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ABSTRACT 
OF THE THESIS OF 

 
Leen Bassam Jradi          for   Master of Arts 
        Major:  English Literature 
 
Title: Lettering Narratives of Love and Resistance: Palestinian Life Writing and the Art 
of the Letter in Ghassan Kanafani’s Fiction 

Ghassan Kanafani, a multifaceted writer known as a Palestinian poet, playwright, 
novelist, and political activist, is associated with myriad labels, yet the notion of letter 
writing remains neglected as part of his legacy, despite its prominence. Kanafani's love 
letters to the writer and colleague Ghada Al Samman, published by her two decades after 
his assassination, have revealed a previously unknown aspect of his life and stirred 
controversy.  

While Kanafani’s personal letters came to the forefront posthumously, his fictional 
works, including Ma Tabakka Lakum (1966), translated by May Jayyusi and Jeremy Reed 
(2004) and the poignant Waraqa Min Gaza (1956), translated by the Tricontinental 
Society of London (1980), become solid proofs to his deliberate use of letters as integral 
components of both fiction and reality. Unlike other literary genres, letters enter into the 
“private” domain, addressing sensitivities concealed from public scrutiny. Kanafani, 
however, employs letters, which are personal and sentimental in his fictional works, to 
stress the enduring Israeli-Palestinian war – an ongoing Nakba – by expressing themes 
related to identity, displacement, exile, estrangement, and resistance. By incorporating 
letters into his fictional works, Kanafani crosses the borders of this private discourse, 
transforming these exchanges into potent instruments of resistance, steadfastness 
(Sumud), and survival in the face of exile, while preserving their inherent personal entity 
and transporting/translating it into his fictional works.  

This thesis aims to introduce Kanafani as a “man of letters” amongst the many other labels 
the world ascribes him to. The Dictionary of Merriam Webster defines the term “men of 
letters” as “a person who creates a written work”, usually associating these persons as 
white male writers' part of the literary cannon whether in English or American literature. 
However, I also draw on the Arabic word adab and its history in relation to resistance 
literature to take this rigid definition and try to modify it entirely in the context of Arabic 
and Palestinian literature in the case of Ghassan Kanafani. I use the term “man of letters” 
to serve a double meaning not only to show that Kanafani was a person who created 
numerous literary works, but who implemented the art of letter writing not only as a 
means of communication to stay in touch with friends and fellow writers in his life but 
also in most of his fictional works. That is to emphasize the significance of letter writing 
in his literary oeuvre. The second chapter will explore letters in his life, particularly the 
correspondences with Al-Samman, his son Fayez, and his niece Lamis. The third chapter 
will examine the role of letters in his fictional works, elucidating their thematic and 
narrative significance. This thesis concludes by underscoring the overlooked yet 
indispensable role of letter writing within resistance literature (Adab al-Muqawama), a 
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term Kanafani coined, revealing how letters, even after Kanafani’s death, write back as 
is evident in the letters that his family and friends addressed to him after his passing.  

 
Keywords: Letter writing, Life writing, Palestine, Resistance, Sumud, Ghassan Kanafani 
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PROLOGUE 
 
 
“After all, in the 
final analysis, man is a cause.” 
Ghassan Kanafani, Return to Haifa, p. 181  
 

As I awake from my sleep today, I find my thoughts scrambled like my eggs for breakfast. 

I think of my thesis and what to write, and the more I spill my words, the more my coffee 

turns bitter and I scratch words off my papers. It seems almost poetic, to be in search of 

one’s meaning when writing. I believe for far too long this summer; I was staring at the 

canvas of what was to be my thesis; dreading that it will be devoid of what is personal or 

what is of meaning. My July was slow. It took a toll on me as I felt I had so much to say 

and so little time. How can we fit all that we want to say in the confined spaces of paper? 

When does one stop writing; I wonder? It is July now, and I am reminded of many things. 

These summers bring me much loss, remind me of lives I have not lived and ones I am 

yet to embark on. I sit comfortably at my desk at home, lighting a cinnamon scented 

candle. I always prepare for Autumn before it even arrives; something about the death 

and birth of things excites me. I sit at my desk; the sky is blue and tainted with white 

cotton clouds. Outside, my lavenders grow purple, my basils are ready to be plucked, and 

my coffee stains my mouse pad. I sit to write and I am fragmented. The only thing that I 

find order in is through writing letters to people or bulleted notes on the side, but never a 

whole story. I believe in Virginia Woolf’s words, “nothing has really happened until it 

has been recorded,”  we are all just finding different ways to record things that happened 

because it is the only reminder of validating our existence. It is July, and another peaceful 

morning of me trying to write, but even peace is disrupted by the mere instability of space 

itself. 
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I hear a crack in the sky. The glass comes and goes. Ebbs and flows. The glass, almost 

shattering on top of my head, my desk, and my letters…decides to stay in place. I hear 

the loud thud in the sky; the thudding sound of a close death. Death comes close, and I 

record it. I write a poem:  

I wait. 
I listen. 
I wait and wait and wait. 
The curtain flies in the kitchen, 
touching and hitting the window each time. 
Outside, 
Autumn wind blows, 
blue skies are tasted 
with the smoke of white clouds. 
I wait. 
The guavas are growing on the trees, 
the birds still chirp their morning songs, 
and I remember school days 
and the sound of children playing and running free 
in the playground. 
I hear laughter in the back of my mind, 
mixed with songs played in my earphones 
on the afternoon bus ride back home. 
I wait, 
and a woman dries her laundry in the building facing me, 
the dog barks in the distance, 
the chickens struggle to lay their eggs, 
cars pass by, 
another blue sky, 
just another day. 
I wait, 
for a sound 
that will sonically 
bleed my ears, 
and pull the curtains of our kitchen 
leaving windows with no glass, 
leaving tables naked 
with no cloth, 
leaving us with cracked chests. 
I wait, 
and a flock of birds 
migrate above my head, 
and in that blue sky, 
the sun still shines, 
as though it is just another 
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ordinary day, 
but the wind strikes, 
and the walls echo back and forth, 
like flouncing a blanket on a bed, 
like a soul suffering to leave its body, 
like grey clouds that don’t pour. 
I wait for a sound, 
and estimate 
whether it’s an explosion 
or just another voice in the landscape, 
background music to this endless, 
horror show. 
I wait for all this anxiety to end, 
to not have to expect, 
that one day 
I will open my phone, 
and the cover page of the news 
is my best friend’s house 
who I used to play with in school? 
I wait 
for the mountains of the South, 
to only grow trees, 
instead of carrying the seedless seeds 
of unexploded bombs. 
I wait for the green, 
that we have not seen 
for a while now, 
except the color of black 
and charcoal, 
and the smell of corpses 
mounting on each other 
from miles away. 
I wait, 
I wave, 
to the sky above me. 
I wait for the August rain, 
hoping it will wash away 
all these worries that taint my brain, 
all this waiting 
that leaves me on edge. 
I wait for the silence to stay, 
but today, 
the noise is what becomes promising. 

 

July was filled with sonic booms from the enemy. An enemy that tries to hurt me 

and those I love, and to fight is to write. It is July, and somehow driving through the 
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streets of Hazmieh still reminds me of the past. It is July 8, 1972 and a booming sound 

explodes in Hazmieh; a booby trap stuck to a car. I hear the sounds of children screaming, 

a woman lamenting. My ghost hovers over in time and place, only to find Ghassan 

Kanafani’s limbs and what was left of his niece. The enemy hurts those who fight with 

their pen  . I bled through the news of his death. This July, I made a visit to his grave, 

performing a prayer. We made a joke about how we thought he’d die of his critical 

diabetic condition, but ended up being shredded to pieces at such a young age. I search 

for meaning; for peace of mind. I found it in Kanafani’s letters. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION: “AN INTERCOURSE WITH GHOSTS”    
 

Why do people write letters? I always seemed to ponder upon this question as 

to why people send each other letters and exchange them within a temporal space. Then 

I started reading Kafka’s love letters to Milena, and in the first few lines of the book, I 

read that: 

Writing letters is actually an intercourse with ghosts, and by no means just with the ghost 

of the addressee but also with one’s own ghost, which secretly evolves inside the letters 

one is writing (p.ix). 

It is true that when writing letters to a specific person, one is also writing not just 

to oneself but about oneself. Some part of the writer’s persona is poured with the ink onto 

the paper where the letter unfolds. We are all just shedding different parts of ourselves. 

Kafka describes letter writing as an “intercourse with ghosts” because we write letters to 

people we are separated from through time and space. The act of writing to a human we 

can’t see becomes the act of writing to ghosts, waiting for them to reconnect with us. 

Waiting for their words to echo back in our chambers under the candlelight, the same way 

we wait for emails and text messages to reach us in a matter of minutes or seconds. 

 I sit in the wake of the night. The smell of the burning cinnamon vanilla candle 

filling my nostrils with a lingering sweetness. Around me are the burning shadows of 

myself, as a writer that sheds her own skin. I search for a paper and touch the crispiness 

of its edges. A finger cut and I bleed ink on the icy surface. I start bleeding. I become the 

ghost. 
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I write a letter to a stranger almost on a yearly basis. Tasting the bitterness of my 

cappuccino at a local coffee shop; I lick the corners of the envelope and seal my words 

in… locked in. I hand over the letter to the barista and tell her to give it to a stranger I 

have chosen. We all make articulate choices as writers; mostly in anonymity. The letter 

is sent and I remain the obscure writer from behind the window. This ritual that I have so 

committed to heals me; it has become my refuge. As the world forges insanity on our 

minds, writing has become the space that keeps me sane. I hold onto the writing of letters 

because it unshackles the chains that confine human connection. In solitude, I take notes. 

To letter is to let go.   

Growing up and always being someone who writes letters to those she loves, from 

family and friends to complete strangers, I understood that there is a part of me in every 

letter. Then, during my first year of graduate school at AUB, I was taking the Introductory 

graduate course with Dr. Sonja Mejcher-Atassi, and she provoked a question in class as 

to what genre or scope of literature we were mostly interested to discover more. I felt like 

I was leaning more into biographies and personal lives of writers, and in specificity, the 

art of letter writing. That was when we had a conversation post class and she 

recommended that I check out Ghassan Kanafani’s letters to Ghada Al-Samman. I 

remember that I was in utter surprise to know that Ghassan Kanafani, whom I was familiar 

with most of his works, wrote letters! I recall that when I went home that day, I 

immediately searched the book online because apparently it was banned in Lebanese 

libraries because of the amount of criticism and backlash it got due to the context of the 

book. I found the book online in PDF in Arabic, and I printed it out. That day, I completely 

fell in love with Kanafani’s writing, with how he writes, and how he fought through those 

love letters. I recall getting bundles of questions in my head that stirred up a whole 
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conversation within myself. Questions like, “where are Al-Samman’s letters to 

Kanafani?” or “Why were such private and intimate letters published to be seen by eyes 

of the public and how does it affect our perception of Kanafani as an author if one knew 

the rest of his works”? A lot of questions stirred up in my mind; ones that are moulding 

my thesis right now.  

A year later in August of 2022, I was contacted by an old friend of mine who had 

told me that he had left a gift for me that I would love and that it would be the first 

stepping stone to writing my thesis. I got so excited and, on my toes, until I saw him pull 

out the book of Ghassan Kanafani’s letters to Ghada Al-Samman. My heart stopped and 

tears fell from my eyes when I went back home because he said “I got this from a local 

library in Gaza”. To have this book in my hands was like carrying an entire treasure trove, 

but to know it had travelled from Gaza…that filled my heart. I carried in my hands the 

letters of two ghosts in exile having an intercourse through their letters. Letters that have 

resisted the atrocities of war.  

As I read through the letters every day, some bits of my soul were dispersed. There 

was so much pain in reading Kanafani. Reading his others works, too, from Men in the 

Sun (Rijal Fi Al-Shams, 1963) to All That’s Left for You (Ma Tabakka Lakum, 1966), 

placed me in the shoes of exile and the experience of feeling and being displaced from 

one’s own homeland. Kanafani did not write letters like any other writer or person would, 

and seeing that he narrated stories through these letters made me notice that he did so 

much with this genre... this genre that enforces its appearance as private and personal.  

A key aspect of my thesis is the English translation of Ghassan Kanafani’s letters 

to Ghada al-Samman, a body of work that has not been available digitally or in English 

before. This translation is important because it fills a significant gap in the study of 
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Kanafani’s work; setting his letters as part of not just Arabic Literature, but World 

Literature. While his published works are widely known, his personal letters have largely 

remained out of reach for non-Arabic readers. 

These letters take us into Kanafani’s private thoughts, his struggles, and his 

relationships, especially with al-Samman. In translating these letters, I have sought not 

only to portray the literal meaning but also to preserve the emotional and political depth 

of his words. By making these letters accessible in English, I want to provide a new lens 

through which Kanafani can be understood: not just as a political figure, but simply as a 

storyteller. 

This translation is a significant addition to the study of Kanafani’s contributions 

to literature and resistance on the one hand, but also the in-depth research around the 

epistolary as a form of storytelling. It opens up new avenues for research on personal 

writer perspectives, as well as the universal themes of exile, identity, and resistance. 

But, in order for me to truly see and understand Kanafani and his art form of the 

letter, I had to go back in time and ask myself the same question: why do literary writers, 

in particular, write letters? Not everyone writes letters, but it is about writers who used 

these letters as a way to create and communicate. When literary writers write letters and 

exchange them between one another, they are doing two things: 

1. changing the form of what a traditional letter is  

2. communicating with a particular audience to deliver a specific, narrow, and 

clear message that is often blurred in long narratives.  
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A. Belles Lettres & the History of Letter Writing 

Why do people write letters? What is it that drives them to bring a paper and a 

pen, to sit and prepare their thoughts before uttering them in ink? What is this craft of the 

letter and how and where did it begin? 

As defined by Britannica, the term "belles lettres" is not absolute in its definition 

and can "refer generally to poetry, fiction, drama, etc., or more specifically to light, 

entertaining, sophisticated literature" (1999). In literal translation, it means "beautiful 

letters" or "fine letters". Contrastingly, even though the word "letter" is part of the term, 

it does not necessarily belong to the genre of the epistolary or letter writing, such that it 

can range from poetry to prose.   

 Belles lettres mainly started in Anglo-Saxon America when the colonies were 

celebrating and reflecting on their tremendous successes. But what did that mean? That 

now there existed a community of "settlers" who took refuge in the New World, and in 

this comforting settlement, they no longer wrote histories…but essays (Nordquist,2020).   

 The origin of Belles-lettres started as a literary genre in 17th century France, but 

the English did not change the French term but occasionally translated it to "polite letters" 

(Nordquist,2020). We can see that such a term in French could mean three or more 

different things in English translation and with respect to different time periods.    

 "Belles-lettres denotes a linguistic self-consciousness testifying to the superior 
education of both writer and reader, who come together more through literature 
than through life. Or rather, they meet in a world reconstructed by literature, for 
belles-lettres makes life literary, adding an aesthetic dimension to morality." 
(Myra Jehlen and Michael Warner, The English Literatures of America, 1500-
1800. Routledge, 1997)" (Nordquist,2020).  

   

Nevertheless, the term itself did not stay only as a literary genre but transformed 

into a literary style of writing, that of which is known as "Bellestristic Style" which is "A 
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piece of prose writing…that is characterized by a casual, yet polished and pointed, 

essayistic elegance" (Nordquist,2020). Unlike the essay, however, which is experimental 

in nature and often known to have a disordered form of order, it seems that the bellestristic 

style of writing is experimental yet at the same time thriving to achieve a certain 

perfection instead of truth or conclusion. In a sense, this aspiring tendency to turn a 

writing into "fineness" in the bellestristic style is surely influenced by the Romantics. 

This faded away with modernism as writing became more liberated and far from 

"fineness" yet closer to "genuine expressionism".   

 Seeing the root of the term belles lettres goes back to colonization and that it was 

primarily used by "settlers" or "refugees" and not by colonizers or "occupiers" makes this 

genre and style a space for narrating the life and harsh experiences of the indigenous. 

Kanafani as such, a refugee, a forcefully displaced Palestinian, uses the "belles lettres" in 

his private and public letters (all which are personal in their tone of voice) to not only 

construct the narratives of Palestinians of pre and post Nakba, but to address anyone who 

is unaware to the atrocities that have been taking place targeting Palestinians since 1948 

by the Israeli army.      

On another note, and in Western literature, the tradition of letter writing can be 

traced back to ancient times. The Roman philosopher Seneca and the early Christian 

apostle Paul both wrote letters to convey philosophical and theological ideas, 

respectively. These letters were often written with careful attention to style and rhetoric 

combining personal reflection with broader philosophical or religious discourse.   

 The tradition continued through the Middle Ages and Renaissance, with figures 

such as Petrarch and Erasmus using letters to discuss humanist ideas and also personal 

reflections. The Enlightenment period was abundant with letter writing and writers as a 
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literary form, with notable works such as the letters of Voltaire and the correspondences 

between John and Abigail Adams who were acclaimed political figures at the time 

(Altman, 1982).  

 If we narrow down this road to Arabic literature, the art of letter writing or what 

we usually call  fann al-risala has also been a respected and much acknowledged genre, 

often used to express personal, political, and philosophical ideas. This genre has its roots 

in the classical Arabic tradition, where letters were used not only for communication but 

also as a means of artistic expression. Scholars such as Ibn al-Muqaffa’ and Al-Jahiz 

employed the letter form to discuss philosophical and moral issues by blending prose with 

poetry to create works of enduring beauty and intellectual depth (Allen, 2000).   

The belles lettres tradition in Arabic literature focuses on the aesthetic and 

emotional qualities of letters such that they had a profound influence on European 

literature and in particular during the Middle Ages. During that time, Arabic culture, 

through translations, changed the intellectual perceptions and perspectives of people. As 

Maria Rosa Menocal, who is a prominent medieval art historian, argues, much of cultural 

transformation in medieval Europe, especially during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, 

was directly influenced by Arabic scholarship and literature which travelled across 

Europe in translations and changed humanistic and poetic traditions forward (2003). She 

writes that:  

Medieval literary culture is in general terms—even without the problem of the 
Arabic connection—susceptible to historical invisibility in many of its 
incarnations. And how much truer this is for that rich culture of translation of the 
Middle Ages that runs the gamut from the scientific and technological materials 
with which the translation movement from Arabic to Latin began in the early 
twelfth century to the translations of so much of the imperial culture of Adab (the 
vast “genre” in Arabic traditionally translated as “belles lettres” but perhaps better 
understood as “humanistic study”) into Castilian at the end of the thirteenth 
century—and which ended up including works like a version of the mi’raj, the 
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apocryphal narrative of the Prophet’s ascent to Heaven and descent to Hell whose 
connection to Dante is still bitterly disputed (Menocal, 2003). 
  

Furthermore, this tradition followed its steps into modern Arabic literature, with 

figures like Gibran Khalil Gibran and Taha Hussein whose letters have gained much 

recognition and popularity and which explore both personal yet philosophical and 

existential themes (Holt, 2018).   

 Historically speaking, letters have served a double function, acting as both 

personal accounts or documents of the human life but also serving as political statements. 

