usually start and take shape. Mufti condemns both the institution of world 

literature and its correlation to Borges’s universal library. Koevoets considers Borges’s text 

to be another text that exhibits a patriarchal mode of knowledge accumulation; hence, she 

already discourages any attempt at using Borges’s universal library as a metaphor for the 

limitless body of texts of world literature. In this chapter, I argue that in order to have a 

critical discussion about libraries and world literature, we need to refer to Borges’s 

metaphor as conducive and fundamental to library theory; however, we need not dwell on 

its political or feminist implications because such analyses would limit our scope of 

discussion and impede us from moving to more relevant discussions about how libraries 

accumulate and disseminate world literature. Instead of starting with Borges’s universal 

library, I begin with Mani’s discussion about world literature and libraries but take it in a 

different direction: deeming the library an agent of world literature, a major contributor to 

the dissemination of world literature does not account for the cases where theorizations of 

world literature, i.e. theories that support Damrosch’s definition of world literature in What 

is World Literature? (2003), do not simply align with the mechanisms underlying the 

presence and function of certain libraries located in specific historical and political 

circumstances. Current discussions about the relationship between world literature and 

libraries have not unpacked the manifestations of this relationship in political contexts such 

as wars, uprisings, or revolutions; examining how the connection between world literature 

and libraries changes in political contexts, specifically wars, is essential as it demystifies 

any romantic and decontextualized conception of a library and, simultaneously, evaluates 

the mode of contribution of world literature to library discourse. To emphasize the 

unromantic character of private libraries, I bring up Arab women’s private libraries, 
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specifically Samman’s library, as examples of libraries that are not founded on a romantic, 

passionate love of collecting books but a need to oppose patriarchal modes of collecting 

and reading. I situate these libraries in a larger discourse about feminist and political 

dissent, dynamics of loss, and world literature. I maintain that libraries, specifically private 

ones, could be sites for feminist rebellion and an anti-authoritarian mode of life. Unlike 

Koevoets, I argue that Borges’s limitless imagination could be used to imagine the 

obscured conversations in private libraries that harbor feminist dissent.  

B. From the Universal Library to the Private Library 
Mani’s recent publications on world literature and libraries represent some of the 

most important scholarly works that, explicitly and implicitly, address Mufti’s critique of 

Borges’s universal library and, more generally, tackle the relationship between world 

literature as a scholarly discourse and the library as a physical and virtual space. Unlike 

Mufti, Mani’s starting point is not Borges’s metaphor but the conceptualizations and 

criticisms of world literature that followed Damrosch’s revival of the field. In “Borrowing 

Privileges: Libraries and the Institutionalization of World literature” (2013), Mani overtly 

states that “debates about world literature have almost entirely neglected another crucial 

institution in which world literature is defined, imagined, and redefined: the library” (240). 

He emphasizes that in scholarly discussions about circulation, distribution, reception, and 

translation (239), the “role of librarians, private collectors, or even publishers in the 

production of translations, anthologies, reference works, and book series” (240) has been 

under-highlighted and marginally assessed. Mani highlights the complex, interconnected 

factors that participate in the dissemination and the making of world literature outside 

academic circles and scholarly deliberations. The library, whether national, public, private, 
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personal, real, or fictional, occupies a central role in understanding the mechanisms of 

world literature not only on discursive levels of scholarly discussions but also on concrete 

levels of spatial and temporal circulation.  

To Mani, world literature entails a process of “borrowing privileges” defined and 

determined by accessibility (241). This accessibility could be to “basic literacy, to the 

production and reception of literature as a cultural artifact, to books and other media of 

public dissemination, and to a specific kind of linguistic and cultural literacy that readers 

and authors from one part of the world acquire when they gain access to literature from 

other parts” (ibid.). Like Mufti, Mani perceives world literature as a literary system that 

entails the exchange of privileges related to accessibility, literacy, and production. 

However, unlike Mufti, Mani does not perceive this exchange as an exploitative factor of a 

large neoliberal, capitalist arrangement controlling the dissemination of world literature; 

rather, he acknowledges that the borrowed or exchanged privileges are a result of 

“colonialism, political dominance, and financial subjugation” (ibid.) but argues that the 

existing contentions within the institution of world literature are key to understanding how 

world literature strongly relates to historically and socio-politically rooted entities, such as 

the library. Indeed, in his more recent book, Recoding World Literature: Libraries, Print 

Culture, and Germany's Pact with Books (2016), Mani explains that “libraries are not 

merely synonyms of the universe, as Borges implies” (11); they presume a certain 

accessibility to the world making the “universe legible, interpretable, decodable, and 

recordable” (11). This perception of the relationship between the library and the universe 
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suggests that Borges’s metaphor is not a point of disputation as much as it is an 

acknowledgment that should be further embellished, modified, and redefined.  

Furthermore, Mani expands on his previous article by introducing a new term that 

characterizes the relationship between libraries and world literature: “bibliomigrancy: the 

physical and virtual migration of literature as books from one part of the world to another” 

(10). Bibliomigrancy pays special attention to the material migration of books in time and 

space. As I emphasized in my introduction, Mani believes that investigating the material 

placement and displacement of books in spaces outside classrooms, universities, and 

academies expands the discursive and terminological scope of discussions about world 

literature; his main objective is to argue that bibliomigrancy “sheds new light on the 

conceptual and ideological creation and proliferation of world literature” (12). With 

bibliomigrancy’s potential to elucidate the complexities underlying the making of world 

literature comes the more nuanced understanding of the “historical valence, cultural 

ambition, and political charge of books and libraries” (35). Tracing the material and virtual 

migration of books in spaces such as the library helps us deviate from world literature 

abstractions and delve more into the concrete conditions that activate the circulation of 

literary texts. 

Mani’s analysis of the relationship between world literature and libraries 

delineates a comprehensive representation of the concept of a library. Indeed, Mani 

emphasizes that his argument includes the multifaceted definitions of libraries: “imaginary 

and material, conceptual and physical, intimate and public” (14). Accordingly, Mani urges 

world literature scholars to look beyond the walls of the classroom, to investigate how 
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world literature manifests in public spaces and how the public participates in the 

nationalization, denationalization, and circulation of literary texts. Nevertheless, in his 

aforementioned article, “Borrowing Privileges: Libraries and the Institutionalization of 

World literature,” Mani concludes with a discussion of the German novelist, Hermann 

Hesse’s essay A Library of World Literature (1929) in which Hesse argues that “what 

counts as world literature will be a matter of choos[ing]” (251) the literary texts that will 

occupy the shelves of our personal, individualized libraries. In this sense, as Mani confirms, 

world literature democratizes the process of choosing or selecting a library, where each 

individual ultimately chooses what counts as world literature (ibid.). Indeed, in another 

article, “What Counts as World Literature?,” co-authored by Caroline Levine, Mani states 

that “world literature has always laid claim to a genuine democratic potential, which it is up 

to us to realize in the day-to-day work of literary institutions” (148). Perhaps what Mani 

means here is that world literature, as a field and a discourse, has provided us with multiple 

choices through democratizing the process of literary circulation, selection, appreciation, 

and evaluation. Yet, it is quite debatable if world literature has actually succeeded in 

fulfilling its ambition to democratize literature given the complex web of power dynamics 

underlying world literature’s manifestation and dissemination, as Mufti highlights. It is also 

theoretically and practically insufficient to rely on the concept of the democratization of 

literary texts’ selection in order to establish a link between world literature and the library. 

Perceiving world literature as a personal collection of books might conclude in 

romanticizing the whole process of the selection and circulation of world literature, if not 

completely boiling it down to a purely liberal matter of choice and preference. The 

democratic principle underlying the personal library of world literature is essentially a de-
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politicized epistemic attitude based on a conscious negligence of the problematic factors 

that surface when we think about how we house world literature inside our individual 

libraries, how our knowledge about worldly texts forms and manifests, and how our 

interaction with worldly texts is bound by socio-political and historical conditions.  

C. Private Libraries Vs. National Libraries 
Mani’s and Mufti’s arguments are still subservient to the normative jargon 

surrounding discussions around world literature and libraries. Mufti’s argument repeats 

previous scholarly contentions about the impossibility of reconciling the worldlines of 

world literature with the power dynamics controlling literary production. Moreover, while 

Mani clearly deviates from Mufti’s argument and suggests that world literature is a result of 

the “productive tension” (Libraries, Print Culture, and Germany's Pact with Books 33) 

between dichotomies such as universal/particular and national/ transnational (ibid.), his 

proposed connection between world literature and libraries still hinges on debates of 

nationalization and denationalization of literature, the role of a national library in restricting 

or proliferating world literature, and how debates around world literature, besides their 

important contribution to the understanding of circulation, translation, reception, and 

production, should acknowledge the role of a library, private or public, in housing world 

literature. In a sense, Mufti’s and Mani’s rhetoric is built on the premise that the lives of 

libraries are eternal and unchangeable. Indeed, while Mufti and Mani explicitly emphasize 

the need to highlight the material circulation of books inside any kind of library, they both 

disregard the possibility that the materiality of a library might be under the threat of 

physical elimination. At the beginning of Beirut Nightmares, the protagonist wonders if the 

man who built her house was aware of the possibility of a missile coming and exploding the 
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house: “I also noted that all the windows in the house were huge. The man who’d built it 

hadn’t been thinking of war. He’d been thinking about love, peace, and the beautiful 

horizon, so he made sure that the sea could peek in through evert single window” (Samman 

46). Like the man who built the protagonist’s house and library, Mufti’s question about the 

relationship between world literature and the people’s libraries, as opposed to Borges’s 

universal, imaginary library, assumes a certain longevity of these libraries and of the 

statements they elicit about the evaluation and circulation of world literature. Similarly, 

while Mani notes that political conditions such as colonialism and conquest have often 

featured the destruction and burning of libraries (“Borrowing Privileges” 241), his analysis 

only acknowledges this fact in terms of emphasizing that libraries succumb to socio-

political conditions; it remains unclear how the making of world literature relates to 

vulnerable and destroyed libraries. In addition, democratic literary selection, facilitated by 

the space of a library and enabled by the corpus of world literature, does not strongly figure 

in contexts where we discuss terminological and discursive forms of control on the 

functions of certain libraries. I do not aim to dismiss Mani’s and Mufti’s arguments. On the 

contrary, I seek to contribute to their crucial input by asking some questions that fill subtle 

gaps in their discussion:  

How does the historically, culturally, and politically validated fact that libraries are 

constant subjects to material annihilation affect the discussion around world literature and 

libraries? How does world literature form and manifest itself in libraries that do not foster 

nationalist discourse? In discourse about the destruction of libraries, why are private 

libraries not given the attention as national libraries?  
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Despite increasing interest in the subject, the scholarship around how the 

destruction and burning of libraries affects national and transnational modes of cultural 

production and accumulation remains relatively scarce. Nonetheless, the history of the 

material elimination of several well-known national libraries around the world is 

documented and recognized by many scholars who conducted several comparative studies 

about the forceful eradication of national libraries during wars, conquests, colonial and 

imperial invasions, revolutions, and uprisings. The destruction of national libraries means 

the obliteration of cultural memory and the abolition of civilizations. Most scholarly works 

about the destruction of national libraries recall the destruction of the Library of Congress 

(1814), the Berlin Institute of Sexual Science in Nazi Germany (1933), the National and 

University Library of Bosnia and Herzegovina in Sarajevo (1992), the Iraq National 

Library and Archive (2003), etc. Indeed, in Burning Books and Leveling Libraries: 

Extremist Violence and Cultural Destruction (2006), Rebecca Knuth explains that “the 

history of biblioclasm [the destruction of libraries and books] is entwined with the history 

of vandalism and political violence” (3). Knuth analyzes how the destruction of national 

libraries and other cultural sites during the twentieth century has roots in extremist thought 

and the struggle for power (15). She argues that “modern biblioclasm occurs when books 

and libraries are perceived by a social group as undermining ideological goals, threatening 

the orthodoxy of revered doctrine, or representing a despised establishment” (2). The 

destruction of libraries is carried out by several types of extremists: religious fanatics who 

are usually threatened by unorthodoxy, secular ideologists who might be intimidated by the 

spread of alternative ideologies, or social correctors who are obsessed with instating and 

reinstating the norm in action and ideology, even if it comes at the expense of destroying 

40 



 

cultural artifacts. It becomes clear that cultural preservation and propagation go hand in 

hand with the protection of libraries that house the documents and manuscripts of 

civilization and culture. However, as Sonja Mejcher-Atassi suggests in “Unpacking 

Saadallah Wannous’ Private Library: On the (After)Lives of Books,” when she writes 

“what we value as cultural treasures or world heritage in the Louvre, the Bibliothèque 

Nationale, the British Museum and Library, or the Metropolitan Museum of Art are to a 

large extent spoils of war” (3), the destruction of national libraries is not always a 

destruction of a whole culture. Put differently, what we call the destruction of national 

heritage, national pride, or national culture is the destruction of what the state has deemed 

national and imposed as cultural identity. As much as the destroyed national library might 

be a victim of a colonial project, it is also a discursive and ideological oppressor in its own 

local space. Certainly, in “World Literature and the Library,” Reingard Nethersole rightly 

asserts that “no matter whether in India (Calcutta), South Africa (Cape Town), China 

(Beijing), or even disguised as in the Library of Congress (Washington, DC), national 

libraries are designed to enhance a nation-state’s cultural status” (310).  Accordingly, the 

elimination of a national library is an elimination of the cultural capital popularized by the 

state but not necessarily the same cultural capital housed in other types of libraries lurking 

beneath the state’s nationalist discourse.  

Furthermore, in Libricide: The Regime-Sponsored Destruction of Books and 

Libraries in the Twentieth Century (2003)6, Knuth notes that “while the destruction of any 

6 Although this book was published before Burning Books and Leveling Libraries: 
Extremist Violence and Cultural Destruction (both by Rebecca Ruth), it deals with the 
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individual library is a blow to its patrons, the destruction of national systems is increasingly 

of concern because of each system’s impact on broader information systems” (26). That is, 

the outcomes of the destruction of individual libraries figure on a much smaller scale than 

that of national libraries. However, this claim is dictated by Knuth’s definition of a personal 

or individual library. Indeed, among the types of libraries that Knuth lists7, personal 

libraries are defined as: “libraries in homes that support the recreational or informational 

needs of individuals and families; libraries support an individual’s scholarly activities” 

(28). Essentially, Knuth represents personal or private libraries in functional terms that 

emphasize the practical benefits of such libraries; they support the individual’s need to 

achieve or learn something. Knuth’s characterization of a personal library constricts the 

personal library’s existence to a functional purpose without necessarily considering other 

crucial purposes that might underlie the ethos of a private library. A personal library might 

exist for aesthetic reasons, for the love of collecting and accumulating, for the need to 

escape a certain reality through books, for reasons related to self-validation, for purely 

existential motives, as a means of reading texts different from the ones available en masse 

as a result of market dynamics, for dissenting purposes and the need to oppose a certain 

mode of reading, collecting, and evaluating, for the desire to project a political statement 

against the makeup of national libraries, etc. The reasons for the existence of a private 

library are much more than that of a national library. On one hand, the national library 

same overarching topic about destruction of national libraries, cultural capitals, and 
religious and ideological extremism.  
 
7 The other types of libraries are: public libraries, school libraries, academic libraries, 
research institutes, information centers, special libraries, and government libraries (Knuth 
27).  
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represents a monolithic and pretentiously homogeneous image of culture; it is 

fundamentally a “monological” entity representing the voice of the state. On the other hand, 

the private library represents a plethora of voices, a dialogical form of cultural interaction. 

Accordingly, in terms of the destruction and burning of libraries during wars and 

revolutions, the death of a national library is not more tragic than the death of a private 

library. It is true that the elimination of the archival riches of national libraries results in a 

larger negative impact on information systems, as Knuth argues; however, if we want to de-

centralize the false aura of a national library, we ought to start by de-emphasizing the effect 

of its death on a culture and instead focus upon how the destruction of private libraries 

equally shakes cultural foundations and, more importantly, reveals multiple manifestations 

of cultural capital coming from all the metaphorical, physical, marginal, and major spaces 

of a country or a nation.  

Knuth, Mani, and Mufti are central to my reading of Samman’s protagonist’s 

library because they raise important questions about a variety of factors related to 

discussions about libraries. Their arguments about how libraries, national, private, or 

fictional, provoke statements on their own regarding the circulation and production of 

literature help me think of Samman’s protagonist’s private library as a dynamic entity that 

affects the narrative and controls the protagonist’s thoughts and worries. At the same time, 

the mere presence of a private library of an Arab feminist writer in a novel written by a 

Syrian writer about the Lebanese civil war is by itself intriguing: 
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Why is it important for Samman to endow her protagonist with a ‘revolutionary’ 

private library? Does the protagonist’s private library oppose the Lebanese National 

Library, Al Asad National library, or merely any national library?  

 Knuth’s analysis is primarily focused on the destruction of national libraries by 

religious extremists, which limits its applicability to this study. The image she draws about 

national libraries in history and today is monolithic and, as I mentioned before, falsely 

equalizes the destruction of a national library with the elimination of a whole nation’s 

cultural heritage. While many of the examples of national libraries that Knuth tackles 

testify to her argument, there are other national libraries that problematize the connection 

between cultural capital and national institutions. For example, the Lebanese National 

Library was founded, according to The Lebanese National Library website, in 1922 by 

“Viscount Philip de Tarrazi (1865 – 1956), a bibliophile and a historian of the Arab press,” 

who, upon the growth of his private collection, decided to initiate the “Great Library of 

Beirut” (The Lebanese National Library) that later became the Lebanese National Library. 