This duality is particularly strong in the context of resistance literature, where letters are 

written in political contexts. For instance, during the First World War when technology 

was primitive and sending a text in one second to a loved one didn’t exist, letters were 

sent to inform the families of soldiers and fighters if their member was lost or killed in 

action. Not to mention that during that war, many letters between soldiers and their 

families or their lovers were constantly exchanged from the scene of the battle-field. The 

letter within the space of war fights and resists and that is a greater form of love.  

A letter, by all factual means, is an exchange. In most cases, it is a private 

exchange between a sender and a recipient who know one another on some particular 

level. Letters can be exchanged between friends, lovers, family members, or even 

strangers. In my personal opinion, letters can be written to anyone and can be about 

anything. The letter is not constricted by its genre in comparison to other genres in 

literature. The act of letter writing, especially during war or separation, becomes the 

lifeline between loved ones, yet it is fraught with uncertainty and longing. It is not just 

the uncertainty of not receiving the letters back, but the uncertainty of a lost life that she 

won’t hear about until the war ends and storms subside, and what is left is the void. We 
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also learn from letters that there is a delay in receiving them from the recipient which 

creates a temporal dislocation, where the sender and the recipient exist in different 

moments of time and place evoking a sense of disconnectedness and dislocation.  

 The history and tradition of letter writing, from its roots in belles lettres to its use 

in times of war has taken many roles and left many impacts, but of those many is that of 

resistance. In the context of Ghassan Kanafani’s literary legacy, letters are not just mere 

handwritten papers but they transcend their immediate purpose to become acts that defy 

the erasure of an identity... the Palestinian identity and the silence that outweighs it.  

Similarly, Ghassan Kanafani was of the modern writers in the Arab World who 

practiced the "belles lettres" in transformation and we can safely say that his writing was 

style bellestristic. He constructed "beautiful letters", away from what beautiful could 

romantically signify, yet they were not necessarily "polite" ones. This impoliteness comes 

from the staggering translation of raw graphic imageries of the Palestinian self, identity, 

and experience through everyday life. Even though, the belles lettres might have 

transitioned differently in modernity, but Kanafani used it to transition in writing as well. 

Kanafani’s letters whether private or public correspondences, embody a resilience that 

endures struggle in search of an identity that is slowly being stripped away... occupied 

and left hollow. Letter writing as an action in Kanafani’s work is not merely a personal 

expression of him as a writer alone but has become a collective voice echoing and telling 

the stories of the Palestinian people. Through understanding the history of letter writing 

and the belles lettres, it is safe to set the stage for Ghassan Kanafani as a “man of letters”, 

whose private and public correspondences have gained but little attention.  

The term “man of letters” historically refers to a scholar or author that is deeply 

engaged in literary pursuits. This designation encompasses a broader intellectual 
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engagement with literature, culture, and society. A “man of letters” is someone who 

dedicates their life to the study, creation, and dissemination of literary works, often 

influencing cultural and intellectual discourse through their writing.    

The concept of the “man of letters” has changed tremendously over time. In the 

17th and 18th centuries, it described individuals who were not just writers but also public 

intellectuals that were involved in cultural and political debates of their time. Figures such 

as Voltaire, Samuel Johnson, and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe exemplified this 

archetype in Europe. They were revered not only for their literary creations but also for 

their contributions to philosophical and social thought. As Richard Nordquist notes:    

Belles-lettres denotes a linguistic self-consciousness testifying to the superior 
education of both writer and reader, who come together more through literature 
than through life. Or rather, they meet in a world reconstructed by literature, for 
belles-lettres makes life literary, adding an aesthetic dimension to morality 
(2019).  

 

Kanafani uses the letter as a form to construct this life and to remind his readers 

of their morality and existence. Much like Albert Camus, Kanafani provoked 

existentialist thought through his letters. In Camus’ work, specifically in The Myth of 

Sisyphus, existentialism starts with the absurdity of life and the search for meaning in a 

world devoid of any inherent purpose. Kanafani, similarly, challenges his readers to 

confront the harsh realities of life and specifically the struggle to resist as a Palestinian 

who  exists under occupation. He, a man of his letters, wanted to remind people of 

Palestine, that Palestine existed and that the Palestinian people existed and are still alive. 

Kanafani’s letters are a “record” of a living, and by reading him we are reminded of life, 

and more specifically of Palestinian life. 
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B. Ghassan Kanafani as a Man of Letters 

It is always difficult to introduce an author because we are introducing a person, 

and oftentimes we forget to create the distinction between author and person. It is even 

more difficult to introduce a person in exile, because they are in search of their own 

personhood. However, we present what we know, most and this is what I know about 

Kanafani.  

Ghassan Kanafani, was born in 1936 in Akka, Palestine, and more specifically in 

Palestine under the British Mandate. This was the same year that marked the beginning 

of the Arab General Strike which was a widespread and coordinated form of resistance 

against the British colonial rule and Zionist movement. The 1936-39 rebellion was one 

of the largest anti-colonial uprisings anywhere in the British Empire during the interwar 

period, and the first sustained nationalist rebellion in the modern Arab world. The strike 

,which then turned into the Great Revolt, was a direct response to British policies that 

facilitated mass Jewish immigration and land purchases at the expense of Palestinian 

farmers and tenants. The British brutally supressed the revolt, exiling key Palestinian 

leaders, destroying villages, and imprisoning thousands which severely weakened 

Palestinian society and left it politically fragmented by the time of Kanafani’s age. As 

Rashid Khalidi notes in his book The Hundred Years War on Palestine: 

The intifada was a spontaneous, bottom-up campaign of resistance, born of an 
accumulation of frustration and initially with no connection to the formal political 
Palestinian leadership. As with the 1936–39 revolt, the intifada’s length and 
extensive support was proof of the broad popular backing that it enjoyed. The 
uprising was also flexible and innovative, developing a coordinated leadership 
while remaining locally driven and controlled. Among its activists were men and 
women, elite professionals and businesspeople, farmers, villagers, the urban poor, 
students, small shopkeepers, and members of virtually every other sector of 
society. Women played a central role, taking more and more leadership positions 
as many of the men were jailed and mobilizing people who were often left out of 
conventional male-dominated politics (p. 187). 
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The political and social chaos that shaped this time period profoundly affected the 

personal life and experiences of Kanafani. His family was part of a growing middle class 

in Acre, and he began his early education at the Collège des Frères, a French-language 

missionary school in Jaffa. However, even as a young boy, Kanafani would have been 

acutely aware of the broader struggle that was going around him. By 1948, the political 

tensions in Palestine were enjoined during the Nakbah or the Catastrophe, a term that 

Palestinians have inscribed to talk about the violent displacement of more than 750,000 

people and the destruction or depopulation of over 400 villages. Khalidi states that the 

catastrophic nature of this event was not just a consequence of war, it was a deliberate 

campaign of expulsion: 

These problems were compounded by intractable Palestinian internal differences 
that endured after the defeat of the revolt, and by the absence of modern 
Palestinian state institutions. The Nakba was only finally made possible, however, 
by massive global shifts during World War II (p. 68). 
 

Acre, which is Kanafani’s birthplace, was one of the many cities captured during 

this period; forcing his family to flee. Leaving them bereft of their homes, lands, and 

possessions, and condemned to exile, Kanafani’s displacement was part of a larger pattern 

that Khalidi describes as the systematic uprooting of Palestinians (p.261). The Kanafani 

family first sought refuge in southern Lebanon, settling briefly in the Ain El-Helwe 

refugee camp in Saida. Living conditions in such camps were terrible, full of 

overcrowding, poverty, and a pervasive sense of loss. Khalidi stresses: 

Like the characters in the short novel “Men in the Sun”, by the Palestinian writer 
Ghassan Kanafani, however, they did not always find this route easy, for it often 
involved alienation, isolation, and, as when Palestinians attempted to cross 
frontiers with their refugee papers, even tragedy (p.97). 
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Eventually, Kanafani’s family relocated to Damascus, Syria, where they began to rebuild 

their lives. These formative experiences of exile became all that Kanafani wrote about 

later in his work, both as a writer and as a political activist. Khalidi, having been a close 

friend of Kanafani’s and one who has seen his funeral, says:  

Among the literary figures whose ideas and images played a major role in the 
revival of Palestinian identity, Kanafani was perhaps the most prominent prose 
writer and the most widely translated. His five novellas, notably Men in the Sun 
(1963) and Return to Haifa (1969), are widely popular, perhaps because they 
depict so vividly the dilemmas faced by Palestinians: the travails of exile and the 
pain of life in post-1967 Palestine, now entirely under Israeli control. The novellas 
encouraged Palestinians to confront their dire predicament and forcefully resist 
the powers that oppressed them. Return to Haifa stressed the importance of armed 
struggle while at the same time poignantly depicting an Israeli Holocaust survivor 
living in the home of a Palestinian family that returns to visit after 1967 (p.122). 
 

In Syria where he was sent to school, he got ridiculed for his weak Arabic 

language skills, but then regained the insight and will power by spending most of his time 

reading “classical Arabic literature” (Coffin, p.101). He lived multiple lives trying to 

make ends meet. He worked many jobs, from distributing newspapers to working in 

restaurants, and he studied hard to obtain his intermediate school degree in 1953. Carrying 

a pen was one of Kanafani’s passions, but he also held a brush. Kanafani taught art in 

many UNRWA institutions in Damascus. In the same year, Kanafani “was thirty-three 

years old and the editor of al-Hadaf, the weekly magazine of the radical Popular Front 

for the Liberation of Palestine, of which Kanafani was also the public spokesman” 

(p.122).  This happened after Kanafani had met Dr. George Habash, “a physician trained 

at the American University of Beirut who had experienced the Nakba as a young man in 

Lydd, a town that was depopulated after 1948, resettled with Jewish immigrants, and 

renamed Lod” (p.123). He awakened his radical views by telling him to join the PFLP 

and writing for Al Ra’i magazine.  
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In 1956, he fled to Kuwait, joining his sister Fayzah and working as an art teacher. 

On the side, he was still studying Arabic at Damascus University and writing “for the 

weekly magazine al-Fajr, which was published by the movement” (Interactive 

Encyclopedia of the Palestine Question). A year later, he published his first story “A New 

Sun” published in 1957.  

In 1960, when Kanafani reached his professional peak in writing, he left Kuwait 

and moved back to Beirut where he started showing his first signs of diabetes. In Beirut, 

he worked as an editor for Al-Hurriyya, Al-Muharrir, Al-Anwar, and Al-Hadaf  until 

1969. Taking interest in the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine in 1967, 

Kanafani was elected to its political table where he was in charge of its media and became 

the spokesman of the movement. He stayed in this position until his assassination in 

1972.  

Kanafani's writings, Coffin states, follow the style of the stream of consciousness creating 

a realistic aura to his novels to the point where he no longer existed. Despite being widely 

recognized and canonized as one of the most prominent Palestinian writers during his 

lifetime, Kanafani’s works have experienced renewed interest and resonance among 

younger generations, particularly in the wake of recent events such as the October 7th 

2023 Tufan Al-Aqsa & the war on Gaza. 

It is known that "Ghassan Kanafani" was married to a Danish woman named 

"Annie". Annie had a major role in Kanafani’s life, struggles, and revolutionary activities. 

Kanafani relied on her to strengthen his ties with many European circles (Toufic, 2021). 

He even relied on her to help him obtain many documents related to the reality of the 

Arabs in the occupied land encountered by Palestinian Arabs living as citizens of Israel 

after 1948. These Palestinians, numbering about 150,000 in 1948 and increasing to over 
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a million by the late 1960s, held Israeli citizenship but continued to identify as 

Palestinians, preserving their cultural and national identity despite systemic 

marginalization and surveillance under Israeli rule. Fifty years ago, the Mossad blew up 

Ghassan Kanafani, so his legend was completed. He is the unique creator from whom the 

history of crystallization of Palestinian prose begins (Toufic, 2021).  

It is important to note that between 1948 and 1967, the West Bank and Gaza were 

not under Israeli control. The West Bank fell under Jordanian administration, while Gaza 

was governed by Egypt. This changed following the 1967 Six-Day War, during which 

Israel occupied the West Bank, Gaza Strip, East Jerusalem, and other territories, bringing 

approximately one and a half million additional Palestinians under Israeli control. The 

struggles of these newly occupied Palestinians became central to Kanafani’s political 

writings, as he sought to document and expose their reality to the world. 

Fifty years ago, the Israelis assassinated Ghassan Kanafani by planting a car 

bomb, an act that cemented his status as a revolutionary icon. His literary contributions, 

particularly in prose, are often credited with laying the foundation for modern Palestinian 

literature and resistance narratives. As Toufic (2021) aptly states, Kanafani is the “unique 

creator from whom the history of the crystallization of Palestinian prose begins.” 

I can go on to introduce Ghassan Kanafani as a Palestinian writer, journalist, 

editor, political activist, exiled, displaced, refugee, etc… but out of all introductions, 

definitions, and labels, the one that stands out the most is that he was a storyteller. His 

life experiences in exile from flying back and forth the pendulum of a lost identity to 

wandering in all the places he tried to call home, told Kanafani’s stories. In a documentary 

film entitled   رسائل كنفاني  -ما تبقى لنا , Al Jazeera interviewed people whose lives were deeply 

affected both artistically and personally by the letters of Ghassan Kanafani during their 
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lifetime. The title of the documentary is a play on words, imitating Ghassan Kanfani’s 

collection of short stories written in 1966 entitled All That is Left to You or لكم تبقى   .ما 

Rasha Salah, one of the interviewees in the documentary explains how all of Kanafani’s 

stories that he wrote back in his days are still realistic and valid today. She says it’s either 

because times did not change or that he had an eye for the future. Ghassan Kanfani was 

a storyteller and stories live in every time frame even if the author dies.  

After years of his assassination, I believe the world opened its eyes and minds to 

Ghassan Kanafani’s works making him amongst the most extensively studied Palestinian 

writers, with scholarly attention given in both Arabic and English, and other languages, 

and specifically putting him at the forefront of resistance literature. Despite all of this, 

there remains a substantial body of his works that are yet to be fully analysed, particularly 

in terms of their thematic richness, stylistic form, and most importantly how they 

contribute to the larger scheme of literature and societies under oppression as a whole. 

Kanafani’s most influential works include “All That’s Left to You” (1966), 

“Returning to Haifa” (1969), and “Men in the Sun” (1962) which have been translated 

into multiple languages, including English, French, Spanish, extending his reach beyond 

the Arab world. All his other works have also been translated to more than 17 languages, 

making him one of the most widely read Palestinian authors globally. These translations 

disseminate Kanafani’s ideas and the Palestinian narrative to a broader international 

audience making him a prominent figure in postcolonial literature. Kanafani’s literature 

becomes a mark of the Palestinian resistance and captures the rooted connect between 

personal identity and political struggle.  

On another note, Ghassan Kanafani’s study " -1948حتلال  الأدب الفلسطيني المقاوم تحت الا

9681 " (Palestinian Resistant Literature Under Occupation 1948-1968) is a foundational 
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work in the field of resistance literature. Published in 1968, the study builds on Kanafani's 

earlier efforts to bring Palestinian literature under Israeli occupation to the attention of 

the Arab world which he has been doing in most of his other works urging Arabs to wake 

up. It emerged during a time when such works were largely unknown due to the cultural 

and political isolation imposed by Israeli borders and oppression. Kanafani introduced 

the term "resistance literature" to describe the body of revolutionary literary works 

created and written under occupation. He saw these writings as integral to the Palestinian 

fight and their job in preserving identity, revolting against injustice, and holding the 

dilemma of both hope and despair. Kanafani distinguished between "occupation 

literature," created within the Occupied Territories and marked by enlightenment and 

resistance, and "exile literature," which often expressed longing and lamentation. 

Kanafani's study aimed to document the literary output of Palestinians under occupation, 

which he described as occurring under a "cultural siege."(Khan, 2018). He also 

emphasized the commonality between armed and literary resistance, writing that: "armed 

resistance is not a shell; it is the fruit of a plant whose roots are deeply rooted in the 

ground (Khan, 2018)." Through this work, Kanafani not only took Palestinian literature 

to a whole other level but he pioneered and transformed the broader study of resistance 

literature on a worldly scale.  

Even though Kanafani was known widely for his novels and short stories, his 

letters offer an equally compelling lens into his life, persona as a writer, and the genre in 

the context of Palestinian and Resistance literature. Letters, which are associated with 

being important forms of communication, become a means of maintaining personal 

relationships and strong ways of expression when it comes to Kanafani. Kanafani’s 

letters, ones addressed to family members, colleagues, and other writers, reflect his 
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private thoughts and socio-political affiliations. Kanafani’s letters, both written and 

published by him and private ones published posthumously, serve as a window into his 

personal life. For example, in his letters to his niece Lamis, Kanafani expressed his deep 

affection and concern for her future, and similarly he shows a big sense of responsibility 

towards the younger generation of Palestinians as he writes:  

And when I give you my hope, when I make it yours and yours, that means I am 
giving you my life itself, my life itself, and that means I am giving you myself, 
my soul, and I do not believe that there is anything more precious than a person's 
soul to himself, so that he can offer it to the one he loves and hopes for... 
(Kanafani, Letter to Lamis)  
 

The use of letters in Kanafani’s fictional works, such as in the story Letter from 

Gaza, further highlights the importance of this form of writing and in writing. In these 

stories, letters become narrative voices and devices that portray necessary themes such as 

exile, displacement, and resistance. As Haidar Eid writes for  Mondoweiss:  

The necessity of reading Palestinian literature in general and Ghassan Kanafani’s 
fiction in particular emanates from the importance of writing a narrative which is 
distinctly Palestinian. Most Palestinian literature is what Barbara Harlow would 
call “Resistance Literature” – a term borrowed from Kanafani himself (2022). 
 

Kanafani’s use of letters as a narrative device means creating a dialogue between 

the personal and the political, to connect individual experiences with the collective 

identity. This intersection between the personal and the political is the hallmark of 

Kanafani’s writing at the forefront, making us understand as readers and believe in the 

inseparability of individual identity and national Sumud.  

This letter, addressed to Ghassan Kanafani’s favourite niece and the child who 

died with him during his assassination, is filled with his deep reflection on generational 

responsibility, self-sacrifice, and the hope for liberation in the eyes and minds of younger 

generations. Kanafani places himself and his generation in a critical transitional phase, 
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indicting their role as the “generation of upheaval” in the rest of the letter. The whole 

letter reads as follows:  

Dearest one,  
You are ascending now, while we have begun to descend. Our role is almost 
finished. The role of this generation has been the shortest of any generation 
in history. We are living through decisive moments in human history. There are 
people who are divided into combatants and spectators. As for the spectators, they 
will live their whole lives and consume every last bit of it. As for combatants, they 
will soon fall, for all the battle is harsh, and their human capacities will not endure 
much. I have chosen, dear little one, not to be a spectator, and this means I have 
chosen to live the decisive moments of our history, no matter how short they 
may be. And in the moments when stability comes, we will be of no use at all, 
and a new generation will take over leadership. As for us, we will step aside. 
Those others, dear little one, are you. We will pay the price of your stability 
with our anxiety, and you will settle on the account of our revolution… it is the 
will of history that we, and only we, are the generation of upheaval. (Kanafani’s 
Letter to Lamis, My Translation)  
 

An important theme in Kanafani’s letters is his genuine attachment to his 

descendants. In the context of the letters, he wrote to his niece Lamis and his son Fayez; 

perhaps it is fair to say that Kanafani holds the younger children to such high standard 

because he believes that they would continue the fight and the preservation of Palestinian 

identity. For instance, in a letter addressed to Lamis, there exists a touching gift, in form 

of a story: “A Little Lantern”, - a tale which will be growing along with her: “The story 

that I shall write for you, The Little Lantern, will keep on growing with you as you grow 

older” (Kanafani, p. 16). Instead of gifting clothes or toys, gifting a story holds more 

sentimental value on a futuristic level. As objects tend to wear out with time, clothes rip 

and toys get lost, a story is remembered in the heart and mind. To gift a story means to 

gift thought, to gift knowledge, and most importantly, to gift truth.  

In gift form, with a story that grows with Lamis, Kanafani instead of narrating a 

story to Lamis, gives her a story where the prospect of never-ending struggle is inherent. 

Ismail Nashef explains that Kanafani’s children, like Lamis, however, are not always 
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passive subjects but active agents of historical continuity. Kanafani’s emphasis on 

children stems from his assumption that the future of Palestine is in fact in their hands. 

This belief, too, is closely connected with his perception of women as key characters in 

the plot of the letters but also as the bearers of children and the bearers of change in the 

literal sense.  

Letters from Ghassan Kanafani to Ghada Al-Samman, Lamis (his niece) and 

Fayez (his son) are not just private letters to them, but forms of resistance that are fully 

inscribed in the heritage of Adab and Fann al-Risala. Through the letters, he calls on the 

personal and the political in a progressive vision that seeks to protect Palestinian identity 

and provoke the politics behind it. His letters to Al-Samman are both a history and 

intermarriage of minds in his attempt to subvert so-called feminine masculinity while his 

letters to children such as Lamis and Fayez give credence to his optimism about the 

youth’s active role in changing the fate of Palestine. To him, writing letters is not just 

communication but an extension of the fight for a Palestinian identity. The ghosts of exile 

are not silenced through Kanafani’s letters; rather, they are speaking loudly and resisting 

through every written word.  

In this thesis, I explore how Ghassan Kanafani’s letters, both private and fictional, 

function as more than just literary objects but rather as literary swords of resistance, 

storytelling, and a documented preserved identity within the context of the Palestinian 

experience. The research questions guiding this study are as follows: 

1. How do Kanafani’s letters, both fictional and private, function as tools of 

resistance and steadfastness (Sumud) within the Palestinian struggle? 

2. What is the significance of the epistolary form in Kanafani’s fictional works, and 

how does it innovate and challenge traditional literary genres? 
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3. In what ways do Kanafani’s private and fictional letters engage with the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict and contribute to the discourse of resistance literature? 

4. How does Kanafani’s use of the letter format deepen his exploration of themes 

such as identity, exile, alienation, and resilience within the Palestinian context? 

5. What thematic and stylistic parallels exist between Kanafani’s private letters and 

his fictional ones, and how do these connections enhance our understanding of his 

writing and life? 

To address these questions, Chapter Two, titled Lettering Narratives, will mainly 

be examining Kanafani’s letters to Ghada Al-Samman, his niece Lamis, and his son 

Fayez, analysing their form, content, and historical implications. This chapter also 

considers the intersection of private intimacies and public exposure, showing how these 

correspondences contribute to a deeper understanding of Kanafani’s persona, life, career, 

but the collective image of the exiled Palestinian. Chapter Three, Narrativizing Letters,  

builds on this foundation by situating Kanafani’s letters within the genre of resistance 

literature under the theoretical framework of Barbara Harlow and Kanafani himself, 

explaining how his epistolary style challenges and revolts against traditional letter writing 

cum storytelling. This chapter also discovers that a story told in the frame of a letter and 

addressed directly to an audience becomes a literary carriable artifact that is transmitted 

through history. 
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C. Literature Review  

1. From Arabic Literature to World Literature  

Ghassan Kanafani was a prominent literary figure in Arabic literature and 

specifically Palestinian literature, but it was only after he published his work Rijal fel 

Shams or Men in the Sun (1962) that he reached his peak. In comparison to other Arab 

literary writers, however, Kanafani was considered the odd one out. His works were not 

seen at the same level of importance as other Palestinian writers such as Mahmoud 

Darwish. As I was going through the archives of An-Nahar passing through the years 

1969 till 1975, Ghassan Kanafani had two instances where his books Return to Haifa 

(1969) and All That’s Left to You (1966) were only advertised merely on the margins of 

the pages. Whereas, the writings of Mahmoud Darwish and other Palestinian and Arab 

authors would be featured recurrently. It saddened me that such a preliminary author like 

Ghassan Kanafani was only mentioned frequently in the newspaper when he got 

assassinated and that his fame grew slightly bigger after his death. After years of his 

assassination, I believe the world opened its eyes and minds to Ghassan Kanafani’s works 

making him amongst the most extensively studied Palestinian writers, with scholarly 

attention given in both Arabic and English, and specifically putting him at the forefront 

of resistance literature. Despite all of this, there remains a substantial body of his works 

that are yet to be fully analysed, particularly in terms of their thematic richness, stylistic 

innovation and revolutionization, and most importantly how they contribute to the larger 

scheme of literature and societies of oppression as a whole. 

In Arabic, Kanafani’s work was highly celebrated, recognized, and widely studied 

such that they reflected his deep engagement with the complexities of the Palestinian 

identity and struggle in the manfa (exile). Works such as Ma Tabaqqa Lakum – All That’s 
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Left to You (1966), A’id ila Haifa- Returning to Haifa (1969), and Rijal fi al-Shams- Men 

in the Sun (1962) were all acknowledged for Kanafani’s exemplary narrative techniques 

and his rooted accommodation of themes such as displacement, resistance, estrangement 

from one’s self and homeland, and the complexities of identity in exile. Arabic scholars 

have analysed Kanafani’s use of language and storytelling to challenge the narratives that 

were imposed by colonial and occupation forces for so long. However, this analysis 

remains abstract and straight to the point as such scholars would write about Kanafani in 

online articles for Al-Jazeera or An-Nahar but would not have extensive close reading 

and criticism of his works in Arabic. Kanafani’s brother Adnan Kanafani, though, was 

one of the Arabic scholars who wrote about him. In fact, he wrote a book length 

autobiography about his brother entitled Ghassan Kanafani: Folded Pages (2000) 

painting Kanafani in a similar light that we see in his personal letters. In the introduction 

of his book, Adnan Kanafani writes: 

 :يقول لي مع كل صباح
 !.بعد الموت تتبّدل الأشياء؛ يسافر دم القربى عبر المسافات... يمهّد سبل الخلاص للقادمين -

 فهل أستطيع أن أكتب عنه.؟
 تعوّدت أن أكتب له رسالة كل "تمّوز".. أقول؛ سنة بعد سنة أننا ما نزال نواصل "الدقّ بعنف

 أكثر على جدران الخزّان ذاته".؟ 
 !.يسمعني ولا يصدق

 أليس هو القائل بأنه: من الجيل الذي يعد الجيل القادم للنصر.؟ 
 !.وتخجل الشوارع والأرصفة الحمراء

 ..النرجس والريحانتموت عشقا أحواض 
 !ولا يأتي غسان

 ..أحسبه ما زال عالقا بين الأغصان
 ينزف عطرا؛ً ويقطر كبدآ وأمعاءً تحنو عليها وريقات طريّة؛ تلقها بحنان جم فتصير مع الريح

 !...نسغاً محفوراً في الأصل والجذر
(Kanafani, p. 6) 

  
In English:  
He says to me every morning: 
After death, things change; The blood of relatives travels across distances... 
paving the paths of salvation for those who come.! 
Can I write about it? 
I used to write him a letter every July... saying: Year after year we still continue 
to “knock hard” 
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on the walls of the tank itself. 
He hears me and does not believe it! 
Isn't he the one who said that he is from the generation that prepares the next 
generation for victory? 
The red streets and sidewalks are ashamed! 
The beds of daffodils and narcissus die in love, 
and Ghassan doesn’t come. 
I think he is still stuck between the branches. 
He bleeds fragrance; It drips liver and intestines surrounded by tender leaves. 
Receive it with great tenderness and it will fly with the wind 
A sap dug into the deepest of roots. 
(Kanafani, p. 6; my translation) 
 

After Kanafani’s unexpected death, all his works were firstly published in Arabic 

and later made it into the universal readership through translation. The Committee for 

Democratic Palestine stated that:  

Following his assassination, all his books were re-published in several editions in 
Arabic and his novels, short stories, plays and essays were collected and published 
in four volumes. Many of Ghassan’s literary works have been translated into 
various languages and published worldwide. Although Ghassan’s novels, short 
stories and most of his other literary work were an expression of the Palestinian 
people and their cause, yet his great literary talents gave his works a universal 
appeal. 

 
Despite the prominence of Kanafani’s works in Arabic literature, it was only after 

Kanafani’s death that he was truly studied and written about. The first of those who wrote 

about Kanafani in Arabic are his closest friends and colleagues such as Mahmoud 

Darwish and Elias Khoury. In Kanafani’s actual “funeral,” Darwish wrote a eulogy that 

became a powerful essay on the nature and end of the Palestinians. Darwish entitled his 

essay “The Wedding of the Palestinian Blood” or in the original Arabic “  الدم عرس 

 In this farewell essay and eulogy, Darwish portrays Kanafani as the الفلسطيني”.

embodiment of Palestinian resistance against the constant struggles of occupation. As 

mentioned, prior and is mentioned multiple times, Darwish emphasizes that the personal, 

political, and the literary can never be separated when we speak of Kanafani. Through 
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the eyes of Darwish, Kanafani’s art and literature are not only to be appreciated for their 

aesthetic and innovative characteristics, but that they actively participate in society and 

politics.  

Darwish believes: 

النهي عن المسيرة ونشر الفزع في    -الدرس الذي ينتظره الاعداء  حياة غسان درسا لا رمزا فقط.  ليس  
 القلوب. ولكنه الدرس الذي ينتظره الثوريون الحقيقيون

 
Ghassan’s life is a lesson, not just a symbol. It is not the lesson that the enemies 
are waiting for – prohibiting the march and spreading fear in the hearts. It is the 
lesson that the true revolutionaries are waiting for (1972).   
 

Elias Khoury, a prominent literary scholar in both Arabic and English literature, 

a social and political activist, and Kanafani’s friend, also wrote about him after his death. 

In an essay entitled: In Commemorating the Fortieth Anniversary of Ghassan Kanafani's 

Absence: A Homeland Is Born in the Story in 2012, Elias Khoury reflectively awakened 

Ghassan Kanafani’s literature in the Palestinian life and identity. Like Darwish, Khoury 

situates Kanafani in the broader meaning of resistance and intellectual thought such that 

the political, the personal, and literary intersect once again. By merging Khoury’s 

personal experiences and memories of the war alongside Kanafani’s works in his mind, 

literature forces its remembrance of one's true identity. As Khoury reflects on Kanafani’s 

stories, he reads them from a postcolonial lens stating that: 

Palestinians talk a great deal about memory but are unable to give it new form, 
not because they lack imagination, but because their experience of reality is 
trapped within. The Nakba is neither over nor complete, and writing is like a small 
death; it is akin to partaking of death. That is why the writer becomes part of the 
vast expanse of suffering that surrounds Palestine and prolongs its history beyond 
what the pen can sustain. In death and in life, as well as in his writing, Kanafani 
encapsulates this Palestinian moment that feels like an eternity. But the splattered 
remains of his body upon meeting with death suggest a new form of writing—one 
where, in anticipation of the homeland, the words must suffice to spell 
nationhood, and the sum of the parts is made whole (p.90 - 91). 
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2. Engendering Resistance in Ghassan Kanafani’s Works 

In her critical portrayal of Kanafani, Nancy Coffin highlights the inextricable link 

between the literary and the combative aspects of his existence. Coffin presents Kanafani 

not only as an artist of the written word but also as a holistic figure of resistance who 

wielded "pens, guns, and paint brushes" as fighting instruments against corruption, chaos, 

and occupation (p.). Kanafani himself also tried his hands at art and illustration; a craft 

we see in the short story book he illustrated for his niece Lamis for her 8th birthday which 

also begins with a letter. My thesis examines the dual nature of Kanafani’s writings and 

his letters as artistic expressions and instruments of political defiance which aligns with 

Nancy Coffin’s essay Engendering Resistance in the Work of Ghassan Kanafani. 

Coffin’s analysis is crucial for my research, as it underscores the symbiotic 

relationship between Kanafani’s political activism and his literary creations. Her insight 

into Kanafani’s literature cannot be disentangled from the political context it is part of; 

his stories are political because they emerge from a history seeped in struggle-the Nakba 

of 1948, a cataclysmic event for all Palestinians that is echoed through his words and his 

letters. Coffin extracts an example from Kanafani's voice saying:  

I started writing the story of my Palestinian life before I formed a clear political 
position or joined any organization. I do not find any duality between my 
commitment and the writing of novels because I feel something very important 
would be missing if I were not politically involved and I would feel greatly 
diminished if I had not been a novelist at the same time. (p. 98) 
His literary and political endeavours are inseparable, providing a foundational 

understanding that for Kanafani: to write is to resist. His literature becomes his breath-

his way of survival-forming a testimonial monument that also doubles as an act of Sumud. 

Coffin precisely talks about Kanafani’s private correspondences to Ghada Al-

Samman which were published twenty years posthumously, characterizing this intimate 

corpus as a “literary legacy" (p. 103). Coffin, thus, challenges the boundaries between the 
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private sentiments and public audience of literary figures; in this case Kanafani and Al-

Samman. Nonetheless, this does not eliminate the fact that these private letters are laden 

with the same fervour for resistance that typified the letters he integrated in his public 

fictional works, bridging personal love to the personal love of his homeland.  

On another note, Coffin’s scrutiny of the potential consequences of Al-Samman’s 

decision to publish these private letters-potentially romanticizing a figure venerated for 

his resistance-mirrors the central research inquiry of my thesis: the sensitive balance 

between preserving the private integrity of a letter writer and focusing on their message 

of resistance. Moreover, Coffin’s observation of Kanafani’s “experimentalist” writing 

style in his letters provides a segue into analysing how the development of letter writing 

from poetic expressions to encompassing realistic and journalistic elements parallels the 

transformation of resistance literature (p. 105). This also aligns with my exploration of 

how Kanafani’s epistolary narrative extends beyond mere communication and seeking 

connection, becoming a contemporary expression of love, friendship, and collective 

resistance.  

In synthesizing Coffin’s analysis into my thesis, it becomes apparent that 

Kanafani’s letters offer a prismatic view of resistance; they are personal yet universal, 

private yet immensely political. Through the evoked intimacy of his correspondences, we 

witness the rooted commitment of Kanafani to the Palestinian cause- one that extends 

beyond his literary works focusing on the essence of his being.  

 

D. Letters that Resist 

In All That is Left to You (1966), a collection of short stories by Kanafani, I will 

be analysing two letters he wrote within them: one entitled In My Funeral which is very 
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closely similar to a private letter that he wrote for Al-Samman and the other is The Death 

of Bed Number 12 which deals with identity politics, memory, and post trauma 

existentialism. I will be addressing the prominent themes of helplessness, longing, and 

resistance in the backdrop of the Nakba.  

 

1. In My Funeral 

كنت اعتقد، أيتها الغالية، أن الأيام حين تمر سوف تبلسم قليلا من الجرح.. ولكن يبدو لي الآن أنني اشتد  
غ من تماسكه على حين فجأة فهو لا يعرف ماذا يقيمه. أن كل يوم يحفر في صمودي تهاويا كشيء أفر

صدعا لا يعوض. وكل لحظة تصفع وجهي بحقيقة أمر من حقيقة.. اليوم صباحا صعدت الدرج راكضا  
وحين أشرفت نهايته أحسست بقلبي ينشد على ضلوعي ويتوتر حتى ليكاد ينقطع. أي شباب هذا؟ أي قيمة  

زيزة؟ آية قيمة؟ لماذا أسير أكثر إلى الأمام؟ أي شيء يلوح كالشبح في ظلمة سوادها أقتم من تبقى يا ع
 ضمير طاغية؟ أي شيء أفدته من حياتي كلها. نعم؟ أي شيء؟ 

 
I had believed, dearest one, that my wounds would heal with the passing of time; 
but the regularity with which I collapse tells me that I am like a vessel emptied of 
its contents, which can no longer remain stable. The passing of each new day digs 
deeper furrows into my resistance. The bitter truth slaps my face regularly, as a 
constant reminder. This morning, I attempted to run up the stairs, only to feel my 
heart pull against my ribs and tighten, as if about to be severed from its veins. 
What kind of youth is mine? What value can be attached to it, my dear? And why 
should I carry on? What is this troubled specter which rises in a darkness blacker 
than a tyrant’s conscience? What have I gained from this life of mine? Yes, what? 
(Kanafani, Trans. May Jayyusi and Jeremy Reed, 2004, p. 51). 

 
This fictional letter by Kanafani is about the narrator’s deep introspection about 

his life’s worth and the true value of his love; both setting against conditions of physical 

deterioration, echoes of collective disillusionment, and relentless resilience innate to 

Palestinians. The letter serves not only as a means of personal communication but 

evidence of the determined human spirit that stands and confronts its oppressive reality. 

Kanafani’s use of the letter format in In My Funeral creates a sense of immediacy 

yet authenticity, allowing the readers to take part of the private world of a character whose 

personal despair at the world and himself mirrors the grief of a nation that suffers. As the 

narrator reminisces about his youthful dreams, hopes, and the crushing realization of his 
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unfulfilled potential, the story also captures the thwarted dreams and hopes of a people 

that are constantly subjected to being forcefully displaced from their occupied homeland. 

In My Funeral becomes a powerful symbol of resistance because the act of writing 

a farewell that acknowledges the terminal nature of one’s existence is similar to the act 

of resisting the oblivious whether it is both personal or collective. The letter, which is 

also a story, becomes a declaration of existence, a refusal to be forgotten, and a holding 

on to agency, even if the narrator succumbs to the inevitable. 

On the other hand, this letter by Kanafani is one that piqued my interest, especially 

because I read it after I read the book of Kanafani’s private letters to Al-Samman and 

translated them all to English. Through my reading of In My Funeral, I found many 

instances, key words, and phrases that resembled the same tone of voice and intentionality 

as his private letters to Al-Samman. For that, in this thesis I plan to explore this intricate 

dilemma that falls between the private and public spheres looking through the lens of 

resistance literature to study In My Funeral to Ghassan Kanafani’s chosen letters or letter 

to Ghada Al-Samman. How does a private voice become a public symbol of resistance 

when exposed to a public audience? Is this always the case?  

A multiplicity of writers tends to their private letters exchanged between family 

members or loved ones and integrate them within their works of fiction. The best example 

I could think of is Virginia Woolf. Having shared and sent letters almost throughout her 

life, these collections of correspondences were compiled posthumously into six large 

volumes. Upon reading her two famous novels To the Lighthouse (1927) and The Waves 

(1931) alongside her private letters, one notices how the latter seeps into the former in 

several instances, becoming pillars in the development of characters and story plot. In a 

similar light, I believe that the letter and story In My Funeral by Ghassan Kanafani was 
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addressed to Ghada Al-Samman, especially since it is his only fictional letter that starts 

its address with “My Dearest” and not any other random or peculiar name to us. Despite 

this existing dilemma between the private and the public, two elements link both works 

together, and they are that these letters are personal and that they resist. 