During the Lebanese civil war, specifically in 1975, “the library suffered significant 

damage. According to some sources, 1200 of most precious manuscripts disappeared, and 

no memory is left of the Library's organization and operational procedures of that time” 

(ibid.). It was not until 1993, after the war ended, that “The Ministry of Culture and Higher 

Education was created with the authority to manage the National Library” (ibid.). However, 

as Nadia Von Maltzahn emphasizes in “‘What Cultural Policies?’ Explicit and Implicit 

Cultural Policies in Lebanon,” “the fact that the library still lacks an administrative 

infrastructure—beyond a limited number of short-term contracts—prevents it from playing 
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a role in contributing to a national cultural policy” (79). Accordingly, the Lebanese 

National library does not enjoy authoritative control over cultural production in Lebanon 

because it is already dysfunctional and detached from the cultural realm. Arguably, libraries 

in private universities in Lebanon, especially the AUB Jafet Memorial Library (1925-), 

contain sources, manuscripts, research papers, and books that give a clearer picture about 

the status of cultural production in Lebanon. However, access to the libraries of private 

institutions remains a matter of privilege since only students, professors, and staff can enter 

the library in universities. Therefore, it would not be completely reasonable to argue that 

Samman’s protagonist’s private library stands in opposition to the Lebanese National 

Library since the latter never exhibited a form of extreme discursive control over cultural 

production in Lebanon nor did it remain unaffected by the Lebanese civil war. However, it 

is important to mention that like Samman, the protagonist was exiled from Syria, where her 

“maternal uncles” (Samman 97) live, and came to Beirut seeking freedom of expression8, it 

would be more suitable to describe the protagonist’s private library as antithetical to the 

Asad National Library as the former is in direct opposition to the same type of nationalist 

and discursive control that the latter bears on cultural production in Syria.  

In “The Ministry of Culture in Syria: History, Production and Restriction of 

Official Culture,” Asaad Al Saleh analyzes cultural production in Syria through a close 

reading of the mechanisms underlying the work of the Syrian Ministry of Culture from the 

1970s up till now. He pays special attention to the Asad National Library (1919-), the 

Syrian national library deemed the main controller of cultural production. Saleh comments 

8 I will discuss Samman’s life and exile experience in chapters two and three.  
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that “Al-Asad Library’s website provides free online books every month, which fits the 

truism that Bashar al-Asad is modernizing Syria” (145). The Asad Library invests in 

“collecting the Syrian heritage in the form of manuscripts, published materials, visual and 

audio mediums, and new digital data for the sake of documenting it, storing it, and passing 

it to the coming generations” (Saleh 149-150). Put differently, the Asad National Library is 

a propagandistic tool that promotes the ostensibly ‘modern’ and ‘progressive’ efforts of the 

regime; it claims the authority to construct collective memories, histories, and consciences 

through masking the political regime’s oppression. Moreover, the official website of the 

Asad National Library, Maktabat Al-Asad Al-Wataniyya, indicates that the library was 

unaffected by the “terrorists’ and conspiracists’” recent war on Syria. It is obvious that the 

Asad Library aligns with the Asad regime’s belief that what is going on in Syria is a war 

against terrorists instead of a revolution. The Asad Library demonstrates a more rigorous 

nationalist agenda than the Lebanese National Library in a sense that it claims to be the 

gathering point of all Syrian writers’ and readers’ intellectual contributions. Many Arab 

writers’, men and women, libraries stand in opposition to Al Asad National Library’s 

discursive control over cultural production. Samman’s and her protagonist’s private 

libraries are only examples that should encourage us to think about libraries apart from 

discourses of nationalism.  

In order to highlight the importance of personal or private libraries, I need to 

provide a coherent definition of a private library, a clear perception of how this chapter, and 

this thesis, conceives of a private library. To start with, libraries, whether public, private, 

national, or marginal, are political entities that inevitably succumb to discursive and 
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terminological methods of selection-reflection-deflection. In “Terministic Screens,” 

Kenneth Burke explains how certain terminological channels direct our attention to certain 

directions rather than others. Burke argues that “even if any given terminology is a 

reflection of reality, by its very nature as a terminology it must be a selection of reality; and 

to this extent it must function also as a deflection of reality” (45). The purpose of any 

library and its mode of manifestation are maintained through a process that selects a portion 

of reality by reflecting a certain identity while deflecting another one. This logic, however, 

is specifically adopted by scholars who are in rhetorical studies. While I do not wish to 

apply a detailed rhetorical analysis of the political aspect of libraries, I do maintain that 

libraries exhibit a powerful form of discursive and rhetorical activity that is not without a 

political inclination. Yet, I argue that the founding principle of private libraries displays a 

more nuanced awareness of the process of directing attention towards certain channels 

rather than others. Private libraries are founded on discursive and epistemological grounds 

that serve to portray a desired perception of reality in order to deflect attention from an 

undesired form of reality. Private libraries do not merely exist for banal or functional 

reasons, and their purpose is not merely psychological. As Nethersole points out, “the 

potency of the written word gives libraries as storehouses of memory a political force that 

makes them targets for dissenters, rebels, and revolutionaries” (310). Indeed, dissenting and 

revolutionary voices find refuge in the space of a library, specifically in contexts of war and 

revolutions.  

In this thesis, private libraries have a twofold function: on one hand, they represent 

physical libraries occupying a small room in a house; on the other hand, they exhibit a 
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conceptual mode of cultural and political dissidence that could be present in any people’s 

library or any public library that emerges for the sake of opposition. Private libraries signify 

alternative modes of reading, circulating, and housing literature; they are not just physical 

spaces with books owned by hopeless, romantic dreamers. I argue that the private library, 

as a physical space and a mode of opposition, exists for the sake of voicing political, 

cultural, or social dissent. That is, private libraries embody a dissident tendency towards 

countering a certain social norm, a dominant cultural discourse, or a nationalist ideology. 

Indeed, a private library of a feminist activist, such as Samman’s protagonist, defies 

patriarchal conceptions of collecting, reading, and housing literature. Similarly, a private 

library of a communist embodies anti-capitalist modes of thought and perception. Also, a 

private library of a political dissident living under dictatorship contains anti-authoritative, 

rebellious literature. However, it is important to point out that such examples are built on 

the premise that every private library is owned by an activist or a dissident who reads 

dissident literature. What I mean by political dissent is the kind of dissent that responds to 

oppressive and nationalist forms of control by the state, society, and culture. By ‘oppressive 

mechanisms’ I mean the politically, socially, epistemically, and existentially unjust 

treatment that is rooted in historical and modern reasons for institutional and systematic 

oppression. Therefore, my definition of a dissident private library does not apply to a 

private library with a neo-Nazi, a neo-capitalist, an ultra-national, or a patriarchal agenda. 

Rather, it is specific to the forms of private libraries that emerge for the sake of retaining a 

form of justice, a voice, or an existential significance amid oppressive and totalitarian 

conditions of living. As Alberto Manguel, in The Library at Night, elegantly writes 

describing his own personal library: “Throughout history, the victor’s library stands as an 
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emblem of power, repository of the official version, but the version that haunts us is the 

other, the version in the library of ashes. The victim’s library, abandoned or destroyed, 

keeps on asking, ‘How were such acts possible?’ My prayer book belongs to that 

questioning library” (247). The death of a private library is as significant as the death of its 

owner, its public, its special mode of collection and reading, and its epistemological and 

existential foundation; it is neither less important than the death of a national library nor 

less valuable than the cultural heritage of a nation.  

Moreover, my conception of private libraries is similar to Orhan Pamuk’s, the 

Turkish novelist and founder of the Museum of Innocence in Istanbul, perception of the 

purpose of museums. Although the histories of museums and libraries are occasionally 

intertwined, libraries, books, and museums are often represented as cultural sites and 

cultural treasures that either reflect national agenda or starkly oppose it. Indeed, Pamuk’s 

museum is also a novel (The Museum of Innocence (2008)) that tells the story of Kemal, a 

collector of objects who, upon the death of his beloved Fusun, decides to initiate a museum 

that faithfully reflects his life with Fusun and his life in Istanbul. While describing his 

museum, Kemal expresses that “the lines joining together the objects [of the museum] 

would be a story. A writer might undertake to write the catalogue in the same form as he 

might write a novel” (Pamuk 512). Kemal’s museum could be transformed to a story, a 

book, or a library that narrates and documents daily life in Istanbul. Similarly, in the 

manifesto of The Museum of Innocence, Pamuk writes:  

“large national museums […] now national symbols, present the story of the nation—
history, in a word—as being far more important than the stories of individuals 
[…] We don’t need more museums that try to construct the historical narratives of a 
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society, community, team, nation, state, tribe, company, or species. We all know that 
the ordinary, everyday stories of individuals are richer, more humane, and much more 
joyful.” 

In other words, museums should demonstrate our everyday lives, our daily hopes, struggles, 

and achievements. In the introduction to Archives, Museums, and Collecting Practices in 

the Modern Arab World, Mejcher-Atassi and John Pedro Schwartz argue that Pamuk’s 

quest “points up the broader problem for collecting practices in the Arab world […] How 

can collectors in and of the Arab world show ‘their own lives?’ […] How can those who 

study such collections [of Arab collectors] read, analyse, critique and intervene in them?” 

(1). Not only does Pamuk’s initiative highlight the problem of the absence of a discourse 

about Arab collectors and their collections but also points to the absence of a discourse 

about private libraries of Arab writers. Like museums, libraries could also be places where 

we can display our everyday lives, and as much as the discourse about Arab collectors is 

lacking, the attention given to private libraries of Arab writers, specifically Arab women 

writers, proves more deficient. When it comes to the library, everydayness is closely related 

to the space of the library as a workplace/study where reading and writing go hand in hand. 

However, as I argue in relation to Samman’s protagonist’s case, a private library is not only 

a solitary space where intellectual creativity can expand and flourish but also a place that 

nurtures political and feminist dissent. The conception of private libraries I seek to 

highlight in this thesis is rooted in the everydayness of Arab women writers’ lives of 

struggle, suffering, and opposition. The feminist premise underlying private libraries of 

Arab women writers is intersectional in a sense that the political is not separated from the 

cultural and the feminist. Everydayness in Arab women writers’ private libraries, 

specifically in Samman’s protagonist’s private library, comprises a feminist and political 
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rebellion joined together. The mere existence of a private library of an Arab woman writer, 

such as Samman’s protagonist and Samman herself, is rebellious on its own as it indicates 

the writer’s rejection of patriarchal modes of writing and reading; more importantly, it also 

reveals the writer’s desire to build an intellectual capital and to preserve it so it can be 

passed on to different generations of Arab women writers and activists. The act of 

producing knowledge inside the space of an undesired library is itself a political act. The 

feminist intersects with the political in a sense that the struggle for freedom from 

patriarchal forms of oppression and active silencing of women is intertwined with a 

political statement against forms of oppression and discursive control. The protagonist’s 

daily feminist dissent is an exercise of political dissent as the patriarchal institutions of 

reading, writing, and publishing her library opposes share the same foundations with 

national institutions that impose discursive control over cultural, political, and social 

practices.  

D. World Literature and Dissenting Private Libraries  
As I explained in the introduction, classical critiques of world literature revolve 

around the dubious nature of such an institution, the unawareness of its proponents of the 

power dynamics underlying the processes of circulation, production, translation, and 

reception, and the Euro-American theoretical and pedagogical methods dominating its 

discourse in academic circles. These forms of critique are directed at the political nature of 

world literature: they never cease to demonstrate how world literature, as a discourse and a 

discipline, is politicized and commercialized; however, none of these critiques has ever 

considered the issue of why world literature never deals with political matters. There exists 

a conspicuous gap when it comes to considering how world literature responds to global 
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problems and political situations. Indeed, in “Why (Not) World Literature: Challenges and 

Opportunities for the Twenty-First Century” (2016), Karen L. Thornber points out that  

“An equally serious accusation that continues to haunt world literature scholarship 
and humanities scholarship more generally is relevance, and indeed, scholarship on 
world literature has remained relatively silent on many matters of global 
significance. To be sure, scholars of world literature have for decades engaged with 
certain fundamental social and political concerns. But with several notable 
exceptions, world literature scholarship has not fully addressed the relationship 
between world literature and such global problems as human rights abuses, trauma, 
poverty, slavery, environmental degradation, and health and disease” (115). 

Thornber is mainly concerned with world literature scholarship’s lack of engagement with 

health/medicine problems. However, ‘trauma,’ ‘poverty,’ ‘slavery,’ and ‘human rights 

abuses’ transcend health issues to include economic, cultural, and political problems. While 

Thornber mentions that scholars of world literature have dealt with certain social and 

political issues, she neither unpacks her claim nor gives concrete examples of world 

literature theories’ interaction with political matters. World literature, as an academic field, 

seems to be detached from contexts of health, political, and cultural problems. The 

examples of global problems that Thornber provides are all concomitants of war, 

colonialism, or grievous situations of economic and political unrest. For world literature 

scholarship to include global health problems within its large scope of research, it needs to 

first address a more basic concern: how the circulation and production of literature takes on 

a different meaning in contexts of war and political and economic unrest. The institutions 

of world literature have, by and large, neglected the importance of documenting global and 

local traumas and completely detached themselves from the realm of the political. Indeed, 

when asked about the worldliness of political causes such as the Syrian uprising and the 

Palestinian cause in relation to world literature’s disengagement with such causes 
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(McManus 402) in a recent interview published in the Journal of World Literature, 

Lebanese novelist Elias Khoury responded that “the way world literature is structured is 

very complicated, and it is a new issue in our neoliberal age [where] [..] the relevance of 

political issues to literature has been totally undermined—totally—unless the literature is 

‘exotic’” (McManus 403). Khoury’s contention is indicative of world literature’s need to 

document political circumstances experienced in everyday life rather than in texts of 

‘exotic’ literature.  

Furthermore, to give an example from Samman’s novel, in Nightmare 116, as the 

protagonist runs her hands over the shelves of her library, she notes: “here alone lay the 

source of all my unrest” (Samman 283); her feeling of unrest does not only come from her 

constant state of anxiety over the thought that her library might burn into ashes but also 

from her deep desire to get rid of the burden of feeling responsible for her library and her 

books, of having to worry about two fates: hers and her library’s. The multiple, 

emancipatory worlds that the books once admitted to the protagonist’s library space are 

now helpless in face of the monolithic world of war. How do books become a source of 

disenchantment and misery during war? To answer this question, it is crucial for theories of 

world literature to unpack how the function of libraries and books changes in contexts of 

war. As much as it is crucial for theories of world literature to emphasize literary works’ 

ability to travel beyond their culture of origin and to acquire several meanings in different 

cultures, they should also account for literary works that are under the threat of being lost, 

stolen, or completely eliminated.  
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E. Conclusion 
It is my proposition that by paying more attention to how dissenting private 

libraries form and manifest, in reality and fiction, we can start to theorize about how world 

literature should respond to political causes and crises. It is important to examine how the 

literature about dissenting private libraries, in reality and fiction, opposes dominant, 

national literature, how the owners of such libraries escape political tragedy through 

literature, how the literature on the shelves of a private library might start becoming a 

burden during pressing times, and how a private library and its literature might be reasons 

for death and destruction. The complexities of world literature are more clearly exposed 

when we start scrutinizing how dissenting private libraries house and evaluate literature. 

Deliberating about the incompatibility between the idea of world literature and the pre-

existent power dynamics underlying literary production and circulation, as Mufti argues, 

neither compensates for world literature’s deficient interaction with political causes nor 

considers the possibility of conceptualizing a relationship between libraries and world 

literature outside epistemological tensions related to the terms ‘universal’ and ‘world.’ 

Moreover, situating the discussion about libraries and world literature in contexts that aim 

to show the complexities underlying processes of nationalizing and denationalizing 

literature and libraries only serves to indicate how world literature and libraries are rooted 

in socio-political and historical circumstances; it does not generate answers regarding world 

literature’s current need to address political causes. Similarly, acknowledging that world 

literature has democratized our processes of selecting personal libraries, as Mani argues, 

does not unload the tension that might exist between world literature and private libraries in 

contexts of war and destruction. Accordingly, in order to hypothesize how theories of world 
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literature should respond to political causes and documentation of trauma and tragedies, it 

is crucial for the scholarship around world literature and libraries to highlight how world 

literature figures in spaces of political and feminist dissent, such as private libraries of Arab 

women writers. In the next chapter, I take Samman’s private library as an example of a 

contentious space that combines political and feminist dissent and invites us to think about 

how the relationship between world literature and libraries changes in contexts of war and 

loss of intellectual capital.  