 إنني أكره ما يذكرني بك؛ لأنه ينكا جراحا أعرف أن شيئاً لن يرتقها. أنا لا أستطيع أن أجلس 
 

Private correspondence, once made public, participates in the shaping of the 

discourse of this resistance, contributing to literature that documents and asserts the 

endurance of a people striving for their rights to return. It is also worth noting that the 

same way Kanafani would share his deepest worries, concerns, and thoughts with a lover 

is the same way he shares them with us as readers because his objective is clear: to speak 

one’s mind and to speak it without reluctance or hesitation. That is a high form of 

resistance that we are able to witness and be active participants in. The same way he 

compares Al-Samman to the homeland that he cannot return to, his fictional letter In My 

Funeral is Kanafani memorializing himself in the despair that he will not return to his 

homeland in this lifetime but only in his death. “I am walking, in spite of myself, in my 

own funeral” (Kanafani, 1966, p.54). 

Kanafani’s letters, whether fictional or not, prove that the written word becomes 

a tool of documented resistance where the Palestinian struggle is not only autonomous 

but recognized throughout the years till today. Especially today. What kind of youth is 

that of all the Palestinian children being killed in cold blood day and night not since the 

onslaught of October but since the onslaughts from the time of the Nakba? Personal 

narratives are collective narratives as well even if relatability varies.  
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2. The Death of Bed Number 12 

على أي حال ما لنا ولهذا الحديث، إنني أريد أن أتكلم عن الموت؛ عن موت يحدث أمامك لا عن موت  
الفرق بين هذين الطرازين من الموت فرق شاسع لا يستطيع أن يدركه إلا من يشاهد إنساناً تسمع عنه، إن  

يتكمش بغطاء سريره بكل ما في أصابعه الراجفة من قوة كي يقاوم انزلاقاً رهيباً إلى الفناء، كأنما يستطيع  
ً الغطاء أن يشده عن ذلك الجبار الذي يستل من عيونه شيئاً فشيئاً، هذه الحياة ا  .لتي لا نعرف عنها شيئا

 
“But enough of this talk. What really concerns me is the theme of death. And a 
death that one’s witnessed, rather than learned of second-hand. The difference 
between the two is so vast that only those who have experienced the sight of 
someone clutching at the bed cover, holding on with all his strength to resist the 
terrible slide to extinction, can appreciate the difference. It’s as if the bed cover 
could serve as an anchorage from the all- powerful one who, bit by bit, erases this 
life about which we know so little” (Kanafani, Trans. May Jayyusi and Jeremy 
Reed, 2004, p. 114). 
 

Kanafani has a pattern when it comes to themes of his letters as they all deal with 

existentialism, identities of the exiled and forced displaced, and ethnic cleansing of 

Palestinians. Similar to In My Funeral, the letter and thought-provoking story of the 

Death of Bed Number 12, is a standalone piece that deals with the complexities of 

individual suffering and collective identity of the Palestinian agonizing experiences. This 

narrative, cocooned in a letter to Ahmad[2] focusing on the profundity of the human 

experience.  

The letter is about an anonymous ill narrator at a hospital who encounters 

Muhammad Ali Akbar, a patient in the throes of death, whose identity is reduced to his 

bed number being 12. This reduction or minimization of a lived experience to a mere 

number becomes a metaphor for the erasure of Palestinian identities under occupation. 

When I read this story which was written in 1966, I felt like I was reading the news on 

social media today where the death of Palestinians become reduced to numbers. Names 

that lived become part of a numbered list on our screen. Kanafani uses the Death of Bed 

Number 12 as a personal narrative of witnessing death to critique broader issues such as 

identity, existence, and of course resistance.  
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In my analysis of this heart wrenching text, my main focus is on how Kanafani 

transcends the personal grief experienced by the narrator between hospital walls to 

comment on the collective experience of Palestinians. The details in recounting 

Muhammad Ali Akbar’s life and death, juxtaposed with the narrator’s own reflections on 

morality and identity, become not only a medium to resist but shows both characters as 

part of a unified experience. Similar to In My Funeral and his private correspondences, 

Kanafani tells this lettered story to resist against the depersonalization of individuals in 

the face of political conflict, emphasizing the vitality of fighting to keep one’s identity 

when systems attempt to erase it whether humously or posthumously.  

Something unique in this letter is that it incorporates another medium that we, as 

readers, do not only visualize but also feel and could almost touch. Kanafani’s Death of 

Bed Number 12 portrays the significance of personal artifacts or what we usually call 

“sentimental objects,” such as Muhammad Ali Akbar’s box, and what it entails as 

“objects of resistance.” Items within the box, though we learn about them at the end of 

the story, and we are left on our tiptoes, eager to know what is behind this magical box 

that this patient carries till his death hour, we are left disappointed with a harsh truth. 

Even though the items in the box are ordinary, such as bills and tax papers, they become 

repositories of memory and identity. They tried to resist a system that replaced 

Muhammad Ali Akbar’s name with the number 12. This box also challenges the idea that 

resistance doesn’t always have to be a grand action. Instead, Kanafani suggests that the 

personal struggle of every individual to maintain and hold onto one’s identity the same 

way Muhammad Ali Akbar holds on to his box until he dies and the same way Kanafani 

himself holds onto writing these letters in the face of dehumanization are in themselves 

resisting. 
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In my thesis, I argue that The Death of Bed Number 12 exemplifies how personal 

narratives interwoven into letters serve as potent forms of resistance literature. Kanafani's 

letter does not just mourn the loss of an individual; it revolts and protests against the 

gruesome conditions that lead to such losses and insists on the recognition of each life as 

valuable and full of meaning. Articulating the interconnectedness of personal and 

political struggles appears in the power of storytelling. However, Kanafani does it 

through the letter format that touches the reader and includes them immediately.  
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CHAPTER II 

LETTERING NARRATIVES 
 

There is something unsettling, almost haunting about the act of reading someone’s 

private letters; especially when one side of the conversation survives. Ghassan Kanafani’s 

letters to Ghada Al-Samman, his son Fayez, and his niece Lamis are a monologue 

stretched across absence, filled with longing, disappointment, hope, and duty. Originally, 

these letters were not written for public consumption, and yet, through their posthumous 

publication, they are now looked at, studied, read, by the eyes of the world. Once private 

letters, they now carry the weight of public memory, reflecting not only the personal 

experiences of a lover, a father, and an uncle but the reality of a forcefully displaced, 

exiled, and depersonalized Palestinian writer and political activist.   

By “lettering narratives”, we mean the way letters act as living narratives; stories 

that unfold across distance, absence, and time. Each letter becomes a vignette of a 

narrative, a story to share; be it through glimpses, fragments of sentences, or experiences. 

When we look at these private letters, we should look at them as though we are watching 

a building at night where each house turns on their lights and we get to see each window 

light up. We start watching people in motion, some fighting in the kitchen, some dancing, 

and some though alive are silent. Each letter is a window into a moment in a private life; 

a story that has already started playing out and we are at the middle of it. Kanafani’s 

letters do that with remarkable force. In his letters to Ghada Al-Samman, for example, 

we see and hear the narrative of their love exist only through his words. We only hear Al-

Samman’s words in her introduction to the book, but we never see or hear or read her 

reciprocated letters. His letters do not only entail longing, but they become longing itself; 

a continuous act of reaching out across a space of silence.  
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The concept of lettering narratives also speaks to the way letters embody acts of 

resistance. Through Kanafani’s private correspondences, we understand that to write is 

to resist disappearance, to insist on the continuity of self and identity, even when 

disconnected from home or a lover. Each letter becomes a narrative in motion; unfinished, 

waiting, resisting in the void. Whether he writes to Al-Samman, Fayez, or Lamis, 

Kanafani’s words are a patchwork of longing, frustration, guidance, and hope. Each letter 

is a story of a love strained by absence, of a homeland lost and remembered, and of an 

identity passed on to future generations. However, what happens when these words go 

unanswered? How do we sustain love and connection when the response never arrives? 

And how does the story of a relationship change when all that remains is one person’s 

version of it? 

 

A. Kanafani’s Private Correspondences to Ghada Al-Samman 

  “I wait for the sun to rise upon the balcony of my house.  And I – I who resisted 
tears that day and held them back when stricken – am crying in agony; an agony 
accompanied by a bitterness I’ve never known – even in the days of true hunger, 
like the bitterness of all the salts of all the seas, like the utter separation the dead 
have from this world, unable to do anything…” 

 
The previous excerpt in the beginning of the introduction is from one of Ghassan 

Kanafani’s letters to the Syrian author Ghada Al-Samman. Both writers, despite them 

being married to different people, were exchanging love letters between 1966 and 1968. 

After Kanafani’s assassination in 1972, Al-Samman takes a decision 20 years later that 

puts the literary world into shock…she decides to publish her private correspondences of 

Kanafani to the public.  

Ghada al-Samman, born in 1942 in Damascus, Syria, is a distinguished Syrian 

writer, journalist, and novelist. She is distantly related to poet Nizar Qabbani and was 
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deeply influenced by him after her mother died at a very young age. In 1970, Al-Samman 

married Dr. Bashir al-Da'ook, the owner of Dar al-Taleea for Printing and Publishing. 

They have one son, Hazem. 

After 20 years of his passing and on his birthday, Ghada Al Samman takes a leap 

of courage and publishes all the intimate private letters that the martyred author, lover, 

and fighter Ghassan Kanafani sent her. Many have attacked Al-Samman for such an act 

especially since it trespassed the privacy and freedom of choice of someone who died. 

Even though she states that if Kanafani were alive he would've been really happy to see 

his letters published, we do not know that and neither does Al-Samman. In these letters, 

we do not only get insight on who Ghassan Kanafani is or was but also Al-Samman 

herself in the introductory pages of this book and her reflection on the importance of 

letters. In the pages of this book, we will try to unpack the persona of both authors and 

also the art of letter writing as a form of resistance, love, power, journalism, etc… Most 

importantly, we will look at what happens to such private letters before and after they get 

published, especially when the writer of these letters did not have say in their publishing. 

Openings are vital and the opening of these letters written by Al-Samman is of 

great vitality as well. She dedicates this book to "all those who have not yet been born" 

because their hearts are not yet "rusty pumps" and they get to know about Kanafani 

through these letters (Al-Samman, p.5)1. Then she dedicates it to those who are born "after 

the hero of these letters dies" and tells them that they will be as saddened as she is that 

while Robert Maxwell, the former member of the British parliament got to be buried in 

Jerusalem, Kanafani was assassinated and buried in Beirut instead of his home in Jaffa 

(Yafa), Palestine (p.5). Al-Samman memorializes Kanafani in this opening explaining 

 
1 My translation  
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that he was a victim of exile and alienation, and that he died in a place he did not belong 

to. Her dedication to both those born and not born yet after the death of Kanafani creates 

a messianic aura such that it all begins and ends with him; the "hero of these letters" (p.5). 

It is no surprise that Al-Samman writes in this messianic tone, especially since Kanafani 

himself writes in his second letter to her that "I began with you and it seems like I am 

going to end with you"(p.36), and perhaps this is her way of reciprocation after his 

passing.  

Al-Samman elaborates on why she chose to publish these letters and the purpose 

behind them in the entry pages of this book. It is necessary to understand her point of 

view and listen to her explanation before judging that what she did was absolutely wrong 

and treacherous. Reading her introduction tells us a lot about who Ghada Al Samman 

really is and what she thinks of Kanafani, even though in some places it felt like she was 

holding herself back from uttering words and contradicting herself in other places. That 

is probably because she wanted to remain respectful to Kanafani's death and most 

importantly to his widowed wife Annie Kanafani who stirred controversy about the 

publishing of these letters.  

In her first entry to the book, she entitles it "going from the private to the public". 

Al-Samman explicitly takes what is private between her and Kanafani and exposes it to 

the public's eye. She knew very well what she was doing and the amount of criticism she 

was about to receive, but she did it anyways and she explains why. "To avoid falling into 

the trap of pathos which I hate, and the romances that are of no use. I will not write about 

Ghassan Kanafani, yet I will let him speak for himself."(p.7) Al-Samman states that her 

wish is not to "romanticize" Kanafani by talking about him from her perspective, but she 

wants to let him speak and she does that by homogenously integrating his letters within 



 

 48

her speech. The mixture of Kanafani’s voice within these letters and that of Al-Samman’s 

become a reconciled union of voices that speak simultaneously. She re-appropriates these 

letters as a way of reincarnating Kanafani and allowing him to exist because for her and 

many others he is one of the men "who are impossible to kill"(Al-Samman, p.7).   

In number three of her first entry, Al-Samman explains that she has a bad habit of 

 or what is known as frequent travelling. She adds that in such cases "letters "الترحال"

become the only possible tools for communication…”, and through it they managed to 

prolong their "literary and personal dialogues"(Al-Samman, p.7). When crossing borders 

and meeting in real life becomes a hassle, letter writing bridges such distances creating 

exchanged dialogues about each person’s literary and personal lives. An irony lies though 

at the center of modern letter writing in general since it is the rise of "modernity" that 

established a fast-paced world full of distances between people and modern letter writing 

is what tries to bring them closer. Therefore, should one label today’s letter writing as 

"modern" and if that is the case what modernizes these letters despite the embedded 

irony? It is apparent that not only do these letters entail aspects of modernity but also Al-

Samman’s entries also reflect a revolutionary stance on the former.    

A multiplicity of writers tends to their private letters exchanged between family 

members or loved ones and integrate them within their works of fiction. The best example 

I could think of is Virginia Woolf, an English writer. Having shared and sent letters 

almost throughout her lifetime, these collections of correspondences were compiled 

posthumously into six large volumes. Upon reading her two famous novels To the 

Lighthouse (1927) and The Waves (1931) alongside her private letters, one notices how 

the latter seeps into the former in several instances becoming pillars in the development 

of characters and story plot. In a similar light, I believe that the letter and story In My 
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Funeral by Ghassan Kanafani was addressed to Ghada Al-Samman, especially since it is 

his only fictional letter that starts its address with “My Dearest” and not any other random 

or peculiar name to us. Despite this existing dilemma between the private and the public, 

two elements link both works together, and they are that these letters are personal and 

that they resist. 

In an excerpt from In My Funeral, Kanafani describes the lover he is addressing 

as embodying specific features describing her as “your hair was stormily dishevelled, and 

your eyes were lined with bewitching kohl” (Kanafani, Trans. May Jayyusi and Jeremy 

Reed, 2004, p. 52). In the original Arabic, it was written as:   كان شعرك في أروع فوضى, وكانت

 One could signify that Kanafani would be describing features of ...عيونك مؤطرة بسواد آسر

his wife Anni Kanafani, however, she was blonde and had coloured eyes. His description 

of the stormy and dishevelled hair with the black staggering kohl in his lover’s eyes 

sounds a lot like he was describing Al-Samman such as in the image below:  
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Figure 1. Portrait of Ghada Al-Samman 

 

Reading the tenth letter in the collection of private letters of the book Ghassan 

Kanafani’s Letters to Ghada Al-Samman, Kanafani also mentions Al-Samman’s black 

hair and significant features that reminds him of her. An excerpt from the tenth letter 

reads as follows: 

 ا. أنا لا أستطيع أن أجلس إنني أكره ما يذكرني بك؛ لأنه ينكا جراحا أعرف أن شيئاً لن يرتقه
 فأرتق جراحي مثلما يرتق الناس قمصانهم...ويا لكثرة الأشياء التي تذكرني بك: الشعر الأسود

  حين يلوّح وراء أي منعطف يمزّع جلدي؛ النظارات السود ما تزال تجرحني.... السيارات
 المقاعد؛ الأكل؛ الكتب؛الشوارع؛ الناس؛ الأصدقاء الذين تركت على عيونهم بصماتك؛ 

 الرسائل؛ المكتب؛ البيت؛ الهاتف؛ كل ذلك؛ كله… هو أنت؛ وقبله: أذكرك طالما أنا أنا.. ,وحين 
 أنظر إلى كفي أحسك تسيلين في أعصابي. وحين تمطر أذكرك؛ وحين ترعد أسأل: من معها؟

  وحين أرى كأسا أقول: هي تشرب؟ ثم ماذا؟
( ٧٧السمان، ص.  )   

In the English translation I worked on, the aforementioned excerpt reads as follows: 

I hate anything that reminds me of you because it scratches at wounds I know will 
never heal. I can't sit down, so I mend my wounds like people mend their shirts... 
and oh how many things remind me of you: the black hair flowing behind every 
bend that tears at my skin; the black glasses that still wound me, the cars, the 
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streets, the people, the friends left with traces of you in their eyes, the seats, the 
food, the books, the letters, the desk, the house, the phone - all of it, it's you.; and 
before that: I remember you as long as I am... and whenever I look at my palm, I 
feel you running down my nerves. And when it rains, I remember you; When the 
thunder strikes, I ask: Who is with her? And when I see a glass, I say: Is she 
drinking? so what? (Al-Samman, p. 77) 

 
Private correspondence, once made public, participates in the shaping of the 

discourse of this resistance, contributing to literature that documents and asserts the 

endurance of a people striving for their rights to return. It is also worth noting that the 

same way Kanafani would share his deepest worries, concerns, and thoughts with a lover 

is the same way he shares them with us as readers because his objective is clear: to speak 

one’s mind and to speak it without reluctance or hesitation. That is a high form of 

resistance that we are able to witness and be active participants in. The same way he 

compares Al-Samman to the homeland that he cannot return to, his fictional letter In My 

Funeral is Kanafani memorializing himself in the despair that he will not return to his 

homeland in this lifetime but only in his death. “I am walking, in spite of myself, in my 

own funeral” (Kanafani, 1966, p.54). 

In the fifth number of her first entry, Al Samman invites the reader to create an 

image of Kanafani in their minds reminding them that her intention is not to narrate his 

life but rather to imprint his voice in their memories. She wants to create a "montage of 

memories" (Al-Samman, p.8) by which she will speak in an objective and secular tone. 

The notion of a montage is by itself a modern notion that was widely used in the field of 

cinema in comparison with literature and art. A montage includes taking parts or sections 

of something to combine them into a juxtaposing whole, and in this case, Al-Samman 

thinks of Kanafani’s letters as this montage. "Why the montage?" Al-Samman asks what 

is already in the mind of her readers and answering them. She answers by saying that the 

reason for the montage is because "memory is an eye with a million lids" and "a throat 
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with a million voices". She chooses Kanafani as a soft tune amongst these voices stating 

that he does not need his own "chorus" because his voice is solitary (Al-Samman, p.8). 

Al-Samman’s denial of a chorus and creation of this montage of memories of Kanafani, 

reflects her rejection of previous conventions and her acceptance of modernity. Kanafani 

does not require someone to speak in his voice or introduce him, for he does it himself. 

However, we can also think of this as an embedded irony since here Al-Samman is 

playing the role of his chorus by speaking on his behalf and using excerpts of his letters 

with her own reflections.  

 

1. Letters That Resist  

Many believe that literature and politics are separate disciplines, however 

literature leaks into other discourses and so do others. Literature is necessary to document 

history and especially political history. The literature politics is a reflection of history of 

society and the evolution it takes within different time frames. When reading Kanafani, 

it is impossible to think of him as an exception or neglect the fact that his literature is 

political, and that his works after his passing are active voices for all the silences that 

were swept under the rug during the Nakba in 1948 and even before.  

 Kanafani himself does not distinguish between being politically affiliated and the 

act of writing because for him they are the same. That is not to say that political affiliation 

to a certain party, sect, or organization no matter its purposes is something good. On the 

contrary, Kanafani talks about his "story" of his Palestinian life and not his political 

affiliation. Writing for him is a means of telling this story and it is also a means of 

breathing. Writing and fighting becomes homogenous, and thus his literature becomes 

not only an artistic monument but also that of "resistance"(p.98). 
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Coffin states that Kanafani visited China twice and was influenced by Mao Tse 

Tung, the previous president of the republic of China. She states that the latter "placed a 

strong emphasis on the role of artists, writers, and intellectuals in helping to guide society 

towards socialism." (p.99). Mao also believes that a society requires two lines of defense, 

one that is through a "military army" and another is a "cultural army"(p.100). The 

doubling of Mao and Kanafani's beliefs asserts that holding guns and fighting on the 

forefront is as powerful as holding a pen and writing.  Coffin makes it important to not 

only see Kanafani and his only reflection, but rather his surroundings and influences.     

We repeat that after 20 years of his martyrdom, Ghada Al-Samman reveals 

Kanafani's personal and intimate love letters to her to the public as a "literary legacy" 

(Coffin, p. 103).  Many have criticized Al-Samman for such a shocking action, especially 

since she did not integrate any of her letters or replies to Kanafani stating that they were 

either lost or destroyed. Al-Samman, speaks in the tongue of Kanafani saying that he "was 

not the property of a specific organization, he was the offspring of the entire Arab people 

and he was one of those who embodied its most admirable qualities (Coffin, p.103). This 

can be misleading though since Al-Samman’s attempt at stopping people from 

politicizing and terrorizing Kanafani might have ended in romanticizing him. She does 

make clear the emphasis on his "realistic style" and "personal heroism", but publishing 

his personal love letters to her to show the world that he was a literary genius is quite the 

irony (Coffin, p.103). Comparing Kanafani's persona with his love letters, he had the 

same intentions towards everything; the love of his country is balanced with his love for 

Al-Samman and that is clearly shown in his writing. Al-Samman’s act of publishing these 

letters have put Kanafani's image at risk, had she not considered that his wife and children 

would one day read and be disappointed in their father? Had all the Palestinian readership 
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sought Kanafani as a pathetic romantic than a fighter for his country? Had Al-Samman’s 

husband accepted any of this when it happened? There are so many consequences to have 

such intimacies brought and displayed to a prejudicial and critical public, especially since 

that audience is concentrated in the Arab world. Kanafani had intentionally chosen to 

remain an absent author in his writings, so if he were to know that Al-Samman has 

published his letters and shone a light on him, how would he react?  

Coffin describes that Kanafani's writing style and structure was more 

"experimentalist" which is a trait of the modern Arabic novel (p.105). In his letters to Al-

Samman, on the other hand, his integration of journalistic, realistic, and detailed incidents 

of his surroundings and what was going on both within his mind and real life, are also 

modern characteristics of writing. This does not only show that the process of letter 

writing changed, but what one considers as a notion of love changed as well. Previously, 

letter writing was rather more poetic, it entailed only the rawest of emotions concerning 

love and suffering to be loved. Now, Kanafani writes letters of love, friendship, and 

resistance to a woman who is as much as exiled as himself. This commonality allows 

them to share emotions that transcend those that lie between each other and that are 

centered around the struggles of society.  

In his collection of short stories All That is Left to You, published in 1966 about a 

brother and a sister who struggle to return back to their family during the time of the 

Nakba. He mentions a character whose name is Salim that the Israeli soldiers were 

looking for and that Salim submits himself to them, gets caught and later shot. Coffin 

states that Salim's heroic submission to the enemy is an emblem of the Palestinian "Fid'a" 

or what is known as honor which one could also see as a form of resistance. Likewise, 

this notion of Fid'a and resistance also appears in Kanafani’s letters to Al-Samman. Coffin 
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indicates that after the publication of his collection of short stories, he wrote Al-Samman 

a letter in November of 1966 saying:  

I now feel, more than at any time in the past, that the sole value of my words is 
that they are a meager and insufficient substitute for the absence of weapons and 
that they pale now before the emergence of real men who die every day in pursuit 
of something I respect (p.109). 

 
    The letter does not only become a post reflection of the reality he wrote about in his 

short stories, but also his vulnerable and honest transmission of his feelings to Al-

Samman. To share such transparent vulnerabilities shows that he trusted Al-Samman not 

only with his feelings but his words, and it is a wonder if she maintained that trust after 

deciding to publish his letters. 

In translating his political commitment to the liberation of Palestine into his art, 
Kanafani was not simply issuing a general call to revolutionary violence. Rather, 
he sought to portray a specific vision of communal, collective resistance at every 
level of society (Coffin, p.115). 

 

2. How To Deal with Absences 

As previously mentioned, Al-Samman takes excerpts from Kanafani’s letters and 

interweaves them in her introduction to allow him to speak, and she mentions that 

explicitly to her readers. However, can the dead speak? How would we know what they 

would say, if they could? It is true that in matters of archival silences, the letters of 

Kanafani are found, published, and used. The archive is not missing to a great extent, but 

the writer of those letters has passed to the world of the dead. Even if the archive is not 

silent, the writer is now. When it comes to letter writing, it is quite a different genre or 

field of writing or literature because the writer is sending a letter to someone. Thus, it is 

written for the purpose of being sent, and in that process, the writer is also sending their 

ownership of these letters to the receiver. Does that mean that the writer loses all 

ownership of their writing? When Kanafani wrote and sent those letters to Al-Samman, 
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his intention and choice was to send them to her, but was he aware that he was also 

transferring ownership to Al-Samman to do whatever she wants with those letters? Al-

Samman, knowing that those letters are now hers, she took full ownership and published 

them to revive the image of Kanafani in the "memory" of everyone. Ghada Al-Samman 

bringing those letters back to life and resurrecting's Kanafani’s voice, becomes an implicit 

biography of him.  In the case of Saadiya Hartman, for instance, she questions: " how 

does one rewrite the chronicle of a death foretold and anticipated, as a collective 

biography of dead subjects, as a counter-history of the human, as the practice of 

freedom."(p.3). Kanafani, like the slave girl in Hartman's Venus in Two Acts, is a victim, 

an exile, an alienated subject; his revival in the letters serve as not only a personal 

biography but as a collective one for all Palestinians. While Hartman's and Al-Samman's 

intentions are both that of "memorializing" and resisting against different forms of 

injustice, they pose many intriguing underlying questions. Whether the archive was 

missing or complete, it is a matter of "how do we deal with what we have in the archive?". 

 The archive is, in this case, a death sentence, a tomb, a display of the violated 
body, an inventory of property, a medical treatise on gonorrhea, a few lines about 
a whore’s life, an asterisk in the grand narrative of history. Given this, “it is 
doubtless impossible to ever grasp [these lives] again in themselves, as they might 
have been ‘in a free state. (Hartman, p.2). 

 
    Al-Samman, emphasizes and adds to Coffin saying that Kanafani is a 

"professional at using his pen and knife simultaneously" (p.8). She adds that Kanafani 

always knew which weapon to use at "the right time" (Al-Samman, p.9) and that the end 

of his pen is a "sharp razor" and that he creates a "painful reality" with it (Al-Samman, 

p.9).  

  When Kanafani lost his homeland and had to leave amongst millions of other 

Palestinians, he writes to Al-Samman in one of the letters:  



 

 57

I will continue to struggle to get it back because it is my right, my past and my 
only future. There will be a tree, a cloud, a shadow, a blazing sun, clouds of rain, 
and roots that are hard to uproot (Al-Samman, p.9). 

 
 This not only shows Kanafani’s sense of belonging and love to his country, but 

he poetically expresses his resistance, struggle, and desire to get back what was taken 

from him and many others, and he does so with writing. He explains how he tried to use 

work, family, words, violence, and women as alternatives of his country, but he finds 

himself yearning for the "true belonging"(Al-Samman, p.9). Al-Samman proves that 

Kanafani’s love for his family and the people around him is as strong as his love for his 

country; they equal one another. The same way Kanafani would fight for the people he 

loves, whether it’s through letters or staying with his sister Fayzah in the delivery room, 

is the same way he would fight for his own country.  

    Al-Samman also mentions that these letters were not only a way for Kanafani 

to reflect his resistance, but also to display them in the most vulnerable states of his life 

where he found himself on edge to resist anything. However, she emphasizes that even 

though Kanafani spoke of his melancholy to Al-Samman as much as Kafka did to Milena; 

he never showed anyone that he was in need of help. On the contrary, Kanafani bore the 

pain of others and freed them from their imprisonment, Al-Samman was one of them for 

sure when she was stuck in that prison. "Despite his excruciating pain from defeat, it 

didn't distract him from extending a helping hand to a female co-worker like me…"(Al-

Samman, p.10). He didn’t only save her from actual imprisonment, but he also used his 

words in his letters to tell her that she is capable of anything. His words of affirmation 

and comfort could free someone from Al-Samman’s mental imprisonment as well even 

though he is chained in his own. "You can enter history with your head held high like a 

spear. You are capable of it." (Al-Samman, p.11).      
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    Another form of resistance that Al-Samman tells us about Kanafani is that of 

"refusal". "My entire life was a series of refusals and because of that I managed to live. I 

refused school. I refused wealth and I refused submission. And, I refuse to accept 

things."(Al-Samman, p.12). This notion of refusal is transformative and malleable, it 

turns into resistance in the second stage and later on fully transforms into survival. Al-

Samman accentuates that this refusal also creates a "conscious belonging" in Kanafani 

because it allows him to distinguish the peels of surfaces from Al-Baten2 of things. He is 

a person who collects the surface of things and finds the deep meanings behind them 

creating a complete "mosaic" (Al-Samman, p.12). This is of vital importance because 

Kanafani tells Al-Samman that "There are men who can only be killed from the 

inside"(Al-Samman, p.12), and this is what brings us back to Al-Samman’s 

aforementioned statement that some men are "impossible to kill"(p.7). Kanafani is telling 

Al-Samman that men like him are dead from the inside, but they don’t show it on the Al-

Thaher3 because they have to keep others alive as well. Thus, Al-Samman’s statement 

becomes that of a romanticized one even if her intention was to show that Kanafani is an 

iconic figure who doesn’t die.  

    We actually see Al-Samman circling back and almost slipping into 

romanticizing Kanafani as she says: "it seems like I am about to slip into the trap of 

romantic lamentation."(p. 13). It is interesting that she did not remove her own 

transgressive and fluctuant thoughts when writing this introduction. She adds and says 

"Return your mind to where it belongs woman and continue writing objectively"(Al-

Samman, p.13). Furthermore, this is again something that Al-Samman and Hartman have 

 
2 Baten also means the in depth or rootedness  
 
3 The opposite of Baten and it means what is show on the surface  
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in common, the need to stay away from romanticism as much as possible despite their 

close relationship with their subjects. That is surely very difficult to do, but it feels like 

the Death of the Author; one has to die so the other could live and survive. A sacrifice, 

perhaps?   

Yes, the day I read these words, I felt something that resembles the rain inside of 
my throat, for it was from Ghassan that I had heard of resistance for the first time 
in a whispering voice like that in prayer. It was wonderful to hear the fleeting echo 
of a whisper, thunder growing in hearts and forearms. (Al-Samman, p.13)4.  
 

We learn, as readers from Al-Samman, that Kanafani's words and publications 

were not his only forms of resistance, but his resistance to the physical and mental pains 

that he constantly endures every day. As Kanafani mentions, he already suffers from 

having chronic diabetes, but he is also a very heavy smoker and of course does not rest 

from the constant swirling thoughts in his head. Kanafani does not find rest in anything 

that surrounds him, he says that even his current job as a journalist makes him feel like 

one of the working "naked slaves", and here he probably means wage slave. Kanafani 

resists with his "pen" which is the other end of the "sharp razor" as mentioned prior by 

Al-Samman; it is his only tool of resistance against all the factors that cause mental and 

physical disruptions, not only to his life but to those whom he really loves and cherishes.  

Ghassan told me once that his father stuffed his friend's wound with spider dust 
that he had collected from the holes in the wall of Acre. He said at that time that 
the dust stopped the bleeding. Let's hope for the effect of dust? no. The dust of the 
days will settle over the wound, but it will be like the wounds of our entire soul, 
which become inflamed whenever the wind blows on them. The wind of memory 
and the wind of oblivion. Do you think I finally fell into the "sin of sorrow"? Well, 
whoever among you is without sin, let us throw rocks at him5 (Al-Samman, p.15). 

 

 
4 My translation  
 
5 My translation  
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 Indeed, this last image is not too far from the eye, for Al-Samman is referring 

implicitly to the biblical story of when Mary Magdalene was being harshly judged by the 

public for committing adultery and Jesus was the only one who defended her saying in 

John 8:7: "Let any one of you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.” In 

Arabic, Al-Samman takes this verse exactly from the bible "  فلنرمه من كان منكم بلا خطيئة، 

 It is not a coincidence or a mistake for her to integrate this biblical verse at the end ."بحجـ

of the first introduction of the book, for it tells us that even Al-Samman was resisting as 

she is writing these words and publishing them. She impersonates Mary Magdalene, and 

becomes a bearer of the sin of "sorrow" and not adultery, and it is interesting to see that 

for Al-Samman, sadness is a sin. This impersonation also turns Al-Samman into an icon 

of rebellion and resistance. 

 

3. Love for Palestine and The Literature of Resistance 

    Diana Alghoul is a British-Palestinian journalist who writes about Kanafani and 

the controversies that surround his identity. She states that many people look at Kanafani 

in colors of either black or white, when in fact he is a gray area. For instance, she explains 

how some people might think of him as violent because the words he uses can be 

aggressive while others might think of him as a hopeless romantic.  

    Alghoul explains that when Kanafani said “We write for Palestine with blood”, 

people thought him to be a terrorist or someone who might evoke any form of danger. 

However, for Kanafani, writing for Palestine with blood means that Palestinian authors 

suffer political consequences for their words. When he says "we", he includes himself not 

only with the Palestinian community but with Palestinian writers in specific. Authors in 

general have to deal with a lot of hurdles in their writing career already, and one could 
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imagine what it would be like for Palestinian writers to use their words against their 

enemies.  

    This is where the notion of resistance appears and more specifically, Adab al 

Muqawama or the literature of resistance. Alghoul emphasizes that resistance is not 

always a physical repulsion against atrocities, but rather a more mental one which 

Kanafani "cemented" (2017). In such cases, where published words become a harsh 

reality for the writer, what does one tend to in order to diffuse knowing that no harm will 

reach them? Letters, the secret literary way to resist. 

    Alghoul also mentions Kanafani’s letters for Al-Samman and how his love and 

patriotism for his homeland can also be his lover, friend, father, etc… Despite both 

Kanafani and Al-Samman being exiles of war, they use literature to bridge distances, to 

resist, to return to a homeland that is beyond physical, and this is all achieved with the 

power of words. Alghoul also writes that for Kanafani “loving was also a form of 

resistance” which we see in his letters.  

    In one of Kanafani's letters to Al-Samman, he wrote: “You are in my skin, my 

feelings for Palestine are like my feelings for you: its loss is a disaster which cannot be 

replaced” (2017). Alghoul talks about the combination in Kanafani's writing and 

personality between being a lover and that of a fighter or "leader" by which both require 

a resistance towards loss (2017). Just like a lover resists not to lose their most beloved so 

does the leader or fighter when it comes to resisting not to lose their country, nation, 

people, family, etc… love and resistance become analogous not contradictory, for how 

could someone resist if one does not love what they are fighting and resisting for enough? 

Such is the case for Kanafani, he was resistant till the end and his purpose was love. In 

the first introduction of the book, Al-Samman writes that Kanafani always had a "goal", 
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a "purpose" by which he walked to the same way the "a faithful person believes in god 

and the Sufi in the unknown"(Al-Samman, p.10).   

    "This is what adab al Muqawama6 is. It is not only about documenting and 

supplementing physical resistance, but also a collection of experiences, emotions and life 

stories.", says Alghoul (2017). Similarly, letters are at the core of Adab Al Muqawama, 

and perhaps sometimes the only forms of resistance when authorship and writing to the 

public is circumstantial. This is to show that for readers who read the letters and have not 

experienced the Nakba firsthand will think of Kanafani as only a desperate lover, but for 

Al-Samman and exiles of the Palestinian war, Kanafani becomes not only a hero but an 

icon of resistance. The personal and the non-personal intertwine intrinsically. 

 

4. Questions of Ownership and The Ethics of Publication 

In the article "Privacy, Authorship, and Ownership: On Reading André Brink and 

Ingrid Jonker’s Letters in Flame in the Snow", Viljoen explores the ethical issues 

pertaining to the publishing of André Brink and Ingrid Jonker’s letters in Flame in the 

Snow. Even though this source has less or more anything to do with Kanafani and Al-

Samman, it highlights key notions about letter writing. Viljoen looks at issues pertaining 

to publication, ownership, and "the entry of the letters into the public domain"(p. 711), 

all of which are key conceptions that help us understand letter writing as part of literature. 

From one aspect, Viljoen discusses how such letters entail the genre of life writing and 

how from another lens they question the aspect of authorship and privacy. His critical 

account on the art of letter writing clarifies our understanding of Kanafani’s 

correspondences to Al-Samman. 

 
6 Resistance Literature  
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Interestingly enough, Viljoen introduces Brink and Jonker as two south African 

authors who met "on 18 April 1963 in Cape Town at a gathering of writers who wanted 

to draw up a petition against the South African government’s Publications and 

Entertainment Act"(p. 711). Due to its racist policies as well as the escalating censorship 

of literature and the media of the National Party, which is a South African political party, 

Jonker greatly criticized the ruling of this party which went against her father’s beliefs. 

She is also divorced and lives with her young child alone. Brink, on the other hand, is 

known as a South African novelist who was also a "graduate of Potchefstroom University 

and subsequently studied in Paris, lectured in the Department of Afrikaans at Rhodes 

University in Grahamstown where he lived with his wife and six-month-old son."(p.712). 

Similar to Jonker, he challenged the apartheid government through his writings. It wasn’t 

until their fateful meeting in the year 1963 which developed into a passionate love affair 

that resulted in the back and fro exchange of letters that lasted for two years. In Brink's 

last letter in 1965, he placed a halt to their relationship which ended with the tragedy of 

Jonker committing suicide less than three months later after the letter.  

In 1963, two fateful meetings occurred in different parts of the world. From letters 

exchanged in Cape Town in South Africa to letters exchanged between Lebanon and 

London, Jonker and Brink share a complementary story to that of Kanafani and Al-

Samman. In the same year yet different places, the communication through letters started 

between these different authors from diverse backgrounds. Nevertheless, both were 

resistant to the politics that seemed to indoctrinate them and used letters for the sake of 

privacy, secrecy, and the comfort of sharing one’s thoughts with someone they trust truly. 