55 



 

CHAPTER III 

SHADOWS OF PRIVATE LIBRARIES: GHADA SAMMAN 
AND FEMINIST REBELLION 

 

A. Literary Salons and Arab Women Writers’ Private Libraries 
In “Arab Women Bloggers: The Emergence of Literary Counterpublics,” Huda 

Elsadda argues that since the 1990s, cyberspace has constituted a “new literary 

counterpublic […] conducive to the participation of women in the literary field” (315). By 

counterpublics, Elsadda means the physical and virtual public platforms that emerge for the 

sake of opposing the rhetoric of any dominant public and “breaking the monopoly of 

mainstream literary spaces” (312). Elsadda is primarily interested in tracing the changes 

that factored into the formation of public spaces of literary, cultural, and rhetorical 

expression in the Arab world from the modern period up until contemporary times. At the 

end of the nineteenth century, as Elsadda explains, literary salons, specifically in Egypt, 

were the major sites of public congregation and discussion of political and literary matters 

(316). However, by the beginning of twentieth century, the literary salon was replaced by 

the coffee shop, which became the gathering point of writers and artists.9 More importantly, 

Elsadda highlights the significance of literary salons, coffee shops, and cyberspace in 

strengthening the voices of Arab women. She examines how “cyber counterpublics” (315) 

play a substantial role in reinstating and situating the voices of Arab women bloggers and 

writers in the large field of Arabic literature (315). Essentially, Elsadda deems cyberspace a 

9 Elsadda mainly discusses the cultural significance of the Egyptian coffee shop from early 
twentieth century to the end of it. She gives the example of Café Riche as a space that 
incorporated and cultivated the voices of writers such as Taha Husayn, Tawfiq al-Hakim, 
and Naguib Mahfouz.  
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prominent “forum for expression, mobilization, [and] dissent” (312). The limitless scope of 

expression provided by cyberspace offers Arab women bloggers and writers multiple 

options for articulating their opinions. Nonetheless, before emphasizing the contemporary 

role of cyberspace in constructing “competing counterpublics” (Elsadda 311) that allow the 

participation of Arab women writers in the public and political realm, it is crucial to address 

the following question: Are Arab women writers’ forms of feminist and literary dissent 

only present in public rhetorical spaces such as the literary salon and the cyberspace? One 

answer could be that scholarly studies about Arab feminist dissent in spaces such as salons, 

coffee shops, and virtual platforms need to be accompanied by case studies that thoroughly 

examine the role of Arab women writers, poets, activists, and artists in building their own 

spaces of feminist dissent. That is, there seems to be a gap in the transition from literary 

salons to coffee shops and then to cyberspace when it comes to discussing how Arab 

feminist dissent figures in physical and virtual public spaces. This gap is represented in the 

absence of scholarly attention towards personal spaces through which Arab women writers 

practiced and still practice dissent.  

The insufficient scholarly knowledge we have about literary salons of Arab 

women writers elicits a wider range of critical questions about how the voices of these 

writers are shaped, transformed, or eliminated in private spaces. This chapter argues that 

between the literary salon and the cyberspace, there is the space of the private library. I 

acknowledge that unpacking the history of feminist and social dissent of Arab women 

writers must start with a discussion about how the literary salons of well-known Arab 

women writers of the nineteenth and twentieth century contributed to the enrichment of 
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Arab literary, political, and cultural capital. However, it is not enough to concede that 

scholarly information about the conversations that have historically taken place in Arab 

women’s literary salons is deficient. We need to ask critical questions regarding the missing 

information about Arab women writers’, poets’, and activists’ contributions to these 

conversations that are generally considered to have influenced and benefitted Arab male 

writers. What is missing is an active search for Arab women writers’ lives among personal 

papers, archives, collections, and spaces. Before examining the journey of intellectual and 

cultural growth in public spheres of Arab women writers such as literary salons and 

cyberspace, we need to address how these women defied social norms by cultivating their 

intellect in personal spaces such as the private library. What I suggest in this chapter is that 

a close reading of the scattered, and almost negligible, literature around Arab women’s 

private libraries allows us to formulate a more concrete idea about Arab feminist dissent. 

As Svanhildur Bogadóttir puts it in “Searching for Women in the Archives: Collecting 

Private Archives of Women,” “women should […] be made aware that their private 

documents [and libraries] are of value and may facilitate the writing of women’s history” 

(74). Bogadóttir focuses on studying the personal archives and collections of women 

writers in Iceland, specifically in Iceland’s National Archives. However, her call for 

women writers to be made aware that their personal papers are of value extends to all 

women writers around the world, including the Arab world. At the same time, it is not the 

duty of Arab women writers to be consciously aware of the worth of the intellectual capital 

extracted from their private libraries and collections; it is the responsibility of feminist 

scholars to bring to light the significance of this hidden intellectual and symbolic capital in 

helping us determine the cultural and political circumstances that shaped Arab women 
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writers’ personal lives. Indeed, collecting the small pieces of information about the private 

libraries of Arab women writers should help us understand the way Arab feminist dissent 

functions on personal, political, and epistemic levels.  

This chapter does not fully initiate a historiographical project that aims to weave 

the information about private libraries of Arab women writers into a coherent and 

systematic discourse. Rather, it demonstrates a more modest ambition: it invites readers and 

scholars to look through the biographies, autobiographies, and memoirs of Arab women 

writers and to start developing some case studies about their private libraries. The reason 

behind such a methodology would be twofold: first, this approach will prevent drawing 

hasty conclusions and generalizations about Arab feminist dissent through private libraries 

of Arab women writers. Second, developing literary analyses of private libraries of 

individual Arab women writers will allow us to construct a counterpart to the sparse, yet 

significant, literature about private libraries of specific Western writers. Case studies of 

private libraries of Arab women writers might allow a more rigorous understanding of the 

gendered, politicized, and Euro-American discourse around private libraries of writers. 

Indeed, scholarly works about private libraries of writers are mostly centered around 
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Western writers, specifically men.10 Moreover, shedding light on the private libraries of 

Arab women writers gives us an idea about the collecting and reading practices of women 

writers in the Arab world and helps us situate the literary and cultural significance of these 

practices in the canon of Arabic literature and the larger canon of world literature. 

Examining Arab women writers’ private libraries could unpack the contentiousness behind 

the under-highlighted status of some Arab women writers’ works in the realm of world 

literature. That is, Arab women writers’ private libraries are not to be deprived of elements 

of feminist and political dissent that I tackled in chapter one. Rather, they comprise 

‘counter-libraries’ that oppose patriarchal discourses about libraries and collecting 

practices. Through gathering information about private libraries of Arab women writers we 

might be able to see that most of these private libraries are built on certain epistemic, 

cultural, and political convictions that can be quite different from the private library of a 

Western writer acknowledged in the canon of world literature. Private libraries of Arab 

women writers, as I argued in chapter one, are essentially bound by specific socio-political 

and historical contexts and modes of perception. Their contentious nature is directly subject 

to questions about world literature because the worldly and national status of the writers, 

10 Some of the important works that discuss the private libraries of some Western writers 
include: Alenka Koron’s “The Private Library of Lojze Kovacic and World Literature” that 
situates the private library of the Slovene writer, Lojze Kovacic, in the large context of 
world literature; Collecting, Curating, and Researching Writers’ Libraries, edited by 
Richard W. Oram and Joseph Nicholson, that analyzes the private libraries of Anglo-
American writers such as Anne Sexton, Ted Hughes and provides a historical overview of 
the private libraries of some prominent writers such as Oscar Wilde and John Donne; Leah 
Price’s Unpacking My Library: Writers and Their Books that invites readers to delve into 
the personal libraries of several authors such as Steven Pinker, Sophie Gee, James Wood, 
etc.  
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the mode of collecting and reading their libraries, and the selected national and global 

literature on the shelves of their private libraries factor into the question of whether these 

writers are of enough worldly recognition or if their socio-historical circumstances and 

epistemic realizations resist the normative conditions of worldly appreciation.  

This chapter, and the next one, have as a principal goal the initiation of a literary 

study of Samman’s private library. These chapters attempt to achieve this goal by 

consulting some of the extant scholarly and biographical information about Samman’s 

private library by engaging in a close reading of the specific parts of Beirut Nightmares in 

which Samman’s private library is brought back to memory and life. I start with a brief 

discussion of Arab women and literary salons during the nineteenth and twentieth century 

to demonstrate the importance of transitioning from a general study about Arab women 

writers and public spaces to a more specific examination of how private libraries, as 

personal spaces, are prerequisites for understanding Arab women writers’ historical 

trajectory of self-expression and participation in political life.  

It is important to point out that the knowledge I have about private libraries of 

Arab women writers is incomplete and has been haphazardly gathered. My examples of 

private libraries of Arab women writers are drawn primarily from scattered sources that 

mainly tackle the literary and cultural significance of Arab women writers, specifically 

Egyptian, Lebanese, Syrian, Iraqi, and Yemeni, in the nineteenth and twentieth century. I 

then move to a detailed discussion of Samman’s private library as a controversial site of 

feminist and social rebellion. I situate Samman’s private library in a larger discourse about 

Samman’s experience documenting the Lebanese civil war and her literary status in Arabic 
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and world literature. I argue that Samman’s private library, her under-highlighted presence 

in the canon of world literature, and her controversial character as a writer and an Arab 

feminist come together in a fluid epistemic realization that a discourse about private 

libraries of Arab writers, specifically Arab women writers, is needed for two reasons: to de-

centralize Western discourses about private libraries as the only theoretical frames of 

reference regarding this topic and to underscore the crucial imperative to delve more into 

the lives of Arab women writers by gathering knowledge about their private libraries and 

analyzing how the political, cultural, and social aspects derived from this knowledge can 

help us to further understand the complexities underlying the discourse of world literature 

in relation to private libraries of feminist and political dissent.  

According to Joseph T. Zeidan’s Arab Women Novelists: The Formative Years and 

Beyond, literary salons were among the multiple platforms that allowed Arab women 

writers to contribute to modern Arabic literature (50). The history of literary salons in the 

Arab world, according to Zeidan, goes back to Sukaynah bint al-ḥusayn (d. 735 or 745) 

hundreds of years before the term ‘salon’ gained its modern meaning during the nineteenth 

century (50). To the Arab world, the concept of a salon as a public gathering was not a 

novel idea introduced as a result of Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt. Indeed, in Egypt 

Awakening in the Early Twentieth Century: Mayy Ziyadah’s Intellectual Circles, Bouthaina 

Khaldi explains that prior to the establishment of a salon as a “reception room in a private 

home [, …] different forms of social, literary, and religious gatherings emerged in the Arab 

region under a variety of names such as majlis [assembly], nādī [club], and muntadā 

[forum]” (Khaldi 48). However, it was not until the nineteenth and twentieth century that 
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Arab women significantly emerged as initiators and orchestrators of literary salons that 

adopted the European concept of a salon characterized by the “intercultural and hybrid 

nature of the Nahḍah [the Arab Renaissance]” (ibid.). Some of the eminent names of Arab 

women writers, journalists, and poets who held literary salons and cultivated the cultural 

and literary thought of many writers were: “Maryānā Fatḥ Allāh Marrāsh (1848-1919) 

[who] was the first Arab woman to revive [the] tradition” (Zeidan 50) of having literary 

gatherings. Marrāsh was born in Aleppo but received her education in Beirut and was 

extensively exposed to French and Anglo-Saxon culture (ibid.). After traveling to several 

European countries, Marrāsh came back to Aleppo and established her literary salon that 

gathered the voices of many intellectuals such as “Gabriel al-Dallāl (1836-1892), Kāmil al-

Ghāzī (1852-1933)” (ibid.) and others who were mostly men. Also, it is important to 

mention that one of the main factors that influenced Marrāsh’s thought is her father’s huge 

private library, which contributed to Marrāsh’s educational and cultural upbringing. 

Furthermore, Princess Nāzlī Fādil’s (1914) salon in Egypt was the “most influential salon 

in modern Arab history” (ibid.). Like Marrāsh, Nāzlī received a European education in 

Egypt and was greatly influenced by her father’s (Mustafā Fādil) private library, which 

“became the core of the Dār al-Kutub, the National Egyptian Library” (Zeidan 51). Nāzlī’s 

salon incorporated the intellectual input of many writers and thinkers such as “al-Afghānī, 

Muhammad Abduh, [and] Qāsim Amīn,” (ibid.) whose seminal work Taḥrīr al-Marʾah 

resulted from the salon’s intellectual gatherings. In addition to Marrāsh’s and Nāzlī’s 

salons, the literary salons of Huda Shaʿrawi. the famous Egyptian feminist leader, and May 

Ziyadah, the Lebanese-Palestinian poet and translator, in Egypt during the early twentieth 

century were also among the most important intellectual circles in Arab modern history. 
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These latter two salons gathered the voices of many Arab male writers and poets such as 

Ahmad Shawqi (1868-1932) and Mustafa Sādiq al-Rafiʿi (1880-1937) (Zeidan 53), 

respectively. However, as Zeidan and Khaldi point out, despite the huge reputation of 

Shaʿrawi and Ziyadah as important Arab feminist writers and thinkers, there is a noticeable 

lack of information about their salons, especially Ziyadah’s (Zeidan 54 and Khaldi 53).  

The purpose of the brief history of the Arab women writers’ literary salons above 

is to illustrate how these salons contributed to the intellectual development of writers and 

thinkers who were mostly men. There is little or no information about how these salons 

may have impacted the works of Arab women writers and intellectuals. More importantly, 

Marrāsh, Nāzlī, and Shaʿrawi11 were heavily influenced by their fathers’ private libraries; 

the documented histories of their salons almost always refer to their fathers’ private 

libraries as important sites of cultural capital and indispensable transmitters of knowledge. 

One could argue that the intellect of these Arab women writers was shaped by a patriarchal 

mode of inheritance of knowledge; they inherited knowledge from their fathers’ private 

libraries by being privileged enough to access these libraries, but they were, at the same 

time, restricted by the epistemological framework conferred by the libraries. What about 

their own private libraries? Were their knowledge and intellectual capital only shaped 

through access to their fathers’ libraries and their conversations with intellectual men in the 

salon? Can we try, as Marilyn Booth puts it in “Liberal Thought and the ‘Problem’ of 

Women: Cairo, 1890s,” “to imagine the fullness of the contexts” (213) of the personal and 

public spaces in which Arab women writers’ knowledge was constructed and conditioned?  

11 See Lanfranchi 12.  
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As I mentioned before, the information about private libraries of Arab women 

writers is scattered and concealed in sources that only tangentially tackle the theme of Arab 

women writers and private libraries. However, despite the lack of a critical and systematic 

study about this topic, the brief references to Arab women writers’ private libraries reveal a 

common pattern of analysis: Arab women writers, poets, and activists owned private 

libraries as a form of social, cultural, and political rebellion. Their private libraries were not 

only repositories of knowledge but also appropriate sites for eliciting feminist statements 

against patriarchal forms of cultural and intellectual formation. To base my analysis on 

concrete examples, I am going to mention a few academic sources that refer to the private 

libraries of well-known Arab women writers, poets, and activists, some who lived during 

the nineteenth and twentieth century and some who are still alive today. In Memoirs of An 

Early Arab Feminist: The Life and Activism of Anbara Salam Khalidi, Anbara Salam 

Khalidi (1897-1986), the acclaimed Lebanese feminist writer and translator who played a 

major role in shaping Arab women’s thought, writes in a storytelling fashion about her 

eventful life starting from her early upbringing in ‘Greater Syria’ to her marriage to Ahmad 

Samih al-Khalidi in 1929 and her settlement in Jerusalem then her return to Beirut after 

being exiled from Palestine. Khalidi’s life was circumscribed by times of war and political 

unrest such as the French Mandate of Syria and Lebanon, the British Mandate of Palestine, 

World Wars I and II, and the Nakba of 1948. Amid the political and cultural tragedies that 

affected her life, Khalidi experienced the loss of her private library twice. The first time 

was at the beginning of the French mandate of Lebanon in 1922 when her house was 

surrounded by a French force that broke into her room and stole her “private papers which 
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filled [her] private library” (Khalidi 100). The second time Khalidi’s private library was 

destroyed was in Jerusalem at the time of the Israeli invasion (Khalidi x).  

Another set of examples comes from the context of the Lebanese civil war (1975-

1990) when many Lebanese women writers lost their private libraries including their 

literary manuscripts and private notes. In Modern Arabic Literature, Paul Starkey mentions 

that Samman’s (1942-), the Syrian novelist who is the focus of this chapter, private library, 

including some unpublished manuscripts, was burnt during the Lebanese civil war in 1976 

(147). Similarly, Emily Nasrallah (1931-2018), Lebanese writer and feminist activist, lost 

her books and papers during the Lebanese civil war (148).  

During the Northern Yemen Civil War (1962-1970) that ended six years before the 

eruption of the Lebanese civil war, Amal Muhammad Ali Al-Shami (1956-2001) was, as 

the editors, including the Egyptian novelist Radwa Ashour, of Arab Women Writers: A 

Critical Reference Guide, 1873-1999 explain, “one of the first women short-story writers in 

Northern Yemen” (492) and one of the first women writers who experienced the North 

Yemen Civil War during her childhood. Al-Shami was a feminist activist who opposed 

social conventions and encouraged the voice of Yemeni women writers. According to the 

aforementioned reference, Al-Shami owned a private library but consciously set it on fire 

“during a time of social unrest” (ibid.) (most likely in the 1970s). The reason behind Al-

Shami’s action is not mentioned and perhaps unknown.  