These concepts are breeched after these letters get published to the public’s eye when 

they were originally meant to be seen and read by one and only recipient.   
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Like Al-Samman's title in the second introduction of the book, Viljoen entitles his 

first part of the article as "The Aura of Absence and the Letters’ Entry into the Public 

Domain". After Jonker's passing, Brink usurps his exchanged letters with her in one of 

his novels for the purpose of reconstructing her life even though he does not explicitly 

say that. How does one deal with such absences to reconstruct a life anew? It is like 

experimenting at cloning another human being from taking one area of their DNA, but 

even with intrinsically articulate details, the clone and the original will never be the same 

exact person. Likewise, when we are dealing with a present person, we can go and ask 

for their direct opinion or insight on something, but when they become absent (mainly 

because of death), we are left with silences. This idea takes us back again to Saadiya 

Hartman's article Venus in Two Acts and how difficult it is for an author to ressuruct a life 

from the dead, especially when the resurrected is a victimized subject in society. Brink 

tries to revive Jonker, who was also an outsider in society due to her rebellion against the 

National Party and her father. Al-Samman tries to let Kanafani "speak for himself", but 

then reflects on how he was also a marginalized figure in society. Al-Samman, like Brink, 

also tries to bring back Kanafani from the dead as she explicitly states in the introduction 

of the book that Kanafani is one of the men "who are impossible to kill". Thus, while 

private letters remain unaffected by external consequences, the issue arises when they are 

used to reconstruct a life that no longer exists and subsequently published for the public. 

Unlike Al-Samman and Kanafani's situation, Brink decided to publish the letters 

after fifty years of Jonker's death. After saving them in a private place for such a long 

time, he published them alongside the letters that he sent to her as well. Al-Samman 

claims, however, that her letters to Kanafani were probably burned with the burning of 

her house once, so she published only his correspondences to her 20 years after his death. 
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20 and 50 years are long periods of time, are a lifespan of absences. If these letters were 

to be published immediately during the incident of Jonker and Kanafani's tragic deaths, 

they would only be accounts for the present moment. However, with the passage of all 

these years, these published letters become an account of history, more specifically a 

collective documentation of histories. Viljoen refers to Brink’s widow who says that these 

letters are an “intimate treasure and a chunk of literary history many had wondered about 

for decades”; in this case it is the South African history (p.713). Furthermore, Al-

Samman's sharing of these letters tell the story of Kanafani as a Palestinian fighter with 

words and the underlying story of all Palestinians who fight and resist against the 

apartheid system.  

Viljoen explains that: "Legally speaking, ownership of a letter lies with the 

recipient, whereas copyright of what was written in the letter remains with the writer" 

(p.714). Viljoen clarifies that, from a legal standpoint, the ownership of a letter belongs 

to the person who receives it, while the copyright—the legal right to reproduce and 

distribute the content—remains with the writer, even after the letter has been sent. When 

the writer sends a letter to someone whether it is the case of Jonker or Kanafani, 

ownership is sent to the recipients. However, one cannot deny that copyright stays with 

the original writer, and since both writers were dead and the letters were published after 

their deaths, what happens to those copy rights? Do they die as well? Viljoen explains 

that when Brink wanted to publish these letters and expose them to the public, he had 

already discussed and negotiated with his own and Jonker's circle for approval and 

insight. In the case of Kanafani, however, Al-Samman did not consult anyone in terms of 

publication and it was only after they were published that they gained criticism and fiery 

responses from Kanafani's close circle such as his wife, children, and even Al-Samman. 
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Viljoen brings forth the idea that perhaps Brink thought the documentation of history and 

having these letters be part of the archive is much more important than his "privacy and 

loyalty to Jonker" (p.714). This is only an assumption, of course, but it poses a rather 

bigger question which is "Should we as literary figures, at some point in our lives, devote 

all our time to leaving things to run down in history rather preserving what is meant to be 

private?" Viljoen claims that the reason Brink published these letters could be because he 

probably thought that "enough time had passed for the publication of the letters" and that 

they wouldn’t be "harmful to anyone" (p.714) 

When it comes to Kanafani's letters, this notion of recreating or preserving history 

also appears as Al-Samman states in the second introduction of the book of letters:  

This celebration is part of the protest against the memory of Arab oblivion... I do 
not want to see snow fall over his tombstone and others like him and cover it with 
the coldness of ingratitude... He was a patriot of a unique kind... He knew neither 
compromise nor hypocrisy nor The Political Tango: One Step Forward, Two 
Steps Back. (Al-Samman, p. 18).  

 
OR  

These letters enter through the door of literary documentation and not through the 
door of being personal letters especially since quarter of a century has passed since 
they were written, so it went from the private to the public, with the martyrdom 
of its owner before twenty years. (Al-Samman, p.19)  
 

Al-Samman cares the Kanafani not to be forgotten and to be immersed in the Arab 

memory that is oblivious to his existence and great works. Her aim is to implicitly heroize 

him and make him seen in the eyes of the public as this "patriot", even if it meant 

publishing these letters posthumously. This is a great example of wanting to idealize the 

making of history rather than simply preserving the private lives of those who passed.  

Viljoen begins her critical account on the series of love letters between Brink and 

Jonker and clarifies that they were almost 200 letters. She refers to Horowitz who believes 
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that letters are “a material remedy to Absence" (p.715). When two people write letters to 

one another, it is most likely that they are bounded by distance especially that of place, 

and that expands the holes of absences. These absences include physical, spiritual, and 

emotional longing and the letter is the only way to deal with such absences. She further 

explains that Brink demanded from Jonker that all his letters be reciprocated as he says 

"Write, Ingrid,”, but we see Brink later faltering and ironically not reciprocating himself 

(p.715). In this relationship, we see the letters beginning with so much passion and 

enthusiasm and as we reach their ending, Brink seems to hold back and gets closer to 

ending the entire relationship. 

By the same token, Kanafani's letters to Al-Samman wind up in the same pond. 

The letters, from Kanafani's side are not only filled with passion but with realistic account 

to what is happening in his personal life from incidents. In one of the letters to Al-

Samman, Kanafani tells her “When will you actually write back to me?" (p.45), and in 

most of his other letters to her he points out the numerous times she did not write back. 

We see that Al-Samman like Brink, holds back and does not seem to reciprocate the same 

energy as Kanafani. That does not mean we are saying she does not feel the same love 

for him, we cannot, whether as writers or critics, presume one’s personal inner emotions 

or thoughts. We can only say that there were many personal factors for Al-Samman that 

probably stood in her way of reciprocating those letters. The purpose of letter writing to 

bridge the gaps of distance and absences thus ironically creates deeper gaps and more 

absences. Going back to Horowitz notion of letters being a "material remedy" could make 

us argue otherwise and think that writing letters could begin as remedies and end as a 

spreading disease that could end in one’s demise like Jonker's tragic fate. Viljoen sees 

that letters, whether those of Kanafani's or Al-Samman, work to portray a chronology of 
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time, where one sees "a beginning, middle and end"(p.716). Following these letters 

becomes a narrative following a certain mountain-shaped plot, but this plot is twisted as 

each of the lovers are "tied to others". Kanafani is married to Anni, Al-Samman is married 

as well, Brink tied to his wife and child, and Jonker to her unresolved relationship with 

an English guy.  

"The idea that letters should be seen as performances or performative acts, 
involving careful composition has become prominent in epistolary studies." 
(Viljoen, p.718). Like other genres in the field of literature, letters also play a great 
performative role. What do they perform, then? Viljoen argues that while reading 
such letters, one must not take these words to heart and see them in a factual sense 
since they project performances of "love, desire and emotional attachment"(p. 
718). In Kanafani's letters to Al-Samman, we can add that the most dominant 
performative theme is that of resistance such that the letters themselves become 
an icon of resistance and not just their writer. As Viljoen talks about the 
performativity of letters, she proceeds to emphasize next that this performance 
does not mean denying that letters are also "referential"(p.719). If letters perform 
as biographical accounts of the people involved, it does not mean that it only 
entails that, for ‘all the world’ is absolutely not a text, letters having meaning 
because they are ‘from’ and ‘of’ the writer as a living person engaging dialogically 
with others; and this is forgotten or bracketed only at analytical and ethical peril 
(Viljoen, p. 719). 

 

B. Little Lanterns: A Letter to Lamis and Fayez 

On her 8th birthday, Ghassan Kanafani wrote and illustrated a children’s story for 

his niece Lamis. Ghassan Kanafani, who was known as a writer and political activist, was 

also a father. As much as he loved his two children Laila and Fayez very dearly; he also 

loved Lamis as part of his own. In an article written after Kanafani’s death by An-Nahar, 

his wife Anni Kanafani notes that:  

Ghassan was not a great writer and a great artist alone, he was also a great father. 
The little time he spent with his children was so rich; he used to worship Fayez 
and Laila. Not just that, but also the neighbors’ children. He loved to stay at home 
most of the time and before our marriage he warned me that his time is going to 
be very strict. And even though I spent only 10 years with him, those days were 
the most beautiful days of my life 7(1972).  

 
7 My translation 
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Figure 2. Al-Nahar, Interview with Anni Kanafani, July 15, 1972. 

 

Kanafani had a playful heart, loving and welcoming children into his little life. 

Besides his own children, one child was closest to his heart and it was his sister Fayzah’ 

s daughter: Lamis. She was the dearest to him and for that he devoted a children’s story 

for her that he wrote and illustrated by hand entitled: The Little Lantern. In an interview 

conducted by Al-Jazeera, they featured Anni Kanafani to talk about this children story 

but most importantly the letter that Kanafani dedicated to Lamis in the introduction of the 

story. 

Anni Kanfani told Al-Jazeera in 2016 that: 

Lamis was his first niece so he loved her so much and every year on her birthday, 
he would design and write a birthday card for her until he decided to write and 
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illustrate for her The Little Lantern on her 8th birthday so it would grow with her 
as she grows8.  

 

Ghassan Kanafani’s The Little Lantern (1963) is a story that from the outside is 

labeled as a children’s story but deep down it is also a layered political allegory. Published 

posthumously in 1973, the narrative unpacks itself around a young princess that goes on 

a quest to fulfil her late father’s will and bring light from the sun to her darkened palace. 

The king says before his death to his daughter that: “To become queen, you must bring 

the sun to the palace” (Kanafani, p. 20). Out of fear and running away from responsibility, 

the princess read that if she does not bring the sun to the palace, she will be punished by 

being locked in a wooden chest forever. The princess expressed that she had no desire in 

becoming the queen anyways but the old sage of the palace had told her that she does not 

have a choice and that “our kingdom has lived in everlasting happiness because each one 

of us knows his duty and does not run away from it.” (Kanafani, p. 24). 

Kanafani tells Lamis that to fight for your “kingdom” which is your homeland, 

you don’t have the choice to run away or flee or else you would be locked away forever 

in an empty shell and die in that void without purpose or action. Later on in the story, the 

princess decided to go in search and hold of the sun’s light and she was told instructively 

that she cannot ask for anyone’s help in this journey. When she climbed the mountains 

the other day, she found out that the sun was far beyond her reach and went back to her 

room weeping. A couple of days pass and the princess receives a message slipped from 

under her door saying: “You will not be able to find the sun in a locked room” (Kanafani, 

p. 30). So, the princess decided to go in search of the sun even if it meant that it would be 

the most difficult task and that no one is capable of helping her. After many men had 

 
8 My translation 
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refused to help her in the kingdom, she lost hope again. Then one day, a stubborn old man 

comes knocking on the gates saying that he wants to help the princess find the sun. Out 

of all the statements in the story, the old man’s words were the wisest; he told the princess 

after the guards refused to let him in: “Alright then… tell her that if an old man cannot 

enter her palace, then how does she expect the sun to enter it?” (Kanafani, p. 44). The old 

man’s words are gold because no matter what anyone’s status in society is, be it king or 

a princess; there should always be the humble character to show respect for the elderly. 

It is often when one humbles their lofty ego that the sun itself becomes within 

reach. Moreover, the princess was told by the chief of guards that this old man came every 

evening carrying a little lantern and that he was of poor status, but the guards never let 

him in because they thought he was mad. It was only until the princess commanded them 

to let him in that the old man stopped showing up at the palace. As she went into her room 

and wept continuously, another anonymous message slipped down from her door saying: 

Time is running short…the large candle is about to melt away…tears and sadness do not 

solve problems.” (Kanafani, p. 54). While the princess read this message, I felt like I was 

reading it too. I was reminded that we have so many problems to confront and that if we 

sit in one space and cry, they won’t change and solve themselves. Change comes from 

the incentive and willingness of wanting to transform a current state. Later in the story, 

the princess asked her chief guard to find every man that carries a little lantern and bring 

them to the palace. As she waited by the window and to her surprise, a large group of 

men with little lanterns arrived at her palace but couldn’t enter because the gates and 

walls were narrow. The princess ordered that all the high walls be torn down and the gates 

widened so that everyone can enter into the palace yard. After the people have entered 

the yard, the old sage was talking to the princess and he asked if she can carry all these 
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lanterns by herself at once. As it is impossible to do so, the sage then told her: “The same 

goes for the sun. It is too great for one man or one woman to carry on their own.” 

(Kanafani, p.66). The princess understood that to bring the sun into the palace, you must 

tear down the high walls, the money, the status… you must tear down everything in order 

to see the sun and the people.  

It is interesting to see that throughout the whole story, Kanafani called the 

protagonist a “princess”, but at the very end of the story, he labeled her as the “little 

princess” (Kanafani, p. 56). This shows that this princess with this high status is still 

“little”, not only in her age as a child but in her essence as human. Likewise, the lanterns 

that the people were carrying were also “little lanterns”, but the majority of them holding 

the lanterns all at once makes the illumination of the light far brighter and bigger 

(Kanafani, p. 58). So, after I finished reading this story, I asked myself: What is Kanafani 

trying to tell 8-year-old Lamis; knowing that she was the only one to read it?  

Let us go back to the letter at the beginning of the story that Kanafani has written 

for 8-year-old Lamis and read it together:  

Figure 3.Ghassan Kanafani’s Letter to His Niece Lamis at the Beginning of The Little 
Lantern  
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My Dear Lamis 

 
Finally, after so many years, 
I realize who I really am 
and where I am heading. 
Therefore, I will not be able 
to write you a poem for I 
am not a poet, nor an 
article for I am not a 
journalist... and so to keep 
the promise of my gift to 
you I shall write you a 
story... for, by profession, I 
am a story writer. The story 
that I shall write for you, 
The Little Lantern, will keep 
on growing with you  
as you grow older (Kanafani, p.16). 
 
Ghassan 

 
١٩٦٣/١ ١٢إلى لميس  /  
 في عيد ميلادك الثامن

 
 عزيزتي لميس 

 بعد كل هذه السنوات يبدو لي أنني عرفتُ، أخيرا،ً مَن أنا وأين طر يقي .. ولذلك فإنني
 لن أستطيعَ 

 . وكي أن أكتب لكِ شعرا لأنني لستُ شاعرا .. ولا مقالا لأنني لستُ كاتبَ مقال .
 أحُافظ على 

 وعدي لكِ وهديَتيّ اليك قرّرتُ أن أكتبَ لكِ قصة، فمهَِ◌نْتيَ أن أكتبَ قصة … وسوف
 أكتبُ لكِ 

 … واحدة اسمهُا القنديلُ الصغير، تكَبر معكِ كلمّا كَبرتْ◌ِ 
 

 غسان 
 

This letter to his niece Lamis is an important entry into his worldview and the 

purpose he saw in storytelling, both for himself and for the generations to come. Through 

his words, Kanafani acknowledges his own identity as a writer on the one hand but he 

also frames storytelling as a transformative, life changing gift that would guide Lamis as 

she grows. Why is that? Simply because Lamis was a child and children love to read 

stories and have them told to them. Children love to hear stories and be impacted by them. 
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They love to incarnate as the characters in the narratives as much as they love to be part 

of the setting. For that reason, it is the writing and telling of stories that creates change in 

the younger generations and to create change in the generations that come after. In the 

opening lines, Kanafani speaks directly to a moment of personal clarity: “Finally, after so 

many years, I realize who I really am and where I am heading” (Kanafani, p. 16). These 

words are a reflective and powerful moment of self-awareness such that Kanafani seems 

to accept and submit to the fact that his identity is not merely a political activist or figure, 

but as a writer. This self-recognition is not trivial, especially given the broader context of 

Kanafani’s personal life where his identity was often shaped or defined in relation to the 

Palestinian resistance. By translating this self-identity to Lamis, Kanafani subtly reclaims 

his role as a storyteller; reinforcing the idea that literature and stories hold a place in 

resistance as vital as any other form of action.  

Ismail Nashef, a professor of Arabic literature at the Doha Institute for Graduate 

Studies in Qatar, wrote and published an article in the Journal of Arabic Literature in the 

year 2023 entitled Ghassan Kanafani's Children: Agency and Contingency. In his abstract 

to the piece, he discusses how in colonial and post-colonial Arab modernity, the child is 

considered as the key "bearer of change" and precisely the change of society into a better 

place. Specifically, Nashef presents the child as possessing sociopolitical agency, actively 

driving change, particularly in the context of the Palestinian experience, with a focus on 

Ghassan Kanafani's literary works. Nevertheless, since our focal point of discussion is 

Kanafani's letters, Nashef does a great job at analyzing these letters and providing us with 

a new lens to view them; the lens of childhood and the child at the center of these literary 

stories.  
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Nashef quotes "childhood is constructed by social forces, political interests, 

cultural phenomena, and macro-societal and political changes" (p.159). Once a child is 

born, they are immedietly born into a society starting from the family and then expanding 

into school, university, workplace, etc... A child is placed in multiple surroundings where 

they are carrying an impact or change within them and waiting for the opportunity to 

inflict it on others. For that reason, the theme or trope of children and childhood is very 

important in the context of Ghassan Kanafani and in the broader sense the tropes of 

Palestinian and Resistance literature. As some children are considered the "bearers of 

change", they are also surrounded by those who are resistant to change and for that reason 

we have the problems and wars that we witness today such as the one that inflamed on 

October 7th.  

  “Child” is a relational element on the macro-structural level; it is not given and 
static, but open and in constant flux. Moreover, I will contend that Kanafani was 
active in reconstructing this “child” as a nexus of meaning re-generation in the 
post-Nakbah period of Palestinian colonial modernity. Writing across multiple 
modern Arabic literary genres, Kanafani capitalized on certain literary devices 
and cultural premises in order to build the new Palestinian, and by extension Arab, 
“child.” In Kanafani’s literary corpus the child operates as a topic, a theme, a 
relation, a character, or even as an institutional entity. (Nashef, p. 160)  

  

The child, in the specific context of Kanafani and in the general context of 

Palestine, becomes a child with an agency associated with them, a child with a 

responsibility that is engraved on them since birth. This agency is considered to have a 

sociopolitical impact such that the child becomes an active agent and participant in 

society at such a young age. Meaning that, ever since a Palestinian child is born, they 

immedietly inherit this sense of responsibility. I would say they not only inherit it but 

they are burdened with handling roles that are in the capability of adults which they bare 

the responsibility for at the age where they should be playing, running around the land, 
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and enjoying their basic human rights. For that same reason when Kanafani wrote Lamis 

The Little Lantern (1963), he told her that when the princess started to weep and gave up 

on finding the sun, the old sage came and explained to the princess that she doesn’t have 

a choice or she would be locked in forever. The old sage explained that the princess has 

a duty to fulfill to her kingdom and she doesn’t have a choice not to. The message that 

Kanafani is delivering to his niece is clear: She has a duty to fulfil to her country which 

is to fight for her land in any way and to be amongst her people so that the “sun” which 

is freedom and liberty be given to all. Lamis and the princess are the bearers of change 

and the bearers of this light, and such light cannot be carried alone… it is always shared; 

translated.  