Nevertheless, the burning of private libraries of Arab women writers has not only 

happened as a result of civil wars and colonialism, it has also been practiced inside the 

private space of households where the private books and libraries of many Arab women 
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writers were burnt or seized by their fathers or brothers. For example, in In the House of 

Silence: Autobiographical Essays By Arab Women Writers, Syrian writer and journalist 

Hamida Naʿna writes about her struggle with her brothers who tried to “prevent [her] from 

continuing [her] education [:] more than once they seized my books and burned them in 

front of me while I cried and begged them to stop” (95). These examples show that the 

private libraries of the Arab women writers discussed were sites of two kinds of war, both 

carried out by men: an actual war that threatened their materiality and a cultural war that 

threatened the dissenting feminist ethos they promote. In a sense, these Arab women 

writers’ private libraries owe their existence, and non-existence, to the struggle against 

patriarchy and the brutality of war; they existed for the sake of cultural and feminist 

defiance and were destroyed because of this very act of defiance. As I emphasized in my 

introduction, the personal space created by the private libraries of these Arab women 

writers is antithetical to the public and personal spaces occupied by their fathers, husbands, 

and sons. Still, why are Arab women writers’ struggles that are manifested by sustaining 

their private libraries still relatively unknown to the world? Why hasn’t the discourse of 

world literature yet delved into the shadows of these private libraries where the value of a 

book is not bound by its mode of translation or circulation but, in many cases, its longevity 

and resistance against decay, destruction, or burning? It is the duty of scholars, academics, 

and writers of Arabic and world literature to revive the multiple rebellious lives of these 

Arab women writers through rebuilding their private libraries, at least on discursive levels, 

and collecting the lost “dust of reading” (Woolf 291) lurking beneath their libraries’ burnt 

shelves and manuscripts. In the following section, I concretize my theoretical suggestion by 

bringing Samman’s private library that was burnt during the Lebanese civil war to life by 
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situating it in a larger framework of Samman’s controversial character and under-

highlighted worldly status.  

B. Ghada Samman’s Oeuvre 
Born in 1942 in Damascus, Syrian writer Ghada Samman is one of the most 

prolific Arab women writers. With almost forty books, multiple short stories, and some 

philosophical essays, Samman is one of the pioneers of contemporary Arabic literature 

(Anxiety of Erasure 39). After receiving her education in French and classical Arabic in 

school and earning a B.A. in English literature from Damascus University, Samman 

traveled to Beirut in the late 1950s to pursue a master’s degree in English Literature at the 

American University of Beirut. After completing her M.A., Samman went to London to 

start a PhD in theatre, focusing her studies on the theater of the absurd; however, upon her 

father’s death in 1967, Samman withdrew from the PhD program and decided to stay in 

London to work in journalism (ibid.). While she was in London, Samman “was sentenced 

in absentia to three months’ imprisonment in Syria for having broken a law forbidding 

those holding advanced degrees to leave the country without official permission” (Roberts 

ii); she was then denied a renewal of her Syrian passport (Anxiety of Erasure 39). During 

the 1970s, Samman returned to Beirut where she witnessed the Lebanese civil war. 

However, in the mid-eighties, she escaped the civil war to Paris where she currently lives. 

Samman’s trajectory from Damascus and London to Beirut and then to Paris reinforces the 

view of her as an experienced Arab woman writer with a multi-dimensional literary 

perspective and an invaluable cultural capital. Indeed, Samman’s life as a writer is similar 

to that of many Syrian writers and poets, such as Adonis, who were rejected in their home 

country and came to Beirut seeking freedom of expression and movement. Samman 
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describes Beirut as the city that witnessed her second birth, the city that contributed to her 

intellectual upbringing and rebellious attitude (Yazbek 29). In 1977, Samman “founded her 

own publishing house [in Beirut], thereby ensuring that she would be able to write and 

publish whatever she wished” (Gould 216).  

Samman was one of the first Arab authors to write about the Lebanese civil war. In 

1975, she published her first novel, Bayrut 75, which features five main characters from 

different backgrounds on their way from Damascus to Beirut waiting for their ambitions 

and aspirations to be fulfilled once they arrive and settle in Beirut. A series of unfortunate 

events and encounters falling under the large umbrella of political corruption, sexual and 

economic exploitation, monopolization of power, and class discrimination (Zeidan 195-

198) leads them to discover that Beirut is not the city of their dreams. Zeidan asserts that in 

Bayrut 75, Samman predicted or foreshadowed the Lebanese civil war, which “erupted a 

month after the book was published” (Zeidan 197). In the following year, 1976, Samman 

published Beirut Nightmares, which tackles the subject of the Lebanese civil war. In War’s 

Other Voices, Miriam Cooke classifies Samman by placing her on the list of “Beirut 

Decentrists:” a group of women writers who defied patriarchal forms of war writing by 

emphasizing the “dailiness of war” (ibid.), as opposed to solely narrating the violence of 

war. Cooke emphasizes that Samman’s creativity displayed in Beirut Nightmares lies 

within her ability to capture the routineness of the war in the course of its daily changes: 

“the difference between this journal and most others is that while the dailiness is recounted 

it is not divided into days but a continuum linking of events and moods” (46). The 

existential, psychological, and political anxieties that the protagonist experiences all fall 

69 



 

into a coherent stream of consciousness mediated by the horrors of the war outside. In line 

with Cooke’s comment, Zeidan argues that Samman “felt not that the war was an outside 

experience to which she was a mere spectator, but rather that the civil war gave a wider 

dimension to the personal war that had taken up all her existence” (197). Samman’s 

personal struggle, which is represented in her cultural opposition to patriarchy and 

oppression of Arab women’s voices and her antagonism towards oppressive and exploitive 

political systems, emphasizes her active role in narrating the banality of the daily 

experience of war. She actually describes her life as caught up in a dual war: “In a way, my 

whole life was a war. In this first war the weapons were different. I was always subjected to 

a social bombardment. Social terror was always practiced against me. There were always 

new rounds being fired between me and the society. The wartime bullet was no more 

peaceful than the peacetime one, and the wartime experience was not the most difficult in 

my life” (qtd. in Zeidan 198). Samman is the epitome of the staunch Arab feminist whose 

daily rebellious and culturally transgressive life is the main ingredient for her dissenting 

literature. Prior to Bayrut 75 and Beirut Nightmares, Samman published some short-story 

collections including: ʿaynāka Qadarī (Your Eyes are My Destiny) (1962) and Raḥīl al-

Marāfiʾal-Qadīma (The Departure of Old Ports) (1973), which both tackle “issues of sex, 

social inequality, [and] the need for radical change” (Zeidan 193). Her fictional characters, 

specifically women, are almost always caught up in multi-faceted types of war against 

corrupt political systems, traditionalist modes of thinking, cultural and social taboos, etc. In 

Ghada al-Samman, al-Mihna: Kātiba Mutamarrida, Samar Yazbek, who I introduce in my 

conclusion, emphasizes that besides her brilliant depiction and documentation of the 

tragedies of the Palestinian cause, the Lebanese civil war, and the Arab defeat of 1967, 
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Samman wrote about Arab women’s experiences with their bodies and sexuality and about 

how the topics of gender, language, nation, and identity weigh heavily on Arab women’s 

oppressed state of being (29). Samman, “more than any other contemporary Arabic writer 

[has succeeded in] driv[ing] [Arab] ‘women’s emotional, sexual, and social liberation into 

people’s consciousness’” (qt. in Gould 217). Certainly, Samman’s accurate literary 

representation of Arab women’s struggles on cultural and personal levels comprises a direct 

attack on structural and systematic forms of oppression and constitutes an urgent call for 

Arab women’s emancipation.  

Samman also wrote some philosophical articles that embodied political and 

feminist statements against institutionalized, oppressive practices of Islam against women. 

“Our Constitution—We Liberated Women” (1961) is Samman’s seminal article, which 

“was written in response to an antifeminist polemic by the influential judge of Damascus, 

Shaykh Ali al-Tantawi (1901-1999)” (Gould 217). In this article, Samman addresses those 

who blame Arab women’s oppression on Islam: “for those who accuse Islam of denigrating 

them, whereas it is Islam that delivered us [women] from the deserts where we were being 

buried like cadavers” (Samman 140). Here, Samman established a compatibility between 

Islam and feminism long before, as Rebecca Gould notes in “Engendering Critique: 

Postnational Feminism in Postcolonial Syria, “the florescence of Islamic feminism in the 

1990s” (217).12 This ability to foreshadow scholarly debates and to predict the occurrence 

12 The discourse of Islamic feminism existed long before the 1990s. However, what Gould 
means here is that Samman advanced an Islamic feminist argument similar to the set of 
arguments that emerged during the 1990s calling for a feminist interpretation of the Qur’an.  
Islamic feminism, as a branch of Islamic studies and an academic discipline, mainly 
emerged after Amina Wadud’s publication of Qur’an and Women (1992), an influential 
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of a civil war posits Samman’s oeuvre as an important form of cultural and literary capital 

that needs to be acknowledged in the fields of Arabic and world literature. Unfortunately, 

“al-Samman belongs to the category of ‘established [Arabic women] writers’ who remain 

‘relatively unexposed outside the Arabophone world’” (qtd. in Gould 217). Despite the fact 

that her works “command an international readership in Persian, English, French, Italian, 

Spanish, Russian, Polish, German, and Japanese” (Gould 216), Samman is still an under-

represented Arab woman writer who does not receive any recognition in either world 

literature anthologies or in theoretical works about gender and sexuality in the Arab world.  

Today, Samman writes in al-Quds al-ʿArabī newspaper about the same topics that 

she has written about since the 1960s: the Palestinian cause, Arab women’s liberation, arts 

and politics, and sexuality. In a recent article, published on January 5th, 2018, “Rasāʾil al-

ḥubb, Turāth ʾadabī Qadīm Yukhīf Baʿḍanā ka-ʿarab” (“Love Letters: A Literary Heritage 

that Scares Most of Us as Arabs), Samman recalls the massive controversy that surrounded 

her publication of the love letters (Rasāʾil Ghassan Kanafani ʾilā Ghada Al-Samman 

(1992)) between her and Ghassan Kanafani, the Palestinian writer, journalist, author of 

“Adab al-muqāwama fī Filastīn al-muhtalla (Resistance Literature in Occupied Palestine)” 

(Mejcher-Atassi 8), and activist who was assassinated by Israeli forces in Beirut in 1972. At 

the end of the article, Samman poses the following question: why do westerners appreciate 

book in which Wadud advances her own feminist reading of the Qur’an, arguing that it is 
not the Qur’an that sanctions oppression of women but the patriarchal interpretations of it. 
Islamic feminist scholars use alternative critical and analytical methods that oppose 
mainstream and patriarchal interpretations of Islamic sources, such as the Qur’an and 
hadith. Some of the well-known Islamic feminist scholars include Margot Badran, who has 
important publications about the histories of secular and Islamic feminisms in the Arab 
world, especially Egypt, Asma Barlas, Riffat Hasan, and Mohja Kahf.  
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the creative and humane side of letters, specifically love letters, as a literary genre whereas 

Arabs deem the publication of such letters an act of airing dirty laundry? This question 

reinstates Samman’s original intent to publicize these letters: she wanted to establish an 

Arabic version of the literary genre of letters in western academia13 (Yazbek 36).  

C. Ghada Samman’s Library of Her Own  
More recently, in “Kitāba Dhātiyya ghayr Mawḍūʿiyya: ḥabīb sirrī lam ʾubaddilhu 

ʾabadan” (A Subjective Piece of Writing: An Irreplaceable Secret Lover) published on 

February 17, 2018 in al-Quds al-ʿArabī, Samman mourns once again the loss of her private 

library in Paris. The reason, this time, is not fire but heavy rain that caused water to seep 

into the basement where her private library was housed. Samman describes the second loss 

of her private library as the loss of a faithful and everlasting lover, for she says: “My only 

beloved whom I have never replaced nor cheated on dies again, in front of my eyes” (2) 

(my translation). After she had thought that her books would be safe in Paris, she found 

herself preparing for the second funeral of her library (ibid.). However, rather than giving 

up the hope of sustaining a private library, Samman declares that she will purchase new 

books and build a third library of her own (ibid.). Samman’s insistence on rebuilding her 

private library, with all the painful memories that such a project entails, is indicative of 

what I argued for in chapter one: that the private library is not only a physical space; it 

signifies a mode of epistemic safety for its owner. Samman’s regeneration of her private 

library is not an act based on mere passion towards books; it is an act of intellectual 

preservation against any form of imposed or forced knowledge, patriarchal modes of 

13 For example, the letters between Jean-Paul Sartre and Simon De Beauvoir during 1926-
1939 have received recognition from both western and non-western scholars interested in 
love letters as a literary genre.  

73 

                                                           



 

acquiring intellect and collecting, and cultural norms that deprive women of their own 

spaces. Indeed, Samman’s rebellious trajectory, as a feminist and an Arab woman writer, 

factors into her incentive to continuously build and rebuild her private library.  

To my knowledge, there is not much information about Samman’s private library 

that burnt during the Lebanese civil war in academic sources about Arab women writers 

except for some references found in Starkey’s Modern Arabic Literature (147) and Cooke’s 

War's Other Voices: Women Writers on the Lebanese Civil War (6). However, in Istijwāb 

Mutamarrida (Interrogating A Rebel), a collection of interviews published in 2011 by 

Samman herself, Samman reveals some details about her private library in an interview 

with Nabil Asfahani in 1976, months before the official publication of Kawabīs Bayrūt. 

When Asfahani asks Samman about the literary and artistic treasures she lost upon the 

burning of her private library, Samman answers in a disconsolate tone:  

).89"إلیك جردة ببعض ما التهمته النار في مكتبتي. إنها فاتورة أقدمها لمحكمة الزمن (  

“Let me enumerate some of what the fire consumed in my library. It is a bill that only time 

can absolve me of” (89).  

Just as nothing can heal the loss of a loved one, nothing can compensate for the 

loss of Samman’s private library that housed her memories, personal notes, and 

manuscripts with a lifetime of work. Samman tells Asfahani that most of the books that 

burnt were rare copies of Arabic, French, and English manuscripts. She also lost many of 

her writings including her printed archive that contained all of her papers since she started 

writing (mainly between1960 and 1969), the manuscript of her novel Al-suqūṭ ʾilā Al-
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qimma  which she spent ten years working on, and a whole journalistic archive that 

contained her articles in al-ḥawadith magazine (90-91). Samman also lost around thirty 

paintings and portraits by Arab artists such as Rafiʾ al-Nasiri, Ghassan Kanafani, Faruq al-

Baqili, Amal Najjar, Suha Samara, etc.  

Most of the losses in Samman’s private library indicate Samman’s attachment to 

the Arabic language and the Arab heritage. She tells Asfahani that she hopes that every 

Arab reader will add Kawabīs Bayrūt to his or her collection of books (89). This desire 

reveals Samman’s belief that Arab readers must read Arabic books and strive towards 

incorporating Arab heritage into their private libraries. It is important to note that Samman 

speaks of the Arab reader in general. She does not specify or address the Syrian or the 

Lebanese reader, for example. Rather, she conceives of Arab readers as worldly readers 

who should assimilate universal tenets of humanity into their understanding of culture 

while maintaining a high level of appreciation of their Arab culture and heritage. 

Accordingly, it is hard to argue that Samman’s private library’s life has a specific trajectory 

of political or historical struggle since Samman’s identity is scattered between Syria, 

Lebanon, and Paris. Samman’s private library cannot be easily located in a specific political 

or cultural moment such as Sa’dallah Wannous’s private library, which can be scrutinized 

in a larger context of the political and cultural forms of surveillance in Hafiz al-Asad’s 

Syria (Mejcher-Atassi 4). However, what it shares with Wannous’s private library and other 

private libraries of Arab men and women writers is the inevitable migration and 

orphanization of Arab writers’ rebellious and dissenting symbolic and cultural capital.  
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 Samman holds on to her cultural and social rebellion against patriarchal forms of 

knowledge and writing through rebuilding and reinventing a library of her own. Instead of 

adhering to society’s and institutionalized religion’s expectations of women to stay at 

home, to get married, to write about apolitical, romantic topics, and to avoid ‘complicated’ 

topics of thought, Samman escaped her home country, which actively prevented her from 

coming back, and sought a life of defiance and resistance against controlled modes of 

expression. Positing Samman’s private library as a site of cultural rebellion and feminist 

dissent means establishing it as an antithetical epistemological entity that, by its sheer 

existence, delivers a political statement, a rejection of all public spaces that demean 

women’s input, and an embracement of a safe private space that does not, as Woolf puts it, 

“admit authorities and let them [dictate us] how to read” (“How Should One Read A 

Book?” 281). Although Samman’s rebellious character does not only derive from the fact 

that she opted for a library of her own, her insistence on having a private library conveys a 

necessity for Arab women writers to preserve their epistemic capital, to have a safe space 

that allows “self-criticism and self-doubt” (Mejcher-Atassi 19) away from the criticisms of 

literary, social, and cultural patriarchs. As an Arab woman writer who has resisted every 

social expectation of Arab women by marrying more than once, moving freely from one 

country to another, founding her own publication house, and then publishing her love 

letters with Kanafani, Samman still seems to feel that she needs to rebuild her private 

library, to have a safe space where she can “wake [the] echoes” (A Room of One’s Own 10) 

of oppressed women’s voices.  
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Besides its symbolic capital, Samman’s private library can be directly factored into 

the discussions about world literature and libraries: Can we classify Samman’s private 

library as a library of world literature? Before answering this question, it would be useful to 

mention what Samman conceives of the idea of world literature. In an interview published 

in 1990 in the same collection I previously mentioned, Istijwāb Mutamarrida, Syrian writer 

Jean Al Kassan asks Samman about what she thinks of the multiple translations of her 

books and if translated works pave the writer’s way towards worldly recognition (46). In 

response, Samman points out that her books have been translated to some languages that 

she cannot comprehend such as Persian, Italian, and Russian. Accordingly, she emphasizes 

that despite the worldly appreciation that translation might beget, she remains dissatisfied 

with her inability to evaluate most of her translated works (ibid.). More importantly, 

Samman argues that the literary quality of a book is irrelevant to whether this book reaches 

the world or not, for she says that there are other obstacles such as poverty and illiteracy 

that render it hard for a book to reach the Arab reader. “How can we demand freedom of 

movement for the book while we zigzag our way through existence under oppressive and 

silencing systems?” (my translation) (46-47). Like Samman, Beirut Nightmares’ 

protagonist expresses the same distrust in translation and worldly recognition. She not only 

questions the merit of the literary works she has written, translated, and valued but also 

doubts if the literature on the shelves of her private library can allow different worlds of 

escape away from war, for she wonders:  

هي كائنات حیة، قدرة الدفاع عن ذاتها ضد "لماذا لا تملك الأسطوانة والكتاب واللوحة التي 

)؟279(السمان  النار، أو الهرب على الأقل  
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“Why is it that records, books, and paintings—which themselves are living beings in my 

view—are incapable of defending themselves against fire, or even fleeing” (Samman 322)?  

This desperate question means that literary and artistic artifacts residing on the 

protagonist’s private library’s shelves are neither capable of protecting themselves nor have 

the power to protect their owner from an incoming tragedy.  

As I noted in the introduction, I am aware that Damroschian discourses about 

world literature come after the publication of Samman’s novel and after the date of 

Kassan’s interview; however, it is my proposition that Samman’s comments about 

translation and books’ migration to the world foreshadow the current debate about the role 

of world literature in documenting trauma and political and social crises. Even if Samman’s 

thoughts precede the institutionalization of the discourse of world literature, her stance on 

translation as a mechanism for reaching worldly status is strongly relevant to Thornber’s 

and Khoury’s critiques that emphasize world literature scholarship’s detachment from 

political causes, traumas, wars, and global matters. Samman voices distrust towards 

literature of worldly character and its ability to free its readers and writers from shackles of 

political oppression and cultural tyranny. To Samman, a private library does not delineate a 

democratic selection of world literature, as Mani puts it. Rather, it is a space that should 

foster a particular selection of literature that does not necessarily adhere to worldly 

standards. Indeed, when Samman pointed out that Arab readers should house Arabic 

literature in their libraries, seemingly she did not mean that Arab readers should fanatically 

hold on to their heritage, for she herself is an avid reader of English and French literature. 

On the contrary, Samman might have predicted the later-to-be under-highlighted status of 
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Arabic literature, specifically that of Arab women writers, in comparison to Euro-American 

literature’s omnipresence in the anthologies of world literature. Through Samman’s private 

library, and other obscure or forgotten Arab women writers’ libraries, world literature 

theorizations are invited to expand their scope of inclusiveness to accommodate the 

outcomes that follow from the sudden loss of literature, the abrupt elimination of cultural 

capital. Unacknowledged sites of cultural and feminist dissent, such as Arab women 

writers’ libraries, must summon a worldly discourse that encourages the excavation of the 

stories of destroyed literary productions. Literary reproduction, bibliomigrancy, and 

circulation-reception studies are important to any discourse of world literature that aims at 

studying the lives of books and literary artifacts outside their culture of origin; yet, private 

libraries such as Samman’s allow us to think about unproduced literature and stories of 

scattered ashes that could have made their way to worldly recognition.  

D. Conclusion 
This chapter picks up from the previous chapter’s proposition that private libraries 

of Arab women writers are sites of political and feminist dissent. It sheds light on the 

deficient scholarship regarding Arab women writers’ private libraries and argues for the 

development of literary analysis of individual private libraries of Arab women writers. I 

tried to gather the information I have about Samman’s library and to organize it in an 

analysis of the cultural, social, political, and literary dimensions of the library. The next 

chapter aims to put this chapter’s theoretical suggestions into action through applying a 

close reading to Beirut Nightmares’ protagonist’s relationship with her private library. It is 

my proposition that thoughts about the deficient knowledge about Arab women’s private 

libraries, the perception of a private library as a site of cultural and social rebellion, and 
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Samman’s loss of literary and artistic treasures all come together in the novel, particularly 

in Samman’s delicate portrayal of such a loaded relationship between an Arab woman 

collector and her library. Indeed, the protagonist’s library evokes thoughts about Samman’s 

private library, the lack of attention regarding Arab women writers’ libraries, and the 

relationship between private libraries, wars, and revolutions. At the same time, Samman’s 

library, as I emphasized in chapter one, triggers thoughts about the status of an Arab 

woman’s writer’s private library in academic discourses that argue for the importance of 

the role of libraries in theorizations about world literature.  
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CHAPTER IV 

LOSING A LIBRARY OF ONE’S OWN: BETWEEN DEATH 
AND REBIRTH 

 

A. Beyond Feminist Commitment and the Commitment to Survive  
In “Ghada Samman’s Beirut Nightmares: A Woman’s Life,” Hanan Sbaiti argues 

that “Samman’s Beirut Nightmares does not just provide a report on the ongoing fighting; it 

also makes a statement about how women are treated in the civil war and how they react to 

fighting” (377). Sbaiti means that Samman’s novel exhibits a feminist statement about Arab 

women writers’ involvement in writing about war. Perhaps Sbaiti’s argument reflects what 

Evelyne Accad calls “feminist commitment” (95). In “Arab Women’s Literary 

Inscriptions,” Accad explains that feminist commitment is characterized by Arab women 

writers’ hypercritical “awareness of and commitment to the political, social, and sexual 

issues facing Arab women today” (ibid.). Accad then emphasizes that the “boldness” (ibid.) 

underlying Arab women writers’ transgressive writings is “reflected in the lifestyles of the 

writers themselves, many of whom have tried to break away from the tradition-bound 

circles around them” (ibid.). That is, feminist commitment is not only a commitment 

towards reflecting political, social, and economic circumstances in literature; it also 

necessitates a faithful literary dedication to the insurmountable cultural, political, and 

sexual matters that circumscribe Arab women writers’ lives.  

It would be useful to connect the idea of feminist commitment to the concept of 

literary commitment or engagement (iltizām). In her seminal article “Different Notions of 
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Commitment (Iltizām) and Committed Literature (al-adab al-multazim) in the Literary 

Circles of the Mashriq,” Verena Klemm indicates that “the term iltizām, which was used by 

Taha Husain to translate [Jean Paul] Sartre's term engagement, fell on fertile ground in the 

progressive circles of Arab writers and poets” (52). After experiencing war in 1945 (ibid.), 

Sartre urged writers of literature to be committed to the social and political dimensions that 

control their lives. Following Husain’s translation of Sartre’s concept of littérature engagée 

(ibid.) to iltizām, the generation of Arab writers from the first decade of the twentieth 

century, and the generation that followed, started becoming “aware of the emancipatory 

role of literature in a society undergoing change and renewal” (ibid.). Arab writers began 

perceiving their literature as the necessary concomitant of political and social problems. 

However, “iltizām does not just refer to a moment at the peak of Arab modernism when 

political commitment was á la mode, but to a thematic cluster in Arab literature and 

culture” (Haugbolle 205). Indeed, as Klemm explains, “in January 1953 the Beiruti 

specialist in literature and prose-writer Suhail Idris started his literary journal al-Ādāb with 

an appeal for 'literature of commitment' (adab al-iltizām)” (53). Literary commitment 

gained cultural and literary expression in al-Ādāb journal that incorporated the voices of 

several well-known Arab Marxist, socialist, and nationalist intellectuals and writers 

(Klemm 54). Yet, after the 1967 war, iltizām began to become less appealing to Arab 

writers and thinkers, and, subsequently, “al-Ādāb slowly lost its role as a forum of 

discussion during the Lebanese civil war” (Klemm 58). As much as the concept of iltizām 

reflects an important ideology that pervaded Arab literary circles, its full attachment to 

political and social realms is questionable when it comes to examining the position of Arab 

women writers’ literary contributions to the field of modern Arabic literature. Accad’s 
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concept of feminist commitment is essential to any reading of Arab women writers’ novels, 

biographies, and autobiographies since it unpacks the complexities underlying the 

individual and collective lives of Arab women. Accordingly, Accad traces feminist 

commitment in Samman’s works (98) and argues that Samman’s rebellious character and 

unquiet mind are always central to her writings that “depict in a fantastic and symbolic 

style the conflicts of women who deviate into madness or perversion as an escape from 

their intense frustration” (ibid.). Certainly, Beirut Nightmares’ protagonist’s psychological 

state swings between the imaginary and the real: “[she] explains that she has become a 

vegetarian because she is afraid of eating part of her lover’s arm that he put around her just 

before dying” (Cooke 44). The image of the narrator eating part of her lover’s arm is 

inspired by her concrete and real feeling of hunger. She decides to become a vegetarian so 

that she will not feel the need to eat human flesh in case her food runs out. Through this 

image, the reader senses the narrator’s immense frustration and willingness to rationalize 

the decision of becoming a vegetarian amid war crisis.  

Furthermore, as an Arab woman writer, Samman’s protagonist mocks, or 

completely disregards, the idea of literary commitment once the war starts. She adopts an 

ethics of survival that consistently deviates from any sort of categorical obligation to 

provide a politically and socially laden literary analysis of the war. Indeed, reflecting on the 

sounds of shells outside, the narrator says: “I decided that now was not the time for self-

reproach after the manner of writers who fall into crisis of conscience whenever fighting 

breaks out and they become aware of the futility of the pen. The important thing was for me 

to survive” (Samman 5). These words indicate the narrator’s refusal to engage in any 
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thought or conversation about literary or political commitment; to her, the only necessary 

commitment is the commitment to survive, to protect oneself from the sense of inevitable 

death during war. The narrator’s commitment to survive is a part of her feminist 

commitment to write about “justice, joy, freedom, and equality” (Samman 47). Accad ties 

her explanation of feminist commitment to the ability of Arab women writers to express 

their daily struggles of survival in different literary forms. That is, many Arab women 

writers exhibit a feminist commitment because they are able to capture the cumbersome 

day-to-day topics and problems that control Arab women’s lives. Like Samman and many 

other Arab women writers, Beirut Nightmares’ protagonist chooses to stick to her desire to 

survive. 

Additionally, the protagonist’s commitment to survive is closely related to a main 

theme in the novel: displaying everyday life during war. Feminist readings of Beirut 

Nightmares by scholars of modern Arabic literature emphasize Samman’s ability to weave 

an intricate narrative that effectively breaks away from patriarchal forms of writing about 

war and represents the horrors of the Lebanese civil war from the perspective of a feminist 

protagonist. As I mentioned in chapter two, Cooke praises Samman’s literary capacity to 

portray the everydayness of life during war. Although the narrative records present events 

in the life of the protagonist, it exhibits a confusion of temporalities when it comes to 

tracing the narrator’s thoughts. Cooke emphasizes that the nightmares do not correspond to 

a division of days but a “continuum of events and moods” (46). These events and moods do 

not always surrender to the present moment of the war; they sometimes hinge on the past as 

the narrator remembers her beloved, Yousif, who was killed during the war, and sometimes 
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take the form of reflections upon the future as the narrator anticipates the burning of her 

library. The fusion of temporalities in the protagonist’s thoughts reflects a disordered mode 

of narration: the narrative does not succumb to any classical mode of content division; it 

does not contain clear-cut moments that could be identified as the rising action, the climax, 

the falling action, or the resolution. The only event that could be counted as a resolution is 

the protagonist’s escape from the civil war. Accordingly, the protagonist’s scattered 

thoughts between the past, present, and future dictate the disordered form of the narrative 

that is created as the narrator writes, speaks, or thinks. Cooke argues that the narrative is 

“held together by an autistic perspective and the use of recurrence that zooms in with 

cinematographic clarity on people and details” (45). Indeed, the narrative is not free to 

speak on the narrator’s behalf; it is contingent on what the narrator chooses to share and 

reflect on. To give a simple example, describing her attempt to resume her daily routine of 

writing, the narrator says: “I wrote in my diary. Then I remembered that it was Monday and 

that I had to write my weekly column for the magazine. The shooting continued. I sat on 

the floor, pen in hand” (Samman 46). When she starts writing in her diary, her action is 

immediately interrupted by her obligation to submit her weekly article to the magazine. 

However, her whole set of intentions and preliminary actions to put herself in the mood for 

writing is directly obstructed by the shooting outside, the present moment. The narrator 

neither shares the content she wrote in her diary nor explains why she still wants to submit 

her weekly column amid a war that blurs lines of responsibility and commitment. 

Nevertheless, these details do not matter to the construction of the narrative; what the 

narrator wants to portray here is her confusion regarding her present actions and 

obligations. Moreover, this temporal confusion is directly related to the narrator’s 
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reflections on her space: her present is irrevocably associated with the war outside her 

house. Her past and future are closely linked to her library space, inside her house, that 

treasures her revolutionary papers and books but, due to its material fragility, cannot sustain 

itself against the flames of fire.  

The above discussion briefly summarizes the most common analytical approaches 

to the novel. Cooke, Sbaiti, Zeidan, and others read the novel against the context of the 

Lebanese civil war emphasizing that Samman was one of the first Arab women novelists to 

write about the war. Beirut Nightmares is usually read along the themes of Arab feminism 

and the Lebanese civil war in line with Samman’s commitment to feminist interpretations 

of Arab culture. However, this chapter seeks to deviate from such approaches in order to 

present a new, different reading of Beirut Nightmares. As I emphasized in chapters one and 

two, besides being a tremendous source for studying women’s involvement in the Lebanese 

civil war, Beirut Nightmares is an important literary site that prompts questions about Arab 

women writers’ private libraries. Indeed, the protagonist’s private library’s representation 

in the novel receives little to no attention from either Arab literary critics or western ones. 

At the end of her article, Sbaiti acknowledges that “in the text, Samman endows her female 

narrator with some of her own characteristics like being an established writer who has 

written and published many books in addition to working for a magazine” (381). Yet, what 

is missing is the fact that Samman also endows her narrator with the same passion for 

collecting books and owning a private library and transfers the feeling of loss of her private 

library to her protagonist. Moreover, the association between Samman’s relationship to her 

private library and the protagonist’s does not necessarily produce a reductionist reading of 
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the novel based on biographical information. Rather, it advances a discussion about 

obscured knowledge regarding Arab women writers’ private libraries, a potentially rich 

research topic that might reveal hidden information about Arab women’s collecting 

practices, reading habits, and mode of selection of books (Mani 148). This chapter does not 

only trace feminist dissent in the protagonist’s relationship with her private library but also 

summons Mufti’s and Mani’s theorizations about world literature and libraries and engages 

with them through arguing that the novel foreshadows the debate around world literature’s 

absent role in documenting trauma and political causes. More importantly, this chapter 

invites readers to treat the novel as contextually fluid, as capable of speaking to different 

contexts, not only the Lebanese civil war but also the Syrian war today. I argue that the 

narrator’s private library comprises the crux of many contentious topics, thoughts, and 

wonderings shaping the protagonist’s stream of consciousness and internal turbulences. 

Below, I apply a close reading of the parts in which the protagonist exhibits a complex 

relationship with her private library. I use Benjamin’s article “Unpacking My Library: A 

Talk About Book Collecting” as a theoretical framework and a foundational text that 

should factor into any reading of relationships of literary characters with their private 

libraries. In my analysis, I demonstrate how Samman’s protagonist’s relationship with her 

private library in its material and symbolic form allows multiple readings of the narrative as 

well as encourages readers to think about different contexts and discourses such as the 

Syrian war today, the discourse about libraries and world literature, feminist and political 

dissent, and the absent knowledge about Arab women writers’ private libraries. 
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B. Collecting and Ownership Before the War  
The first time the narrator describes her private library is in Nightmare 32 where 

she says:  

ى السقف... لیس الممشى آمنا بقدر "في الممشى أمامي على طوال الجدار مكتبة تمتد من الأرض إل

).41ما كنت أظن. ففي حال انفجار داخل البیت قد تنهار الكتب كلها فوقي وتقتلني..." (السمان   

“In front of me there was a library extending the entire length of the corridor wall and 

reaching from the floor to the ceiling. The hallway wasn’t as safe as I’d supposed, though, 

since in the event of an explosion inside the house all the books might come crashing down 

on top of me and kill me” (Samman 47). Unlike Borges’s limitless, universal library, the 

protagonist’s private library is limited and vulnerable; it is neither an extension of a 

colonial project, as Mufti conceived of Borges’s library, nor a place founded upon a 

democratic process of selection of books, as in Mani’s sense. It is a private library of an 

Arab feminist writer and collector trying to make sense of the war outside while holding on 

to her books that comprise her “rare treasure collection” (Samman 357). Her private library 

does not extend to “infinite hexagonal galleries” (Borges 78) but to a ceiling that connects 

to a helpless floor that is neither capable of keeping the library still nor of protecting the 

protagonist from any incoming destruction. Moreover, the protagonist ties her fate to the 

fate of her library. She anticipates that the death of her library will result in her own death. 

Indeed, just before the burning of her library, the protagonist says: “If I died here, at least I 

could be buried under an avalanche of my beloved books” (Samman 230). In his essay, 

Benjamin describes collectors as “interpreters of fate” (60-61); he defines the collector’s 

existence in terms of “a relationship to objects which does not emphasize their functional, 

utilitarian value—that is, their usefulness—but studies and loves them as the scene, the 
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stage, of their fate” (60). Similarly, the protagonist does not elaborate on the aesthetic and 

utilitarian value of her possessions. Rather, she is, for most of the time, concerned about 

what the war is planning for the fate of her library: “I loved my books the way a fighter 

loves his weapon and knew them with the same intimacy. Aside from my papers, they were 

the only things I hoped would never come to harm. In fact, I was already grieving over 

them” (Samman 139). She describes her relationship with her books as intimate, a word 

that Benjamin uses to describe ownership: “ownership is the most intimate relationship that 

one can have to objects” (67). However, ownership, in this sense, does not simply signify a 

romantic relationship between the protagonist and her library collection; it hinges on a 

more profound and serious meaning that connects the fate of the protagonist to the fate of 

her library.  