Ghassan Kanafani, amongst many Palestinian writers, has always or mostly 

inserted the “child” as an active agent in his narratives and fiction. Most of his short 

stories include the role of children as powerful emblems of resistance and role models for 

the adults in the narrative. One very clear example is Letter from Gaza (1956) where the 

anonymous narrator willingly chose not follow in the footsteps of his friend Mustapha in 

the U.S. because he saw his cousin Nadia losing her limbs in sacrifice to save her siblings. 

He saw that a child was capable of putting her own life on the line to save the people she 

loved. In The Little Lantern, Kanafani is telling Lamis which is the princess in this story 

that in order for her to bring in the sun, she must sacrifice herself and tear down some 

walls so that the light can reach all her people. However, is that the only reason why 

Kanafani targets children or has written this story to his niece? Of course not. Kanafani, 

writing and telling these stories both in fiction and non-fictional letters, is building a 

culture of resistance that is carried on from one generation to the next. Ever since the 

Nakba happened and the Palestinian identity and history is being slowly and rapidly 
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ethnically cleansed, there is a dire need to record and document this identity from an early 

stage. Therefore, Kanafani is calling out to children… the early bearers of this change, to 

document collectively their identity and preserve it… instead of being locked in a “closed 

wooden chest” forever (Kanafani, p. 22). Nashef explains that: “…a collective feeling of 

urgency to record the existence of the Palestinian collectivity emerged from the almost-

total loss of this material-semiotic infrastructure” (p.164-65).  

Going back to the idea that the child in Kanafani’s fiction and non-fictional letters 

does not necessarily belong to a specific age group, we see that the child is often portrayed 

as both a symbol of innocence and an active agent of resistance, transcending traditional 

notions of age and instead representing the collective struggle of a people. Meaning that, 

any child in the letter is enforced to play both child and adult responsibilities such as 

Nadia, the princess, and Lamis in this manner. Besides age, these children also do not 

belong to a particular gender role or expectation. For instance, some acts of heroism 

which are usually associated with men are seen acted by both women, girls, and children 

alike. What is Kanafani saying in that sense? Simply, resistance does not have a certain 

age, gender, nor rule. To resist is to simply be human.  

Nashef introduces that: Kanafani’s published letters can be classified into three 

main categories: 

1. Letters addressed to Lamis 

2. Letters addressed to friends who report on them in their essays and memoirs  

3. Letters to his lover, the writer Ghadah al-Sammān 

Of the letters that were published posthumously were “Kanafani’s letters to Lamīs” 

that “leads us to rethink them as publicly circulated literary products rather than private 

ones” (p.175). The Little Lantern (1963) once written for the private eyes of Lamis is 
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now, like Kanafani’s letters to Al-Samman, circulating through the public’s eyes and 

becoming a “literary artifact” or a “literary product” that is studied, curated, and 

investigated for more than what it is. Nashef sees this letter by stating that: 

It is perhaps no surprise that the content of a birthday letter should be organized 
around the processes of realizing who one is. What is unique in this letter, though, 
is the manner in which these processes are performed as a communicative act, an 
event of forming both the narrator and the narratee (p.176). 

 

What Kanafani is doing in this letter is that he is revealing his realization of his 

identity and who he is which is that he is a writer of stories. Then, he is identifying what 

he is capable of doing to be in balance with his authentic revealed self by which he can 

write a story. Thirdly, he takes this ability and turns his skill into an artifact… in this 

manner, the gift of the letter that translates into this narrative which models the circular 

process for the narratee to pursue her own realization of identity in the future. The child, 

being Lamis, in this manner is not meant to take this journey of self-realization and 

identification on her own because she already has and presupposes an adult link that will 

help her understand and embark on such journey.  

 

However, it is no longer just about Kanafani and Lamis. On July 8th, 1972, 

Ghassan Kanafani was assasinated in a booby trap stuck to his car as he was taking his 

niece Lamis for ice cream. Lamis was 17 at the time and she was visiting her uncle to 

share with him her successes and plans to going to engineering school. To our surprise, 

she left with her uncle and never came back. Kanafani’s letter to Lamis and story The 

Little Lantern never really had the chance to grow up with her completely. It grew up 

with her till the age of seventeen and then died with both the narrator and narratee. 

Nevertheless, as this story is published and has become a literary artifact for us; we are 
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now carrying those little lanterns. We, the readers of this story and most of Kanafani’s 

letters and stories, are the bearers of change. It does not mean that it is only Palestinians 

that are given by this sense of urgency and responsibility, but we as humans have a 

responsibility towards any other human who suffers in fighting and returning to their 

homeland. In any other dimension or world, it could be our fate and it could be someone 

else’s responsibility. For that, we educate our children and we carry these little lanterns 

in order to be seen. The more collective we are, the more we are incapable of being 

destroyed.  

 

1. An Excerpt of a Letter to Fayez  

 

Figure 4. From the introduction of Kanafani’s Men  
in the Sun translated by Hillary Kilpatrick, p. 10 

 

In the introduction of the English translated version by Hilary Kilpatrick of the 

novel Men in the Sun (1962), Kilpatrick introduces Kanafani’s biography before delving 
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into the book’s translation. As part of the introduction, we are struck with an excerpt from 

a private letter that Kanafani has written for his son Fayez. In this letter, Kanafani is 

addressing his son with profound reflections on the topics of identity, displacement, and 

generational impact of the Palestinian struggle. This letter, though simple in its diction 

and small, encapsulates Kanafani’s awareness of the inherited trauma and resilience that 

his son, like many other Palestinian children, must carry.  

The letter opens with a pivotal question that young Fayez asks his mother Anni: 

Mama, am I a Palestinian? (Kanafani, trans. Kilpatrick, p.10). 
This simple question is laden with significance, representing a moment of 

awakening for Fayez. It is a direct confrontation with his identity as a child which carries 

the weight of a complex history of displacement and struggle. Rashid Khalidi discusses 

the role of such identity-based realizations and complexes in shaping the Palestinian 

consiousness, stating:  

The story of Palestinian identity would thus appear in sum to be one of both failure 
and success. It has been a failure in that in spite of all their sacrifices over so many 
generations, the Palestinian people have not so far achieved the self-determination 
and control over their own lives for which they have been striving for so long (p. 
208-09).  

 
Fayez’s question, thus, becomes an opening to his initiation into this collective 

memory and inherited trauma as well as all the “failures” and “successes” that underpin 

the Palestinian identity.  

Kanafani responds with silence when hearing Fayez’s question. After his mother 

confirms his identity with a simple “Yes”, a “heavy silence fell on the whole house” 

(Kanafani, trans. Kilpatrick, p.10). This silence, described as something 'hanging over 

our heads,' symbolizes the weight of being Palestinian—not just as a label, but as a reality 

that carries an immense burden. It reflects an unspoken truth, representing not only 

Fayez’s personal realization but also the collective, often silent, understanding of the 
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sacrifices and suffering inherent in the Palestinian experience. This silence acts as a 

communal acknowledgement of identity, binding the family through an invisible yet 

palpable sense of responsibility and shared history. 

Kanafani continues to say: 

“I know, however, that a distant homeland was being born again; hills, plains, 
olive groves, dead people, torn banners and folded ones all cutting their way into 
a future of flesh and blood and being born in the heart of another child” (p.10). 
 

The imagery conveys a vision of the homeland that lives through the memories 

and experiences of each generation. Kanafani’s use of “flesh and blood” underscores the 

visceral connection that Palestinians maintain with their land, even in exile. In Barbara 

Harlow’s Resistance Literature, she references Edward Said who asks himself in 

response to Dov/Khaldun’s statement:  

What is the homeland? Is it these two chairs which have been in this home for 
twenty years? The table? The peacock feathers? The picture of Jerusalem on the 
wall? The copper door bolt? The oak tree? The balcony? What is the homeland? 
Khaldun? Our dreams about him? Parents? Children? What is the homeland? 
(p.175) 

 
The image of the hills, plains, and olive groves create this place that one could 

call a homeland; both familiar yet uncanny. Likewise, Edward Said states in The Question 

of Palestine (1980) that:  

The pattern begins in Palestine with some real but partly mythologized spot of 
land, a house, a region, a village, perhaps only an employer, then it moves out to 
take in the disappearance of a collective national identity (even while remaining 
inside the old Palestine), the birth of concrete exile, always, always a head-on 
(later a more subtle) collision with laws designed specifically for the Palestinian, 
finally some recent sense of revived hope, pride in Palestinian achievements 
(p.121). 

 
Kanafani then reinforces the idea that Fayez, like other Palestinian children 

including Lamis, carry pieces of this homeland in their exilic experience; holding this 

continuity through memory.  
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However, this continuum is also broken by a rupture and such rupture is created 

in this letter upon Kanafani’s realization that his son Fayez has transitioned from 

childhood innocence to adult awareness that is tender yet painful. He observes that: “Do 

not believe that man grows. No; he is born suddenly—a word, in a moment, penetrates 

his heart to a new truth (p.10).” This statement by Kanafani shows that sometimes the 

realization of one’s identity can be abrupt and transformative of their personalities and 

the shaping of their lives or futures. Fayez’s understanding of his Palestinian identity 

marks a departure from the simplicity of childhood, as he is now “born” into a new reality 

marked by both pride and pain. Ismail Nashef writes in his article that: 

Subjected to familial journeys and the travails of exile and dislocation, children 
were reallocated within the family’s patriarchal structure to new positions and 
roles. In a sense, this transformation meant that children had to become “semi-
adults” faster than they would have on the normative path of growing up (p.165). 

 
In this letter, Fayez’s question symbolizes this forced maturation which brings 

him closer to his heritage but also weighs on his innocence as a child. Therefore, as 

Harlow quoted the late scholar Elias Khoury: 

Language is the very framework of steadfastness (Sumud) . . . Language is the 
repository of the collective memory. It is the basic national value which must be 
preserved (p.34). 

 
Kanafani uses language and transmits it to children like Fayez and Lamis to 

remind them of this collective memory of a homeland they may have never seen, touched, 

felt, heard, smelled, or tasted. His stories and letters become part of that “repository” in 

which all narratives are recorded and are to be read again and again.  
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CHAPTER III 

NARRATIVIZING LETTERS 
 

When we write letters, we are sharing parts of ourselves with the recipient. 

However, what happens when the stories in the letters write us? At its core, the term 

narrativizing refers to the conversion of a medium or form into a storytelling device. In 

terms of letter writing, narrativization is shaping the raw, communicative content of a 

letter into something that contributes to the broader narrative arc. Ghassan Kanafani, 

though known for his short stories, essays, and plays, is rarely known for framing some 

of his short stories under the epistolary form; narrativizing letters. He takes the letter and 

transforms it; the letter being a form that is historically associated with privacy, intimacy, 

and personal expression turns into a narrative device within his fictional works. This is 

implemented to facilitate both interpersonal connections with readers while 

simultaneously addressing political and existential themes central to the Palestinian 

resistance. Letters, especially for Kanafani, do not exist in isolation, they become moving 

narratives; a dynamic way to tell a story and make it more directive and expressive. In 

Kanafani’s fictional works, letters become both artifacts of existential reflection and 

narrativizing the Palestinian experience. Through close readings of “In My Funeral”, “A 

Death of Bed Number 12”, “The Bride”, and “Letter from Gaza”, this chapter explores 

how Kanafani blends elements of narrative within the form of the letter to understand the 

psychological and political fragmentation experienced by Palestinians. Nevertheless, 

Kanafani takes the letter as form and narrativizes it. The title of this chapter changes the 

noun "narrative" into a verb, and for that, letters do not merely convey stories; instead, it 

is stories that are actively shaping the content and purpose of these letters. This shift puts 

the narrative both into action, motion, and perspective, as Kanafani uses letters not only 



 

 84

as standalone forms of resistance but also as vessels and tanks for stories they carry which 

themselves embody the act of resistance. 

  

A. “In My Funeral” (1969) 

“In My Funeral” is a short story in the form of a letter written by Ghassan 

Kanafani that part of the collection of short stories entitled All That’s Left to You (1969). 

This letter is titled a “short story”. However, it is presented in the form of a letter written 

by the protagonist to an unnamed or anonymous lover. In general terms, the letter does 

not only become a narrative tool but rather becomes an introspective and confessional 

space where the protagonist reflects on his life, love, illness, and impending death. 

 As I was reading this letter, I couldn’t help but ask myself: Why did Kanafani 

use the letter as a form to tell a story? Through reading, I understood that Kanafani’s 

choice of the letter form was significant as it allowed for a direct, unfiltered expression 

of the protagonist’s internal world and emotional state at the time. Afterall, letters are not 

only to be considered tools for delivering messages; they also convey a deeply intimate 

and personal tone, making them particularly effective for expressing profound emotions 

such as despair and a sense of lost identity. 

Kanafani and the narrator imbue this letter with a profound sense of emptiness 

and void, addressing a lover who clearly does not reciprocate the narrator’s emotions or 

affection. The narrator says: “There's nothing left but to wait for you in your absence and 

in your presence, in the sun and in the rain, under the fluttering of words from our lips 

and between them.” (Al-Samman, p. 65). This statement is at the heart of the narrator’s 

despair over his beloved’s absence which is not only painful to him but also renders his 

life meaningless. There is a juxtaposition between the word’s “absence” and “presence” 
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such that it reflects the entrapment of the narrator who feels that he cannot live without 

his lover’s presence, yet the possibility of her being with someone else is equally 

unbearable.  

This letter cum short story does not entail any characters, but it is considered both 

a love letter and a self-eulogy of the narrator who imagines his death, or shares the 

moment of his death, before his death actually takes place. As stories also take away 

things from real life, it is Kanafani's self-eulogy before his own assasination in 1972, and 

his love letter to his "anonymous lover," who we comprehend may be Ghada Al-Samman, 

as we read the letter in juxtaposition with a letter, he wrote to her. I will present a close 

reading of “In My Funeral “to explore how Kanafani uses the letter as a form to tell a 

story. I argue that he is "narrativizing", a concept that gave rise to the term itself.  

  

1. The Letter Form and Confessionalism 

A letter by definition is a message exchanged between a sender and a recipient, 

but in Kanafani's “In My Funeral,” both the narrator and his beloved are anonymous. 

Kanafani uses the letter as form to establish an immediate sense of intimacy; placing us 

as readers at the center as though we know who the narrator and his beloved are despite 

the fact that we are unaware. This intentional anonymity within the letter creates this 

dramatic fallacy as we wait for the revealing of the writer and his beloved's identities, but 

as we reach the end of the letter, they remain masked. The letter begins with "My Dearest" 

though we do not know who the writer’s dearest is, and the letter ends with no signature 

of its writer, almost as if they have disappeared in their own piece. A death before its 

death. It is as though this self-eulogy of a love letter begins with a dying protagonist and 

ends with him dying without signing his letter. An anonymity left to be questioned.  
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The narrator begins his letter by saying: "To tell the truth, I am not sure what I 

should write to you"9 (51). Literary openings are very important, as Terry Eagleton says 

in How to Read Literature, "As with the opening of a lot of novels, there is something of 

a set piece feel to this, as the author clears his throat and formally sets the scene." (9). 

The opening of Kanafani's letter is very crucial, yet it is not "absolute" (7); it sets the tone 

for the entire narrative revealing the narrator as futile and limited in language use. In a 

way, the narrator is being confessional as the letter breaks down the barriers between the 

narrator and the reader, making the audience privy to the former’s deepest thoughts, 

secrets, confessions, obsessions, and privacies.  

Why was the letter written to a beloved rather than an anonymous audience or an 

anonymous character like Kanafani does with the rest of his letter narratives, “The Death 

of Bed Number 12,” “Letter from Gaza,” and “The Bride”? Why does he choose a lover 

to eulogize himself to and confess of the pain he feels due to the unrequited love she 

makes him feel? This choice of addressing his beloved adds a layer of vulnerability and 

personal connection. Specifically, since this narrative is not directed outwards discussing 

external factors and problems, it is directed inwards reflecting on the narrator’s psycho-

emotional reflections, fears, and feelings. Almost like a diary writing itself, the narrator 

is so intune yet out of tune with his identity and emotions that he can articulate his fears 

clearly and failures without pretense, yet still struggles with understanding himself and 

his purpose in life. Like Albert Camus, Kanafani's narrator writes very existentially and, 

in a way, uses his letter to a lover we don’t know if she even exists to him or to us. It is 

almost like the letter itself and addressing his lover becomes his human diary or journal 

of existential reflections. Camus says: “Fiction is the lie through which we tell the truth." 

 
9  Translated by May Jayyusi and Jeremy Reed, 2004 
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(Camus, 1942) Kanafani uses the letter which is often seen as a space to speak what is 

real, he narrativizes the letter into fiction to tell a deeper truth. The narrator writes: "All 

the words that a loving heart employs to express its separation, I wrote when I was there. 

But now, there is nothing I can repeat to your ears." (51)10. The act of writing becomes 

itself a metaphor for the anonymous protagonist's emotional and existential exhaustion. 

As I read In My Funeral” and having translated all of Kanafani's letters to Ghada 

Al-Samman into English, I noticed many similarities between the two; specifically, letter 

number ten that he wrote to Al-Samman. Kanafani begins his letter to Al-Samman with 

a sense of loss, confusion, and vulnerability: "I don't know what I should write to you. I 

sent you a long letter a week ago, yet your letters say that you haven't received anything 

from me." (65). When it comes to the opening of “In My Funeral,” the narrator says to 

his lover: "To tell the truth, I am not sure what I should write to you."(51). In both 

instances, Kanafani and the narrator share the same opening to their letters addressing 

their lovers by saying that they don’t know what to write about. The only difference is 

that Kanafani does not "know" what to write to Al-Samman, almost as if he is fed up with 

writing to a love unrequited. While the narrator is "not sure" about what to write, as if 

defeated by the fact that his lover will never love him back and he has made peace with 

it despite his torment because the sentences that follow are: "Should I impart to you what 

others would: that your love stampedes like a torrent through my blood?" (51). Kanafani’s 

fictional work “In My Funeral” mirrors many themes found in his personal letters to Al-

Samman, particularly the motifs of defeat. These include unrequited love, jealousy, and 

obsession, among others. As a commonality, however, Kanafani uses the letter as form 

 
10 Translated by May Jayyusi and Jeremy Reed, 2004 



 

 88

both in fiction and non-fiction to confess a particular truth and the fact that this is mirrored 

in both his works gives Kanafani the image of a transparent authentic writer. 

One could see that this theme of absences and jealousy from other men is not only 

mentioned in “In My Funeral,” but it is also in letter number nine that Kanafani wrote to 

Al-Samman:  

You chose the worst in me and mixed it with the worst of your experiences. The 
result was a dwarf, from whom I expected to enter a room where you were in 
sleepwear with another man on the eve of your absence. You killed the man for 
your worship, and he is not me. You found in my rush an opportunity to see how 
you could torture me! (60) 

  

It is obvious that the narrator and Kanafani blend into one and the same person; 

feeling on edge by their lovers and spiraling into delusions about why their love is not 

being reciprocated or why they feel absence, void, and abandoned by these persons. Thus, 

the letter is used to confess strong emotions felt by Kanafani and the narrator, but in this 

confession, there is resistance. There is resistance in telling the truth as raw as it is. 