Benjamin starts his essay with terms that reflect an intimate relationship between a 

collector and his collection; he selects a set of expressions that highlight a very personal 

“relationship of a book collector to his possessions” (Benjamin 61): “the collector’s passion 

borders on the chaos of memories” (ibid. 61-62), “the most profound enchantment for the 

collector is the locking of individual items within a magic circle” (ibid.), “to a true collector 

the acquisition of an old book is its rebirth” (63), etc. These assertions reflect the collector’s 

romantic, passionate affiliation with the act of collecting books. Benjamin describes a 

collector as deeply attached to his collection, as essentially involved in a fantastical journey 

of “magic encyclopedia” (Benjamin 62) and a “childlike” (63) desire to collect. 

Nonetheless, towards the end of his essay, Benjamin uses a different set of terminology that 

systematically deflects attention from the first. The reader is not given enough time to fully 
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grasp the passionate endeavors of the collector before Benjamin jumps to another realm of 

expressions and phrases such as: “actually inheritance is the soundest way of acquiring a 

collection” (68), “a collector’s attitude towards his possessions” (ibid.), “an owner’s feeling 

of responsibility towards his property” (ibid.), “the most distinguished trait of a collection 

will always be its transmissibility” (ibid.), etc. This terminological transition unravels the 

political implications of Benjamin’s description of the act of collecting. The collector now 

is someone who thinks about the transmissibility, ownership, and inheritance of his 

collection; he is not just someone who loves collecting and accumulating objects. 

Accordingly, collecting becomes a process permeated by socio-political factors that surpass 

books’ magical enchantment. Indeed, by the end of the essay, the reader is left with several 

unanswered questions such as:  

Who controls the transmissibility of books and collections? What does ownership 

of book collections mean when we talk about national libraries? How do nations ‘inherit’ 

books? Who decides which books to keep and reproduce and which to oppress? What about 

accessibility? Who decides the degrees of epistemic access to books?  

Elaborating on the tension between personal, romantic talk and politically- and 

sociologically-bound questions in Benjamin’s essay, Mani, in “The Shadow of Empty 

Shelves: Two World Wars and the Rise and Fall of World Literature,” argues that:  

              “It is hard to miss the gendered political tension that is part of Benjamin’s 
imagination of the freedom that involves the particular “rescuing” of books. The 
personal library—a confined space—can hardly be seen as a site of freedom from 
the openness of a market; the condescension invoked by the emancipation of a 
beautiful slave girl by a prince similarly implies a further exploitation of 
sexualized labor. Acknowledging these tensions actually helps in identifying the 
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ineluctable power dynamic that is an essential part of any library, private or public. 
Libraries are founded upon the collector’s sense of an epistemic privilege, a desire 
to grant an object a new meaning, function, and ambition” (136).  

Mani’s comment is based on the following excerpt from Benjamin’s essay: 

              “one of the finest memories of a collector is the moment when he rescued a book 
to which he might never have given a thought, much less a wishful look, because 
he found it lonely and abandoned on the market place and bought it to give its 
freedom—the way the prince bought a beautiful slave girl in the Arabian Nights. 
To a book collector, you see, the true freedom of all books is somewhere on his 
shelves” (64).  

Mani’s analysis suggests that the act of rescuing a book, as Benjamin puts it, and saving it 

from slipping into oblivion or being subject to the multifaceted forms of exploitation in the 

market is not an innocent act that simply grants the acquired book eternal freedom on the 

shelves of the private library of a collector; it is a political act that underlies several power 

mechanisms and epistemic privileges. That is, Mani emphasizes that even when the 

acquired book finally arrives to the shelves of a collector’s private library, it is still bound 

by the epistemic premises of the private library that is, de facto, a place of political 

contention. More importantly, Mani’s identification of a “gendered political tension” (136) 

underlying Benjamin’s imagination of the freedom acquired by a rescued book is quite 

intriguing because it introduces a third dimension to Benjamin’s list of political terms: 

gender. As I previously elaborated in chapter one, gender is an integral element to the study 

of private libraries. Indeed, it is the protagonist’s feminist attitude towards her private 

library that adds to the complexity of Benjamin’s talk about collecting.  

Benjamin maintains that “inheritance is the soundest way of acquiring a 

collection” (66). Beirut Nightmares’ protagonist inherited her private library from her 

father (Samman 175) who “had been a man of learning and piety” (ibid.). She inherited a 
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private library “brimming with rare Arabic manscuripts to which [she had] added a number 

of modern works in other languages” (ibid.). The protagonist does not tell us much about 

her relationship with her father; however, given that the library is the only “real treasure” 

(ibid.) she owns, it is safe to assume that she had a strong relationship with her father. In 

this sense, Samman’s protagonist is like many Arab women writers, poets, and activists 

who also inherited their private libraries from their fathers. It is not definite whether 

Samman inherited her private library from her father or not. However, as Yazbek mentions, 

Samman had a very close relationship with her father, Ahmad Al-Samman, who had 

constantly supported her choices to travel, write, and live freely (19). Furthermore, the 

protagonist’s private library contains her “personal papers and archives, as well as 

everything [she’d] written over a period of ten years. Included among these were the 

‘radical’ books whose translations [she’d] overseen during [her] five years at a publishing 

house held in such disfavor by officialdom” (ibid.). The protagonist’s “passion borders on 

the chaos of memories” (Benjamin 60), memories of the revolutionary texts she translated, 

the dissenting articles she published, and the diary entries she wrote about Yousif. The 

mode of ownership governing her library does not “stem from an owner’s feeling of 

responsibility toward his property” (Benjamin 66) as much as it stems from her urge to 

express her rejection of conformist habits of reading, collecting, and selecting books.  

The excerpt below clearly captures the essence of the protagonist’s relationship to 

her library:  
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"ولكن...مكتبتي...انها لیست مجرد كتب بالنسبة لي...انها حوار...كل كتاب إنسان تحاورت          

معه...فعلى هوامش كتبي كلها دونت ذلك الحوار...وعلى هوامش كتبي كلها سجلت صرخات 

الإستحسان أو الغضب أو التساؤل أو النقاش...الكتاب الذي أقرأه، أقرأه كما لو أنني أعید 

ارك كاتبه في حیرته وبحثه وتساؤلاته...كتبي لیست مجرد كتب تزیینیة...بل هي كتابته، أو أش

). 24محاضر جلسات بیني وبین المؤلف" (السمان   

          “My library wasn’t a mere collection of books, at least as far as I was concerned. It 
was a dialogue. Every book it contained represented a human being with whom I’d 
engaged in a conversation, an exchange of ideas that had now been recorded in its 
margins. It was there that I’d scribbled cries of approval or rage, queries or 
comments. I seem unable to read a book without doing so as if I were in some way 
rewriting it. I participate with the author in his or her perplexity, explorations and 
questionings. So, one could never say that my books were just for decoration. 
Rather, they were minutes of meetings which had been convened between me and 
each of their authors” (Samman 292).  

It is important to mention that Zeidan translates “human being” (ʾinsān) to “man:” “my 

library was not merely books. It was a dialogue. Every book was a man with whom I had 

argued” (Zeidan). The intuitive translation of “ʾinsān” would be human being; however, 

perhaps Zeidan chose to translate it to “man” to emphasize the protagonist’s library’s 

feminist character. Yet, translating “ʾinsān” to “man” implies that most of the books on the 

protagonist’s library’s shelves were written by men. It then becomes problematic to assume 

that Samman’s protagonist, or Samman herself, read men writers only as her feminist 

agenda suggests that she read a significant number of Arab women writers’ works. More 

importantly, Zeidan’s translation signifies that the revolutionary books that the protagonist 

kept were written by male writers.  Zeidan’s translation reinforces the belief that women 

did not write about topics that ‘mattered.’ Indeed, to go back to A Room of One’s Own, as 
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Woolf surveys titles of books in The British Library’s catalogue, Woolf deduces that most 

of the books about women were written by men, and that women did not write about men 

or about anything significant (23) as they did not have access to the same privileges, 

including education, that men had. Accordingly, to stick to Zeidan’s translation means to 

assume that the protagonist had no problem having most of her library’s shelves occupied 

by men writers. This assumption cannot hold true because the protagonist herself is an 

established writer who writes about revolution and women emancipation and leads a 

feminist life. Indeed, the protagonist, in many instances, exhibits a feminist lifestyle and a 

feminist mode of thinking: “ever since I was a teenager I’d been supporting myself 

financially, living in my life like any other ‘guy’ in the family” (Samman 40). She also 

suspects that her cousin, Amin, hates her because she exhibits a defiant character that 

resembles that of men: “my manliness seemed to awaken the womanliness in [Amin], while 

my freedom was a challenge to his mental lassitude” (Samman 76). The protagonist 

considers her feminist lifestyle to be antithetical and threatening to Amin’s fragile 

masculinity. She considers her private library to be the physical space that cultivated her 

feminist, rebellious attitude, incorporated her dissenting opinions, and welcomed her 

culturally transgressive intentions. Her library is not a static collection of books; it is 

dynamic, full of silent and loud conversations, thoughts, and memories. Moreover, the 

protagonist’s reading habits, revealed in the excerpt above, represent a dialogical process of 

knowledge formation based on a productive exchange of perspectives and critical thoughts. 

The space of the private library preserves the secrecy of the “unwitnessed communication” 

(Manguel 51) between the protagonist and her books. The protagonist feels “safe to 

interpret the writer” inside her private library (Woolf 287) with neither having to tolerate 
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monological forms of interaction such as those found in national libraries where only 

specific discourses and terminological frameworks are allowed nor having to be silenced by 

patriarchal mechanisms of marginalizing women’s voices. The protagonist’s voice of 

feminist rebellion is documented in the margins of her books. To write her own thoughts 

next to the author’s words is to engage in a subversive act that adds to the original text and 

produces a rewritten text with the protagonist’s thoughts permanently recorded in it. As a 

collector of books, the protagonist does not claim to have rescued any of her books. She 

neither enjoys an epistemic privilege over them nor is interested in allocating new 

meanings and functions (Mani 136) to them. Rather, the mode of ownership displayed by 

the protagonist is based on a bidirectional sense of possession: the books possess some 

integral parts of her past experiences and intellectual growth as much as she possesses them 

as animate objects; her books “come alive in [her] [and] she lives in them” (Benjamin 67). 

In the process of portraying such a relationship between an Arab feminist collector and her 

private library, Samman invites the reader to delve more into the details of her own private 

library and to investigate into the absence of knowledge about Arab women writers’ private 

libraries.  

C. Collecting and Ownership during the War 
Zeidan observes that “from the beginning of the story it is clear that there is an 

almost physical relationship between the heroine and her library. Both it and her body are 

alarmingly fragile in the face of war’s destructiveness” (200). While it is true that, from the 

very beginning, an intimate relationship between the protagonist and her private library is 

revealed, the protagonist’s attitude towards her private library fluctuates between fatal 

attachment and utter negligence and distrust. In one sense, the reader gets the sense that the 
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protagonist would never survive without her private library, that if her private library burns 

or vanishes, she would take her own life or “disappear inside” (Benjamin 67) the black, 

dusty remnants of her library. Indeed, elaborating on Benjamin’s assertion that a collection 

“loses its meaning as it loses its personal owner” (ibid.), the protagonist associates the death 

of a private library to that of a human being: “every human being’s death is a kind of a 

mini-drama—like that of a small home library whose owner has hand-picked every book in 

it, one at a time” (Samman 140). The protagonist here alludes to the idea that the possible 

death of her library would be equivalent to her own death, not only as a personal owner and 

collector but as a human being. In another sense, the first time the protagonist visits her 

library during war, she records the following thoughts:  

"الكتب تحدق بي من رفوفها. وأنا أحدق بالكتب. ولا أحد یملك للآخر شیئا. الكتب أغلفة فارغة          

والكلمات هربت من الصفحات لتصیر رجالا مقاتلین. أتناول كتابا من تلك التي ترجمتها. 

افتحه. أجده كما حدست، صفحات بیضاء. أن الحروف خرجت إلى الشوارع لتمارس حیاتها 

). 41مقاتلین یحولون الأفكار إلى سلوك" (السمان الخاصة. صارت   

           “the books were looking down at me from the shelves and I was looking back at 
them, but neither of us possessed any part of the other. They were nothing but 
empty covers now, their words having fled from their pages to be transformed into 
fighting men. I picked up one of the books that I’d translated, opened it and found 
what I’d suspected—blank pages. The words have taken to the streets to lead their 
own lives. They’d become fighters, transforming ideas into practice” (Samman 48).  

The bidirectional mode of ownership and possession that once governed the 

protagonist’s library is immediately shaken and dismantled by war. It is not the protagonist 

who grants them freedom through acquiring them; it is the war that renders them free to act 

on their own, to flee the pages and go down to the streets where they put themselves in 
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action. They betrayed their collector’s trust and became vulnerable soldiers subservient to 

the call for war, or revolution, outside. The protagonist’s deep sense of estrangement from 

her books is rooted in the war’s power to transform the safe space of her private library to a 

defenseless, disloyal one subject to the multiple forms of destruction. Upon witnessing her 

words abandoning their source of origin, the narrator asks:  

"أتراها كانت صدفة أنني یوم قررت أن أنظم مكتبتي، وأن أكتب لها أرشیفا والتصق بها حتى       

أموت، اندلعت الحرب في بیتي وجاءت أول رصاصة لتستقر في رف مكتبتي بالذات؟ أتراها 

صدفة، أم أن القدر أن یذكرني بالدرس الذي كدت أنساه...بأن الحقیقة الإنسانیة الأولى هي 

الإستقرار لیس لأكثر من محطات أنس عابرة. وأن الإستقرار مستحیل في وطن  التشرد، وأن

).  90غیر مستقر!..." (السمان   

          “Was it mere coincidence that on the day I decided to put my library in order and 
hold on to it to my dying day, the war broke out in my very own house, with the 
first bullet coming to rest—of all places—in one of my bookshelves? Was it a 
coincidence or did fate want to remind me of a lesson I’d nearly forgotten—namely, 
that the basic human condition is one of homelessness, alienation, and non-
belonging” (Samman 97)?  

As much as “the life of a collector [bears] a dialectical tension between the poles of 

disorder and order” (Benjamin 60), Samman’s protagonist’s concept of putting her library 

in order suggests a sense of ensuring safety and stability. That is, the protagonist’s 

questions do not imply a dialectic tension between her need to put her books in order and 

her desire to keep them in a state of chaos; rather, they hinge on an existential concern 

related to the security of her life. Putting her library in order means attempting to seek a 

stable and secure state of living since her fate is tightly linked to the fate of her library. 
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When the war comes and blocks the protagonist’s intention to put her library, and life, in 

order, the protagonist concedes to the fact that she will stay in a perpetual state of 

homelessness. As I mentioned before, the protagonist was exiled from Syria due to her 

revolutionary thoughts. Accordingly, the feeling of alienation created by the Lebanese civil 

war is not new to the her; however, it is intensified by the fear that she might experience a 

second exile, this time from Beirut.  

Furthermore, besides growing feelings of alienation, estrangement, and 

psychological instability, the protagonist deems herself responsible for starting the war, for 

instilling in people’s minds revolutionary ideas through writing dissident content: 

"تعلقت عیوني بالرف الذي یضم كتبي التي ألفتها وعشرات من الكتب التي ترجمتها          

أنا أیضا قد شاركت في على طول عشرة أعوام من العمل في دار النشر الثوریة ووجدتني أهمس: و 

صنع هذه الحرب...صحیح أنني لم أحمل سلاحا قط. صحیح أنني مذعورة كأي جرذ في دكان بائع 

الحیوانات الألیفة، ولكن كانت سطوري تحمل دائما صرخة من أجل التبدیل...صرخة من أجل مسح 

ل ما یفعله المقاتلون هو البشاعة عن وجه هذا الوطن وغسله بالعدالة والفرح والحریة والمساواة...وك

أنهم ینفذون ذلك على طریقهم...انها حروفي وقد خرجت من داخل الكتب لتتقمص بشرا، ویحملون 

). 41السلاح ویقاتلون" (السمان   

“My gaze was fixed on the shelf that held the book I’d written, as well as scores of 
other that I’d translated over a period of ten years of work in a revolutionary 
publishing house. I found myself whispering: And I also had a part in bringing 
about this war. True, I’d never carried a weapon in my entire life. It was also true 
that I was as terrified as a mouse in a pet shop. Yet the lines I’d penned had always 
conveyed a call for change, a call to cleanse the face of this homeland of ours of all 
ugliness, washing it with justice, joy, freedom and equality. All the fighters were 
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doing was carrying this out in their own way. These were my words. They had 
emerged from inside my books to take on flesh as human beings who were now 
bearing arms and fighting” (Samman 47).  

Pen vs. arms, writing vs. fighting is an old theme in Arabic literature and one many writers 

have played with. However, the paragraph above alludes to more important themes and 

questions: What is the role of written and translated literature in igniting or dampening 

revolutions, uprisings, or wars? Why does the protagonist, as a writer and a translator, feel 

responsible for starting the Lebanese civil war? How do “the titles of hundreds of books 

that [she]’d collected from all over the globe” (Samman 309) share the same incentive to 

spark a revolution? To start with, it is important to remember that the protagonist’s private 

library is not only a library of Arabic literature, it also houses “a number of modern works 

in other languages” (Samman 175). In Mani’s sense, the protagonist’s library can be 

counted as a library of world literature. However, it is not founded on the premise of 

democratic selection of books but rather on a feminist, revolutionary, and dissenting mode 

of selection, reading, and evaluation. Accordingly, when the protagonist blames herself for 

writing and translating revolutionary books, she appears to feel guilty about the circulation 

of these books, about their migratory ability to reach the hands, ears, and eyes of the 

participants in the civil war. Moreover, in the excerpt above, the protagonist specifies the 

revolutionary content of her translated works as the main ingredient that perhaps 

encouraged the start of the war. This specification indicates that the protagonist’s 

engagement with translation, a major component for introducing any literary work to the 

world, resulted in a negative consequence. Her translated books not only fail to provide 

alternative worlds to the world of war but also grant themselves the freedom to change their 

noble revolutionary content to a dark, gruesome material that feeds the ugly face of war. 
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Moreover, the protagonist’s attitude towards words fleeing her books is passive and 

helpless; it is as if she wants to ask them: why have you betrayed my trust? Where are you 

going leaving all our conversations, dialogues, and debates behind? What sort of 

epistemology and mode of life are you going to carry on? Benjamin says that “the most 

distinguished trait of a collection will always be its transmissibility” (66). However, in 

Beirut Nightmares, Samman problematizes the notion of transmissibility by giving the 

protagonist’s translated works the agency to act and move on their own. Indeed, the notions 

of transmissibility, ownership, and possession become extremely fluid when we attempt to 

examine the protagonist’s library’s existence in a context of war. This fluidity does not only 

imply that war has wrecked every established order in the protagonist’s private library; it 

also alludes to the idea that the protagonist’s symbolic and intellectual capital is threatened 

by becoming too fluid, too free to take different shapes in a world of war. And this is what 

happened: like Samman’s library, the protagonist’s library, within what it contains of 

books, manscuripts, archives, and paintings burnt to ashes: “Copious flames were surging 

out of the windows and, in a moment of untold misery, I found myself face to face with 

what I dreaded more than anything else on earth: my library was on fire” (Samman 308)! 

The fire “gobbled up [the protagonist’s] precious, irreplaceable books. And along with the 

book, the flames devour[ed] paintings by Ghassan Kanafani, Rafiʿ Al-Nasiri, and Farouq 

Al-Baqili” (Samman 311), the same Arab artists’ names that Samman mentioned when she 

was asked about the paintings that burnt in her private library.14 It is important to mention 

that Nasiri and Kanafani were Samman’s lovers. This fact does not only suggest that 

Samman shared personal stories with the books and paintings she owned but also posits 

14 See chapter two, pp. 17.  
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Samman’s character as a rebel who is not ashamed of her previous affairs with male artists 

and writers and a woman collector who lives with her objects and dominates them. Her 

domination over her collection is expressed in her personal stories’ ability to render her 

objects as possessions detached from their aesthetic or functional value to become live 

evidence of her rebellious life.  

The protagonist’s reaction towards the burning of her library oscillates between a 

deep sense of sadness and a voice of self-reproach telling her: “Why are you crying? Don’t 

you know that every three minutes a new book is released somewhere in the world? So 

what are you lamenting over” (Samman 348)? The protagonist responds to this voice 

saying: “That’s true. But it was my library that burned up” (Samman 349)! She insists that 

the limitless production of books on daily basis does not compensate for the loss of her own 

books and personal space. Throughout depicting the tragedy of an Arab woman writer’s 

loss of her literary and journalistic archive, Samman makes an implicit statement about 

herself and other Arab women writers whose private libraries are burnt, destroyed, or 

eliminated. Limitless dissemination and circulation of books on global levels will never 

compensate for the loss of Arab women writers’ intellectual and symbolic capital that is 

forgotten or masked by international modes of literary reproduction and distribution mainly 

controlled by the west.  

Nevertheless, when her feelings of anger and distress temporarily subside, the 

protagonist goes back to the basic feelings triggered by war: physical hunger and 

loneliness. She wishes that the letters she had received from countless admirers from all 

over the world were written on bread rather than paper:  

101 



 

"أشعر بالجوع والوحدة، وأتذكر مئات المجهولین في مختلف البلدان الذین طالما تعاطفوا مع 

رسائل القارئات اللواتي وجدن في عذابي حروفي ومشوا إلى قلبي على جسور كلماتي تذكرت 

مرآة لقلوبهم الممزقة...آه لو كتب الجمیع لي رسائلهم على الخبز...اذن لما عرفت الجوع 

).244أبدا...لكنني جائعة" (السمان   

“Feeling hungry and lonely, I thought of the hundreds of nameless individuals in 
various countries who for so long had sympathized with the things I’d written and 
who had made their way to my heart over the bridges laid through my words. I 
remembered the letters I’d received from women who had found in my torment a 
mirror of their own sufferings. If they’d only penned their letters to me on bread 
instead of paper, I would never have known hunger. But I was hungry” (Samman 
288).  

Letters of worldly appreciation and admiration mean nothing when the writer is 

stuck in a war, starving to death. Again, the protagonist posits survival over and above 

notions of literary commitment, book reproduction, and worldly appreciation. This excerpt 

poses another set of crucial questions that the novel tackles: what is the role of worldly 

productions of literature in compensating for the loss of personal papers and books? More 

importantly, what is the role of world literature in documenting writers’ feelings of hunger, 

misery, and perpetual discomfort in times of war and revolutions? Why do worldly 

appreciation and global recognition become suddenly absurd when juxtaposed with feelings 

of actual hunger and the urge to survive?  

It might be a bit anachronistic, or at least conceptually fallacious, to assume that 

Samman’s protagonist directly criticizes recent theorizations of world literature, 

specifically those that adhere to Damrosch’s emphasis on reception, circulation, and 

translation as the main agents of world literature. It would also be inconvenient to argue 
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that the protagonist is proposing one of the main arguments that I am trying to expand in 

this thesis: world literature theorizations should examine the role of private libraries in 

questioning world literature’s responsibility to document traumas and political causes, for 

the protagonist is not aware of the academic discourse of world literature. However, I argue 

that through her depreciation of the value of worldly recognition in face of hunger and 

misery, Samman’s protagonist foreshadows the recent debates about the stance that theories 

of world literature should take in contexts of war and political uprisings. Even if her novel 

predates the systematization of the discourse of world literature, Samman employs, or 

alludes to, the terms that constitute the jargon of recent world literature theorizations—such 

as translation, reception, circulation, reproduction, and literary dissemination—in a way 

that problematizes their manifestation in academic circles and classroom discussions. I 

argue that in Beirut Nightmares, Samman foreshadows a second facet to the prominent 

criticisms of the field of world literature: the problem with literary reproduction, worldly 

recognition, and power mechanisms underlying translation is not only Euro-American 

domination over such processes but also the state of conceptual and practical obsolescence 

that might befall them in contexts that necessitate the prioritization of the instinct of 

survival over anything else. In the novel, the protagonist realizes that endless production of 

books and worldly recognition cannot compensate for the loss of her intellectual capital and 

her only treasure, her private library. Before the war, the library had been a safe space for 

the protagonist to express her feminist, revolutionary thoughts that permeated her translated 

works and published books. When the war started, the private library becomes a site of 

suspicion: translated works of revolution either got burnt or left to lead a life of their own, a 

life detached from their ‘original’ purpose to be accessible to different cultures and 
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audiences. It then becomes crucial to start where Mani starts: theorizations of world 

literature must acknowledge the role of libraries in housing, evaluating, and disseminating 

world literature. Confining discussions about world literature to classrooms and Euro-

American academia will not fully expose the deficient presence of world literature 

theorizations in relation to contexts of war and political causes and will certainly not 

absolve them from their silence regarding “matters of global significance” (Thornber 115) 

such as trauma and loss of Arab women writers’ intellectual and symbolic capital. 

D. Collecting and Ownership after Escaping the War  
 

Towards the end of the novel, as the protagonist escapes her house in Beirut 

seeking an alternative home, she ponders upon her experience saying:  

"أتذكر وأنسى...أتذكر وأنسى...ففي قاع ذلك كله، هنالك "أنا"...شاسعة أحتوي الحزن والفرح، السقوط   

والوقوف من جدید...أتذكر وأنسى ...أسكب عمري في غربال الزمن، وأترك ثقوب الحقیقة تفصل 

لك العمر الذي قمحه عن شعیره...أتذكر وأنسى...وأحدق جیدا...أتذكر كل ما احترق، كل ذ

خلفته خلفي، كل تلك الأصوات التي احترقت، والصور والأوراق والرسائل والكتب...كل ذلك 

هضمته وتمثلته. وكان علي أن ألفظه من زمن بعید...كل ذلك صار خارج نفسي..." (السمان 

333.(    

       “I remembered, then forgot…And as I did so, I found that at the bottom of it all there 
remained the ‘I’, vast and expansive enough to embrace both sorrow and joy, both 
falling and rising again. Remembering and forgetting, I poured my days into the sieve 
of time and truth, allowing its tiny openings to separate the wheat from the chaff. I 
remembered and I forgot…And I looked closely…I remembered everything that had 
been consumed in the fire, the entire lifetime which I’d left behind, all those voices 
that had gone up in flames: the pictures, the papers, the letters and the books. All of 
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these things, I’d digested, I’d assimilated, I’d taken into my soul, whereas in fact, I 
should have spat them all out long before since—as had now become apparent—all of 
them were actually external to myself” (Samman 375).  

The protagonist’s thoughts do not draw a picture about the afterlife of her private library as 

much as they reflect her own afterlife as an owner and a collector. She realizes that 

although she lost her personal papers, books, and letters, she still has her inner rebellious 

self, untouched and capable of adapting to external and internal turbulences and regaining 

what was lost. She asserts that what she deemed essential to her own being turned out to be 

external to herself. Because her fate is tied to her collection and to the space of her library, 

the moment she loses what she has owned, she feels freer in that she longer has the need to 

hold on to a perishable library. All the conversations, dialogues, and voices that once filled 

the space occupied by her library are now internalized in her head and unconsciously 

absorbed into her being. Feelings of ownership and possession are no longer tied to the 

existence of her books; they are now synonymous with her own self: the library not only 

provides her with a sense of authority over her books and personal space but also grants her 

an irreversible sense of self-worth and confidence that she can re-own, re-possess, and 

reconstruct what the war has taken away. Like the protagonist, Samman’s sense of 

ownership over her mind, actions, and decisions gives her the power to adjust to the several 

losses of her private library and to rebuild her space over and over again. Beirut Nightmares 

is not only a novel about a woman writer trying to make sense of the war outside her 

window while reflecting on the injustices of the world; it is about an Arab feminist writer 

who has lost her private library and intellectual capital but has no recourse for 

compensation other than herself.  
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 
 

A. How Is Beirut Nightmares Relevant Today? 
Chapters one, two, and three demonstrate how Beirut Nightmares is a foundational 

text from which questions about lost Arab women writers’ private libraries could be 

formulated and answered. They also suggest the ways in which the novel foreshadows 

some problematic issues being currently directed at world literature scholarship’s lack of 

engagement with political contexts, wars, and traumas. However, there is a third dimension 

that indicates why reading Beirut Nightmares might be relevant to the current historical 

moment. As I emphasized in chapter two, Samman’s identity is entrenched in controversies 

and different complexities underlying her relationship to Syria and Lebanon. She is 

generally acknowledged by critics to be one of the first-generation writers who wrote about 

the Lebanese civil war from the perspective of a woman. However, in contemporary 

academic discussions about the literature of the Lebanese civil war and post-war Lebanese 

Anglophone literature, Beirut Nightmares is never brought up as a frame of reference 

regarding the phenomenon of writers who have documented the “dailiness” (Cooke 45) of 

war. In fact, current literary approaches to the Lebanese civil war are generally not 

interested in texts that narrate the everydayness of war as much as they are interested in 

complex, fragmented narratives that unpack post-war traumas and anxieties and, more 

importantly, construct alternative epistemological and historiographical approaches to the 

war. Addressing the absence of “political memory” (Haugbolle 193) and the general 

atmosphere of a “state-sponsored amnesia” (ibid.) regarding what happened during the civil 
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war is one of the main themes that occupy recent post-Lebanese civil war novels. Indeed, as 

Saree Makdisi puts it in “Beirut, a City Without History?,” “what drives [postwar Lebanese 

writing] […] is not merely a meditation on the difficulty, or even the impossibility, of 

presenting a straightforward narrative of chronological or diachronic continuity, but rather a 

restless series of experimentations with alternative forms […] of narrative, of remembering, 

of temporality and of subjectivity and identity” (210). Accordingly, reading Beirut 

Nightmares against the post-Lebanese civil war context today might reach a dead end since 

we will arrive at a point where the analysis will devolve into a comparison between first-

generation and third-generation war writing, a theme that does not really fit the fresh 

approach that this chapter is trying to delineate.  

What I suggest is that we make use out of Samman’s complex identity as a Syrian 

writer who, as I mentioned before, was exiled from Syria and fled to Beirut where she 

experienced the Lebanese civil war but left Beirut in 1980 due to the increasing danger of 

war. However, because Samman still visits Beirut from time to time (Al Samman 39) and 

considers it her second home, it is problematic to argue that she was also exiled from Beirut 

during the war. In Anxiety of Erasure: Trauma, Authorship, and the Diaspora in Arab 

Women's Writings, Hanadi Al-Samman characterizes Samman’s experience as diasporic, 

rather than exilic. She writes that Syrian and Lebanese women writers’ such Ghada 

Samman, Hoda Baraket, Hanan Al-Shaykh, and Samar Yazbek experience with 

“authoritarian regimes and the prolonged sixteen-year Lebanese Civil War position[s] them 

in a unique place to access the political traumas of the nation (3) […] and to articulate a 

multiaxial critique of the local, global, and colonial powers that restrict their access to their 
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homelands” (15). While Samman’s diasporic existence enriches her literature and enables 

her to formulate substantial political and cultural opinions about the Arab world, it is 

important to juxtapose her diasporic experience with her exilic one. Samman’s exile from 

Syria is different from the type of exile that other Syrian women writers might have 

experienced. For example, it is problematic to describe Yazbek’s existence as diasporic as 

she was clearly exiled from Syria due to her support of Syrian revolution. Indeed, Yazbek 

is an ‘Alawite writer who is considered to be a significant member of the younger 

generation of Syrian writers. Her works consist of “novels, short stories, film scripts, 

television dramas, and revolutionary diaries” (Al-Samman 40). Her most important recent 

work is Taqātuʿ Nīrān (2011) that was translated to A Woman in the Crossfire: Diaries of 

the Syrian Revolution by Max Weiss in 2012 and “named the winner of the PEN/Pinter 

International Writer of Courage” (Bromley 228). The book recounts Yazbek’s horrific 

experiences with the Syrian regime, specifically at beginning of the Syrian revolution. The 

unapologetic tone of her book, which exposes many hidden brutalities of the Asad regime, 

was the reason why she was forced to flee Syria for Paris (Al-Samman 40). Roger Bromley, 

in “‘Giving Memory a Future’: Women, Writing, Revolution,” comments that “a very long 

way from a room of one’s own, [Yazbek] is constantly monitored and followed, her 

Facebook pages hacked into, and she is forced to move apartments” (228). Unlike Samman, 

who has a library of her own today in Paris, Yazbek’s attempts at enjoying a room or a 

library of her own is forever controlled by the fear of being watched by the Asad regime 

and its supporters. Accordingly, Samman’s and Yazbek’s experiences with exile are quite 

different although they are both feminist and rebellious writers who exhibit severe rejection 
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of authority. However, the fact that Yazbek wrote about Samman’s rebellious life15 poses 

the following questions: Is Samman a possible role model to young Syrian women writers 

such as Yazbek? Given Samman’s ambivalent stance, which I will thoroughly discuss 

below, regarding the Syrian situation today, would Yazbek still hold Samman’s rebellious 

life in high esteem as she had once done when she had written about Samman in 2008, 

before the start of the Syrian revolution (2011)? Juxtaposing Yazbek’s exilic experience 

and political stances with Samman’s helps us identify the deep complexity underlying 

Samman’s identity, specifically in relation to the Syrian revolution/war. This complexity 

should definitely factor into our reading of Beirut Nightmares today.  

 Reading any literary work, whether published before or after the Syrian 

crisis, by any Syrian writer whose writings touch on political matters and embody social 

and cultural statements is ought to be subject to the lens of the immediate context of the 

revolution/war. Indeed, as Bromley puts it, even if some Arab writers “absented themselves 

from the fiction of the moment, for the past decade or so, many have produced, what 

[Ahdaf] Soueif calls ‘texts of critique, of dystopia, of nightmare’” (222). Samman did not 

completely absent herself from the moment; however, she has not expressed any opinion 

about the Syrian revolution/war except for a tweet that seemed in support of the Syrian 

regime but turned out to be tweeted from a fake account under the name of Ghada 

Samman.16 Yet, in 2014, Samman published Yā Dimashq, Wadāʿan that was later 

translated into Farewell, Damascus in 2016 by Nancy Roberts. The novel does not address 

the current Syrian situation but goes back to 1960s Damascus. It traces the life of Zain 

15 See chapter two, pp. 14-15.  
16 See al-Bayari 2.   

109 

                                                           



 

Khayyal, a young university student trying to find freedom of expression amid the political 

and cultural corruption pervading Damascus at that time. Despite the narrative’s alienness 

to the Syrian revolution/war, Samman dedicates her novel to her beloved, “freedom:” 

 وإلى الحبیب الوحید الذي لم أخنه یوماً واسمه
 الحریة ..الحریة ..الحریة..

“And to the beloved I could never betray: Freedom…Freedom…Freedom” (Samman 1).  

It is hard not to associate such dedication to the principal slogan of the Syrian revolution: 

“Freedom…Freedom…Freedom.” At the same time, although Damascus carries Samman’s 

childhood memories, it is questionable to, at this point of time, ‘bid this city farewell’ given 

that it is under the protection of the Syrian army and many Syrians living there are in 

support of the regime, whether willingly or reluctantly. Moreover, none of Samman’s 

publications in al-Quds al-ʿArabī, from 2011 up till today, addresses the Syrian 

revolution/war. However, her silence is not to be taken lightly as her publications suggest 

that she might be more inclined to the side of some Arab intellectuals who do not explicitly 

criminalize the Asad regime’s actions but, at the same time, do not express any support for 

the Syrian revolution. Indeed, her newspaper publications revolve around the same themes 

she wrote about in her novels: the Palestinian cause, gender oppression, sexual repression 

in the Arab world, the general state of political and cultural corruption in Arab states, etc. 

However, in a very recent article, “Qirāʾah fī Faḍīḥat Raʾīs al-Jumhūriyya” (“An Inspection 

into a Republic's President's Scandal”), published on April 14, 2018, Samman addresses the 

US president’s, Donald Trump, decision to respond to Asad’s, in collaboration with Russia, 

use of chemical weapons against Syrian civilians in Douma, southwestern Syria, by 
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announcing, in collaboration with the UK and France, airstrikes against the Syrian regime 

territories. She mocks Trump’s ability to sympathize with Syrian children but, at the same 

time, support Israel’s daily savage attacks on Palestinian lives. While Samman is right in 

pointing out Trump’s outrageous hypocrisy, her decision to, indirectly, address the Syrian 

war for the first time by discussing Trump’s act reveals a greater level of hypocrisy that is 

recently being exhibited by Arab and western leftist parties: having the audacity to write 

about the Palestinian cause in relation to the Syrian war without directly condemning the 

atrocities of the Syrian regime. Opposing the dictatorial and ruthless acts of the Asad 

regime should be second nature to Samman’s rebellious pen and dissenting feminist life. 

Many faithful readers of Samman’s works expected Samman to write about the Syrian war, 

to express solidarity with the rebels, especially since she is one of the staunch proponents of 

individual liberty and freedom of expression and choice. The fact that Samman had written 

about the Lebanese civil war in great detail and vivid expression but did not write about the 

Syrian war in the same manner or spirit raises questions about her complex identity and 

political stance. It also points to Samman’s different situatedness: when she wrote about the 

Lebanese civil war, she was living in Beirut; today, she is living in Paris, detached from 

both Damascus and Beirut—and the Syrian revolution/war. Still, can we possibly read 

Beirut Nightmares against the context of the Syrian revolution/war today? 

First of all, a close reading of how Beirut Nightmares’ protagonist describes the 

civil war reveals Samman’s perplexed perception of the Lebanese civil war. That is, the 

protagonist refers to the civil war going on outside as a revolution, for, in her early 

nightmares, she wonders: “Had I really wanted a revolution without blood? Of course…like 

all artists, I’m full of contradiction. I want revolution, but I don’t want blood” (Samman 

48). In addition, the terminology used by the protagonist to describe moral stances in times 
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of war is not directly relevant to the context of the Lebanese civil war, where there were 

several perpetrators, as much as it is pertinent to a context of a war of a minority or an 

oppressed group against an oppressor or a system of oppression:  

"كل عملیة حیاد هي مشاركة في عملیة قتل یقوم بها ظالم ما ضد مظلوم ما...الأكثریة 

).34مارسة الظلم علیها..." (السمان الصامتة هي الأكثریة المجرمة...انها تشكل اغراء لا یقاوم لم  

“every attempt to maintain neutrality is actually participation in an act of murder committed 

by some oppressor against someone who is oppressed… The silent majority is the criminal 

majority. It presents the oppressor with an irresistible temptation to persist in his practice of 

injustice” (Samman 49).  

The only time the narrator distinguishes between a civil war and a revolution is in 

Nightmare 100 after she imagines her corpse being consumed by rats: “In civil war, as in 

any other, the strong devour the weak at every available opportunity. As for ‘revolution,’ it 

contains within it the seeds of a certain tragic complication—namely, that large numbers of 

the very people it intended to deliver from harm end up being its victims” (Samman 230). 

The protagonist does not consider herself caught up in an opportunistic game of different 

powers fighting each other. Rather, she posits herself as one of the main causers of the war 

and, at the same time, one of the war’s victims. Indeed, after wondering about all the 

revolutionary books she has written and translated, the narrator deduces that 

"مهمة الفنان أن یخلق الثورة لا أن یمارسها... ما جدوى ان یقتل الأدباء في الحرب ما دامت طبیعة 

الفنان  أكثرهم لا تؤهلهم لیكونوا مقاتلین جیدین؟ بایرون كان شاعرا عظیما ومقاتلا فاشلا... من واجب

)! 43ان یبقى على قید الحیاة كي یستمر في أداء رسالته: الكتابة" (السمان   
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“the artist’s function is to create the revolution, not to carry it out (Samman 51) […] What 

good would it do for writers to be killed in the war when most of them aren’t cut out to be 

good fighters anyway? Byron was a great poet but a failure as a fighter […] It is the artist’s 

duty to remain alive in order to continue fulfilling his mission: writing” (Samman 50)!  

As a writer and a translator, the protagonist does not identify with a line of thought of a 

political analyst interested in disentangling the causes of the civil war and identifying geo-

political and historical points of contention; she is interested in devising survival tactics and 

conceiving of what is happening outside through the optic of a revolutionary writer who has 

participated in igniting the ‘revolution.’ The narrator here dismisses the idea of an artist’s 

literary commitment to the political situation and, again, emphasizes the need to develop a 

philosophy of survival during wars. Since writers’ mission is only to instill the idea of 

revolution in people’s minds, they must remain alive in order to continue writing and 

theorizing about the ideals of revolution.  

 Nevertheless, it is important to contextualize the protagonist’s confusion between a 

civil war and a revolution: Beirut Nightmares was written and published during the first 

phase of the Lebanese civil war (1975-1977) that marked to some writers and thinkers a 

revolutionary moment in the history of Lebanon. In “On the Necessity of Writing: Elias 

Khoury and the ‘Birth of the Novel’ in Lebanon,” Mejcher-Atassi writes that when the war 

started in 1975, Khoury fought on the side of the Palestinians. He, for the second time17, 

joined the fidayyin (the Palestinian resistance fighters). However, “the Damour massacre in 

17 The first time he joined the fidayyin was after the Arab defeat in the June War of 1967 
(Mejcher-Atassi 165).  

113 

                                                           



 

January 1976, where the fidayyin killed hundreds of Christian civilians in revenge for the 

siege of the Palestinian refugee camp Tell al-Zaatar (undertaken by Christian militia with 

the support of the Syrian Army) and the massacre of its civilian inhabitants shocked 

Khoury” (165) and caused him to withdraw from active participation in 1976 (ibid.). 

Khoury tells Mejcher-Atassi in an interview about memory and the civil war that the years 

that followed the first phase of the war demonstrated that the war was among the Lebanese 

themselves, not a “war of the others:” “the whole concept of ‘the other’ collapsed after the 

Israeli invasion of 1982. The Palestinians left and war went on. The big massacres of the 

Lebanese civil war took place in the mountains after the Palestinians left. It was between 

the Maronites and the Druze. So who are the others?” (2). The first revolutionary moments 

of the civil war then devolved into a series of nightmares. Accordingly, is it possible that 

the protagonist, like Khoury, experienced the first moments of the civil war as a revolution? 

It is hard to argue along these lines since the protagonist does not exhibit any concrete form 

of active participation in the war; she only engages in self-blame wondering if her 

revolutionary books are what caused the war. She also explicitly states that people were 

already dying before the war started:  

الناس "وصحیح أن عشرات الألوف من الضحایا سقطوا في غمار هذه الحرب التعسة... إلا أن            

كانوا یموتون قبلها بالآلاف أیضا: كانوا یموتون قهرا وكمدا وجوعا وفقرا وبؤسا وغضبا 

).282وجهلا...كانوا یموتون بصمت... وسرا..." (السمان   

          “Although it’s true that tens of thousands of people were now losing their lives in the 
throes of this miserable war, it’s nevertheless also true that people had been 
perishing by the thousands prior to the bloodshed as well. They’d been dying of 
tyranny and inequity, heartsickness and worry, hunger, destitution, rage and 
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ignorance. And they’d been dying in silence in the secrecy of anonymity” (Samman 
326).  

 Tyranny, hunger, ignorance, worry, and inequity are, at least intuitively, immediate reasons 

for causing uprisings and revolutions. They do not form the precise starting point of the 

Lebanese civil war. Indeed, the protagonist does not refer to any of the massacres that 

marked the beginning of the first phase of the civil war, specifically the Bus Massacre18, 

deemed the starting point of the civil war (April 13, 1975), where twenty-eight Palestinian 

civilians were killed in a bus in Ain el-Rammaneh. Hence, there is a certain discrepancy 

between how the protagonist and other Arab writers, who actually took up arms in the first 

days of war, conceive of the beginnings of the Lebanese civil war as a revolution. The 

protagonist’s version of the first revolutionary days of the war signifies a more abstract 

perception of a revolution, one that emanates from her rebellious thoughts as an Arab 

feminist writer and one that fits a context of an oppressed and marginalized group fighting 

for their freedom and rights.  

 In fact, the earlier distinction that the narrator makes between a civil war and a 

revolution applies to the different contexts of the Lebanese civil war and the Syrian war. As 

18 This massacre was a consequence of several events: after the Palestinian Liberation 
Organization (PLO) and its fidayyin were expelled from Jordan by the Jordanian Armed 
Forces (JAF) in 1970 during a period that is referred to as “Black September,” the PLO 
took Beirut as the center of its operations against Israel (Mejcher-Atassi 165). Tensions 
started growing between the Phalangists and members of the PLO. On April 13, 1975, 
some PLO fighters had an altercation with Phalangists near a Greek Orthodox church in 
Ain el Rammaneh. The altercation ended with the driver of the PLO vehicle being killed. 
Later during the day, another group, not the PLO, carried a drive-by shooting that ended up 
killing three bodyguards of the leader of the Phalangist group, Pierre Gemayel. The 
Phalangists immediately accused the PLO and took their revenge by committing the bus 
massacre that brought to the fore the sectarian hostilities that caused the eruption of the 
Lebanese civil war.  
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I mentioned before, the former was a result of sectarian conflicts and power struggles. In 

“Public and Private Memory of the Lebanese Civil War,” Sune Haugbolle, who wrote 

extensively about the Lebanese civil war and about the Syrian political and cultural 

landscape since Hafiz al-Asad’s reign, remarks that the Lebanese civil war ended on the 

following note: “la ghalib la maghlub (no victor, no vanquished)” (193). It started and 

ended as a war among several internal and external perpetrators. However, calling the 

current Syrian war a ‘civil war’ not only erases the early peaceful phase of the Syrian 

revolution but also masks the identity of the major perpetrator, the Asad regime. 19 It is 

important to mention that the revolution that Samman’s protagonist had in her mind might 

not have been similar to the 2011 Syrian revolution as this would result in a contextual 

confusion between Syria today and Syria during the 1970s when Hafiz al-Asad’s dictatorial 

regime, along with the Ba’th party, started controlling the cultural field of production in 

Syria (Mejcher-Atassi 4). However, In Dissident Syria: Making Oppositional Arts Official, 

published before the Syrian revolution, Cooke identifies two Syrias: one infused in the 

national ideology of Al Asad’s dictatorship and one represented by “dissident patriots 

[who] seek a space to express their conscience and their creativity in circumstances 

unimaginable to most outsiders” (3). The latter group pushes towards a counter-discursive 

19 Word choices such ‘revolution’ and ‘civil war’ are often employed to reflect a person’s 
political stance regarding the Syrian situation. Those who support the Syrian regime tend to 
call it a ‘civil war’ while those against the regime call it a ‘revolution.’ However, the Syrian 
revolution did not devolve into a war the same way Khoury describes the transition from a 
revolution to a civil war in Lebanon. As I mentioned before, the early revolutionary phase 
of the Lebanese civil war was mostly articulated by writers and intellectuals who fought on 
the side of Palestinians but were then traumatized by many horrific events as the war went 
on. The case is completely different when it comes to Syria as the Syrian revolution started 
in opposition of one regime that controlled, and still controls, the cultural, political, and 
social scene in Syria.  
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tradition and an alternative form of cultural production in Syria. Cooke brings up the names 

of several Syrian playwrights, authors, and artists who expressed political dissidence in 

their literature: Colette Khoury, Ghada Al-Samman, Saadallah Wannous, Ghassan Al Jabai, 

etc. Indeed, in Dancing in Damascus: Creativity, Resilience, and the Syrian Revolution, 

published in 2017, Cooke reiterates the same names of Syrian “artists-activists” (1) who 

were involved in acts of political dissent since the 1970s; she effectively argues that the 

2011 voices of opposition were not unique to contemporary Syrian cultural history, that 

“the new challenge was no longer the censor, but rather the enormity of the experience” (7). 

A major obstacle to the narrativization of the Syrian revolution is not the production of 

dissident literature but the possibility of gathering the experience of old and new forms of 

political and cultural dissidence in coherent forms of writing.  

Moreover, like Cooke, in “Imprisonment, Truth Telling and Historical Memory in 

Syria,” Haugbolle plumbs the depths of the topic of political dissidence in Syria. He 

explains that in previously Hafiz Al Asad’s (1971-2000) and currently Bashar Al Asad’s 

(2000-) Syrias, “enforced consensus and compliance with the political regime in the public 

sphere belie a range of practices of resistance in private and semi-private situations” (261-

262). Al Asad’s political and cultural surveillance did not prevent dissidence from being 

performed privately. In addition, Haugbolle explains political dissidence in Syria in terms 

of public and private spheres to emphasize the importance of private spaces in initiating and 

mobilizing resistive lifestyles; more specifically, he tackles political dissidence in Syria 

through focusing on how “Syrian cultural production has dealt extensively with the 

psychological and social effects of imprisonment, fear and state violence” (263). Cultural 
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production in Syria is horribly conditioned and restricted by a collective accumulation of 

traumatic prison experiences, of distressing encounters with the reckless oppressive 

mechanisms of the Asad regime. Indeed, Cooke rightly points out that the ongoing 

production of post-2011 cultural creativity in Syria “emerges cathartically out of a brutal 

past” (8). Therefore, whether the context is 1970s Syria or today’s Syria, the reason behind 

the protagonist’s potential imagination of a revolution in her home country stems from the 

same roots.  

Nevertheless, I do not claim that Samman foreshadows the 2011 Syrian revolution 

in her text. I argue that through her choice to represent the protagonist’s library as a 

contentious space out of which a revolution emerged, Samman sets the stage for thinking 

about the revolutionary practices that take place in the secret zones of private libraries of 

dissident Syrians. In fact, what is unique about the manifestation of cultural and political 

dissidence in post-2011 Syria is the emphasis on dissent through space, particularly through 

private or secret libraries. In July 2016, the BBC reported about “Syria’s secret library,” an 

underground library founded in Daraya in 2012. The library consists of books collected 

under the rubble, of books rescued from the wreckage. It was founded by a group of Syrian 

rebels who deem the library an escape from the ugly reality of the war.20 More recently, in 

February 2017, the American University of Beirut had welcomed and integrated Sa’adallah 

Wannous’s, the renowned Syrian playwright, private library into its library collections. In 

the lecture, “Unpacking Sa’dallah Wannous’s Private Library at AUB,” Mejcher-Atassi 

20 See Delphine Minoui’s Les Passeurs de livres de Daraya - Une bibliothèque secrète en 
Syrie. Paris: Seuil, 2017.  
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described Wannous’s private library as an active space that incorporates endless rooms for 

political dissidence and creativity. These two examples, among others that include 

YouTube videos about Syrian refugees founding their own private libraries abroad,21 

indicate that there is an emerging discourse about how private libraries in Syria play a 

significant role in harboring and activating political dissent.  

However, Samman’s protagonist’s private library and Samman’s own library are 

not only sites of political dissent but also spaces that express feminist rebellion against 

cultural norms and patriarchal forms of knowledge production. Between the burning of the 

protagonist’s private library and Samman’s reconstruction of her library in Paris today, a lot 

of knowledge is lost and regained. Whether Samman supports the Syrian revolution or not, 

her act of rebuilding her private library for the third time reflects Syrian dissidents’ 

determination to have their own libraries as private spaces that help them voice 

nonconformist opinions and develop their intellectual capital away from Asad’s cultural 

surveillance; at the same time, Samman’s act reminds us of many Arab women writers who 

either lost their private libraries in times of war or were deprived of that space by family or 

society. This thesis suggests that world literature proponents should highlight forms of 

literary and cultural dissidence in private libraries and secret zones of “unwitnessed” 

(Manguel 51) reading and writing practices and push towards a discourse that 

acknowledges the impact of political causes and traumas on the questionable ability of 

21 See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9PJHMErdL_A; 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JSr9CufN-w4; 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=10PyJD3c1x8  
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worldly appreciation and literary circulation to compensate for irreversible losses of 

cultural and symbolic capitals.  
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