  

2. Temporal fluidity and a non-linear narrative 

One of the most striking features about “In My Funeral,” similar to Kanafani's other 

fictional letters, is its non-linear narrative structure which is facilitated by the letter form. 

The narrative dances between the past and the present such that the narrator reflects on 

his childhood, dreams, and the harsh realities of his current life being his unrequited love 

from his beloved and his chronic terminal illness that is killing him at any time. He 

reminisces: "I had lived for a future devoid of fear. I used to go hungry in the hope of 

better days to come"11 (51). This contrast between past hope and present despair shows 

 
11 Translated by May Jayyusi and Jeremy Reed, 2004 
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the disjunction between his aspiration and reality; much like Palestinians’ experience on 

a daily basis as they watch their dreams hang on a thin thread.  

According to Aram Far and Chegini, both professors of literature at Azad 

University, they analyse Kanafani’s letter 'In My Funeral' using Eileen Baldeschwiler’s 

theory. According to Baldeshwiler theory, lyrical short stories are most likely to focus on 

the inner thoughts and feelings of the protagonist rather than external actions or traditional 

plot structures (Aram and Chegini, 2022). The narrative in “In My Funeral” lacks these 

dynamic external events and centers around the psychological state of the protagonist. 

The story is structured with a double temporality being the past and the present to 

compare the protagonists’ stagnant present which is “mental and immobile” with a more 

dynamic past (Aram and Chegini, 2). Aram and Chegini describe this temporality as 

follows:  

The timing of the apocalypse in the story of "Fi Janazati" is well illustrated in this 
story, the present is not dynamic and has no external movement and action. This 
indicates the anonymity of the present. Anonymity manifests itself in being 
mental and lacking dynamism and action. Perhaps, that is why the title of the story 
is "Fi Janazati" (at my funeral) which refers to the time of the narrator's death, and 
it is natural that, after death, man is not bound by time. The story of Fi Janazati 
has been narrated at two levels of time. The first level is the past tense, which is 
dynamic and objective, and the second level is the present tense, which is mental 
and immobile (p.2). 
 

This disjunction in temporality follows Baldeschwiler’s concept of anachronism 

in lyrical stories, where time is non-linear and is only meant to portray the characters’ 

internal experience. The use of the letter form by Kanafani also supports the story’s fluid 

temporal structure. Because the narrative moves between the past and present, we as 

readers get insight and “personal access” to the protagonist mental, physical, and 

emotional states as a process instead of seeing it as a linear plot progression. This fluidity 
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is closely linked to the protagonist’s disjointedness of his experiences and his inability to 

find coherence and meaning in his life, which is a trait not only of most of Kanafani’s 

characters but also of part of the displaced Palestinian’s identity.  

Additionally, the protagonist’s reflections reveal his sense of futility and self-

estrangement such that it is clearly articulated in Kanafani’s vivid use of metaphors. For 

instance, when Kanafani writes: 

What kind of a youth is mine? What value can be attached to it, my dear? And 
why should I carry on? What is this troubled specter which rises in a darkness 
blacker than a tyrant’s conscience? What have I gained from this life of mine? 
Yes, what? (.51)12.  

 
Further on, he describes his blood as “impotent” and his future as the “guttering 

flame of an almost extinguished candle” to symbolize his self-decline towards something 

unknown on the one hand but also highlighting the broader disillusionment that 

Palestinian’s feelings on the other, especially of those who are in exile (51)13. These 

imageries are consistent with the “emotional curve” theorized by Baldeshwiler, where the 

character’s internal changes direct the story’s emotional trajectory (Aram Far & Chegini, 

2021). 

This temporal fluidity is key to understanding the fragmentation of the narrator’s 

identity. His past, present, and future are disconnected, such that his life is marked by 

unfulfilled potential and shattered dreams. He describes his current state as being "a 

vessel emptied of its contents, which can no longer remain stable" (51). Very much 

resembling the ending of Kanafani's novella Men in the Sun, the three main characters 

who are travelling as refugees to seek better lives and oppurtunities abroad end up dead 

 
12 Translated by May Jayyusi and Jeremy Reed, 2004 
 
13 Translated by May Jayyusi and Jeremy Reed, 2004 
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in an empty water "vessel" or "tank" in the heat of the desert sun. The three characters, 

from different age groups, symbolize this temporal fluidity, with Kanafani intentionally 

using them to show that a people, no matter where they go or what dreams they pursue, 

will inevitably face death in an empty water tank, where not a single knock is heard. 

Likewise, the narrator in “In My Funeral” says, "I am walking, in spite of myself, in my 

own funeral. All the hollow advice administered to me over the past years seems to have 

vaporized like soap bubbles." (54)14. These images of emptiness and instability symbolize 

not only the personal and emotional complications of the narrator but the collective 

experience of a people who have been uprooted and left without a solid foundation to 

continue, or even to survive.  

 

3. Self-eulogy, defeat, and hope 

In “In My Funeral,” the main character's reflections and thoughts throughout the 

letter appear as a self-eulogy such that he is not only recounting his life, but evaluating it, 

passing judgement of his own failures and shortcomings. He speaks of his illness in 

metaphoric terms and imageries describing himself as "a sick man…whose future is the 

guttering flame of an almost extinguished candle" (51). The "guttering flame" means that 

that life of the narrator is slowly burning or dying out. The light of this flame is dimming 

down both emotionally and physically as the sickness feeds on his blood and as he waits 

for his lover to love him back.  

Moreover, the feeling of failure is mainly seen in his confession about his inability 

to be a hero: "I failed in my attempts at heroism; exhausted and depleted, life once again 

 
14 Translated by May Jayyusi and Jeremy Reed, 2004 
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raised a tower in front of me like a huge wall of despair" (54)15. Though we are hearing 

the voice of the narrator, we are also hearing the voice of Kanafani who is always 

attempting to be a hero. Nevertheless, Kanafani who like the narrator suspected that he is 

going to die from an "impending illness", ended up assasinated by the Mossad in 1972. 

His constant feelings about failing himself and those around him are not only in his works 

of fiction, but also appear strongly in a letter he wrote to his sister Fayzah which was 

integrated in the book of collected letters by Ghada Al-Samman. Kanafani writes:  

Now, after thirty years, you can be reassured about one thing, that I will always 
come back; it seems that I am destined to remain defeated in my depths. The 
thing that broke within me at the age of ten did not heal, and I have always 
remained one of the most loyal to something called misfortune and bad luck 
(91)16. 

 
In a very nihilistic way of thinking, Kanafani believes destiny wants him to remain 

defeated and in the worst luck, but that is the case of numerous Palestinians who have 

witnessed the occupation of their homelands. The minute one leaves their homeland is 

the minute they start to feel defeated. Afterall, one finds comfort in what one calls home. 

 

4. Hope and resistance 

In Barbara Harlow's Resistance Literature, the author provides an essential basis 

for the understanding of how texts are produced under conditions of political oppression 

and how they function as tools of resistance.  Harlow argues that "Literature, in other 

words, is presented by the critic as an arena of struggle”; a space where oppressed 

communities document and "record" their histories and assert their identities against 

colonial and hegemonic narratives (2). In Kanafani's “In My Funeral,” the act of a dying 

man from an impending disease becomes this expression of resistance. The narrative, 

 
15 Translated by May Jayyusi and Jeremy Reed, 2004 
16 My Translation  
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which is written in the first person, centers around the narrator’s anticipated funeral with 

thoughts of death that are interlinked with the political realities of the Palestinian struggle. 

Kanafani uses literature as his "arena of struggle," and specifically the genre of the 

epistolary.  

The narrator describes in the letter: "The passing of each new day digs deeper 

furrows into my resistance," as he feels the days move slower than the days before (51)17. 

The narrator is not rejecting death, but he is waiting for it to come to him. As I was reading 

an interview conducted by An-Nahar few days after Kanafani's death in 1972, his wife 

Anni Kanafani explained that Kanafani used to go out of the house and refused to have 

anyone guard or protect him. She also described that he embraced that death was going 

to come to him at any time and he felt it before it happened.   

 
17 Translated by May Jayyusi and Jeremy Reed, 2004 
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Figure 5. An Excerpt from Al-Nahar Newspaper Dating Back to 1972 Days After 
Kanafani’s Assasination. 

  

Anni clarified to Al-Nahar that her husband knew the dangers, but he chose to 

stay, to continue his work for the Palestinian cause and to remain united with his people. 

“He did not want to flee from death," she explained, "but to remain in solidarity with the 

Palestinian struggle." On the subject of her husband's personal safety, she confirmed: "I 

was well aware that he was targeted. I begged him to reconsider his position, even 

requesting help from his comrades in the Palestinian Resistance Army, asking them to 
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convince him to leave Beirut for a safer location. “However,”, she said, "Ghassan refused. 

He believed in his mission, and nothing could sway him from that path.” In response to 

the intense grief following his martyrdom, Anni revealed that her husband knew well the 

imminent danger. She added that in the final days, the mounting pressure on him to flee 

increased, but he insisted on staying. He said, "When it is my time, I will meet it with 

pride."  

This parallelism between Kanafani's eulogy letter “In My Funeral” and his 

personal conviction of embracing death at any second shows the transformation of 

personal death into a public and political act. This aligns very closely to Harlow's theory 

that resistance literature is not merely descriptive but actively participates in the struggle 

and a bigger cause that it depicts. The funeral, therefore, is not an occasion for mourning 

nor is it a physical funeral; rather it is a moment of collective reflection on the continuing 

resistance against the erasure of the Palestinian identity.  

  

B. “The Death of Bed Number 12” (1961) 

To situate the letter publication within its historical context, “The Death of Bed 

Number 12” was written by Ghassan Kanfani in Beirut and published in the year 1961. 

This letter is part of a book entitled after the title of the letter The Death of Bed Number 

12. The book constitutes a collection of short stories by Kanafani. In his introduction of 

the book, Kanafani explains:   

I believe that the book should introduce itself, and if it fails to fulfil part of the 
writer’s ambition, the writer must accept it. Just as in the past, writers have torn 
apart their stories to rewrite them, I too encourage A Death in Bed No. 12 to find 
its own path, if it can discover the beginning of that path. (Joudi, 2019) 
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The letter begins with the narrator addressing a man named Ahmad. With the 

address "Dear Ahmad", we immedietly know that Kanafani is using the form of the letter 

to tell his story. The first word he writes in the letter to Ahmad is a word of action and 

careful contemplation: "اخترتك" (I chose you), and he goes on to say: "  اخترتك أنت بالذات لهذه

 This powerful verbal opening shows that .(…I chose your precisely for this letter) "الرسالة 

letter writing is a choice. To think of someone, wanting to tell them or share something 

with them, and take the time to sit down and hand write a letter is all part of a personal 

choice. Kanafani (or the narrator) immedietly takes us in, making us part of the letter as 

though we had shared in a prior relationship with this man called Ahmad. However, to us 

it creates an element of mystery and the unknown. We, readers, see the relationship 

between Ahmad and the writer/narrator unfold privately and we are part of it, yet distinct 

from it as well, as though coming late into a show or a movie and trying to fill in the gaps 

with our imagination or thoughts.   

In the second paragraph of the letter, the narrator tells us that it is going to be a 

 or story by which he shares with Ahmed after observing the incident of death of "قصة"

bed number 12 (85). The element of storytelling immedietly interweaves within the art of 

letter writing. Throughout the letter, we see the narrator setting the stage and telling us 

that he wants to talk about "death" (87) even if he strays away from the topic and comes 

back to it again. Letter writing, unlike other genres, is seen as a field for experimentation 

and exploration of the self. It is a wandering through the gaps in one’s minds, trying to 

make sense of them all and share them with another self.    

In his Master's thesis, Adil Ahmed, presents an intricate analysis and study of the 

thematic and functional elements in “The Death of Bed Number 12,” which is written in 

the form of a letter. Ahmed briefly describes the short story as written in "the first person 
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in epistolary form,” a literary point of view that was not very prominent during the time 

of Kanafani (87). The story entails a collection of letters from an anonymous 

writer/sender to the recipient named Ahmad. This is not the only time that Kanafani 

incorporates an anonymous writer in his letters, for this appears in most of his other 

fictional works, such as “The Bride” or “Letter from Gaza.”  When Kanafani wrote these 

letters and fictional letters, he originally wrote them for local newspapers, such as the 

Lebanese daily Al-Muharrir, under a pen name known as Fares Fares. There is another 

level of anonymity of identity both in terms of the author of the entire piece being 

Kanafani and the writer of the letters themselves. This obscurity of identity and names is 

crucial for Kanafani, and takes a central theme in his letter/short story “The Death of Bed 

Number 12.”   

A brief summary of this short story in the epistolary form is mainly about the 

narrator, who is a hospital patient who addresses his sadness and grievances upon 

witnessing the death of another patient who lies in bed number 12. Due to his shock of 

death and the decline of his own life and health, he imagines the back story prior to the 

death of bed number 12, but “later learning that none of the imaginary story is close to 

the truth" (Ahmed, 87). However, the letter and story within are more complex than this 

brief summary could ever suffice and Adil Ahmed says that: "… this unique story is 

different from most of Kanafani's and, I believe, requires further analysis for, after only 

a first reading, the reader may feel, if anything, disappointment" (87). The disappointment 

of the reader is triggered instantaneously by the fact that they have gone through fourteen 

pages of someone's backstory only to know that it is a mere figment of the narrator’s 

imagination at the end…a fallacy. A dream?  
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The real questions that we should ask ourselves is: why does the narrator fill in an 

imaginary story of a stranger who died near him in the hospital bed? Ahmed states that 

the narrator is disturbed mainly by "the fact that the young man's life is such a blank that 

the nurses identify him only as "bed number 12" (88). He cannot accept the fact that the 

man who died lost his original name from Mohammad Ali Akbar to bed number 12. "I 

said to myself: 'Mohamed Ali Akbar has lost his name, he is Bed number 12'" (88).  

This loss of identity is not just tragic; it compels us to think and reflect on what 

we are witnessing in today’s media coverage of the horrific events unfolding in Gaza and 

other regions of Palestine. The anonymity and dehumanization of individuals in the 

conflict, often reduced to numbers or statistics, echo the loss of identity seen in Kanafani’s 

story, making the narrative all the more relevant to our current reality. As I scroll through 

news channels and pages on Instagram, I am flooded by headlines only entailing 

statistical, quantitative numbers. First hundred, then thousands, and now who is keeping 

count? Kanafani's letter that circles around the death of Mohammad Ali Akbar turns into 

the death of bed number 12. Names becoming numbers. Humans becoming digits, an 

abstraction. The question then poses itself: Is it that when one dies that their identity is 

immedietly stripped from them? Or is it because one’s identity is Palestinian that they are 

immedietly unidentified and turned into a number? In the letter, we witness one death, 

but in reality, we are witnessing the death of innumerable people. How can we keep 

count? How do we remember their names?  

As the doctors waited around him, I examined the card that hung at the foot of his 
bed. I had slipped out of my room and was standing there, unseen by the doctors, 
who were engaged in a hopeless attempt to save the dying man (87 - 88).  

  

In Kanafani's story, the narrator goes on a little trespassing adventure where he 

breaks hospital rules and policies and enters the room where Mohammad Ali Akbar died 
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in order to read his name on the death card because he refuses to call or name him as "bed 

number 12". It takes both choice and the pursuit to act when it comes to knowing 

someone’s name, and not only their number or label of death. The narrator is caught by 

the doctor and nurse, but his resistance in fighting back and wanting to know the name of 

the patient of bed number 12 also known as Mohammad Ali Akbar is a powerful scene 

in this story. The deeper we delve into this story, we as readers almost forget that it is 

even a letter that is being written and sent to someone called "Ahmad". At this moment, 

we become "Ahmad", the recipients of this story in the first hand and the letter as the 

form embracing this story. "He simply spins this yarn of the young man's supposed 

background and it is here that the reader may well become sidetracked, caught up in the 

life of a man to the point where he forgets the narrator" (Ahmed, 91).   

Another thing that we learn in the story is that Mohammad Ali Akbar was holding 

onto a wooden chained box that had Persian inscriptions on it. He kept holding onto it 

until his very moment of departure. The narrator's curiosity drives him to ask the nurses 

about the content of the box, but everyone was oblivious to that even after the death of 

bed number 12. Here we are seeing Mohammad Ali Akbar and his box through the eyes 

of the narrator from a third dimension. "His insistence on keeping the box was tantamount 

to hanging on to his hope of pulling through and being reunited with his box" (Ahmed, 

89). We begin to know that Mohammad Ali Akbar is holding onto this box as though he 

holds onto the hope that he will recover and be reunited with his box and whatever was 

in it once again. The narrator portrays Mohammad Ali Akbar as a persistent and resilient 

man till he took his last breath. However, we know that his nationality is Omani and not 

Palestinian, and that he became more depressed and fell into poverty after his migration 

to Kuwait. Mai Al-Nakib explains in her essay "Kanafani in Kuwait: A Clinical 
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Cartography" that "the estranging quality of the unfamiliar city could well apply to any 

alien locale, any difficult immigrant experience" (96). We learn that this story within the 

letter is mainly about the aftermath of immigration or moving into a new place, the place 

of the riches which is Kuwait in this case. Kanafani is similar to Mohammad Ali Akbar 

because he was forcefully displaced from Palestine during the Nakba, moved to 

Damascus then immigrated to Kuwait to make a living teaching Arabic. This constant 

moving from one place to another and feeling the sense of estrangement and non-

belonging weighs heavily on one's soul and becomes almost like a "disease" which both 

Mohammad Ali Akbar and the narrator feel in Kanafani's story “The Death of Bed 

Number 12.”   

What was the reason for Mohammad Ali Akbar's immigration to Kuwait? It 

started with him wanting to marry a girl he loved from his village and when her father 

knew that his name was "Mohammad Ali", he refused because he mistook him for a 

famous criminal in their area. When Mohammad Ali Akbar realized that his identity was 

mistaken for someone else’s just through the missing of the last part of his name, he was 

frustrated and saddened. His sadness increased and made him want to leave the place that 

reminded him now of the lover that he cannot have and so he immigrated to Kuwait, yet 

his past was haunting him no matter where he went. He reaches Kuwait and is immedietly 

filled with a sense of "strangeness" (Ahmed, 94). This is the same strangeness that Abu 

Qais felt in another fictional story by Kanafani famously known as Men in the Sun. This 

circularity of images when it comes to the feeling of estrangement and not belonging 

comes from the rooted feeling within Kanafani himself; that wherever he lands in the 

world, he is always yearning to go back to his homeland, Palestine. There is always hope 

in his fictional and non-fictional works embalming return to the homeland such as the 
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title of his other story, Return to Haifa. Kanafani, the narrator, and Mohammad Ali Akbar 

are three selves mirroring one another and sharing similar experiences, illnesses of not 

belonging, and trying to hold onto the hope of return.   

Moreover, there are facts that we learn as readers from what the narrator has heard 

about Mohammad Ali Akbar such that he was never visited by anyone at the hospital and 

that he was always covered in white, the color of void, blank papers, and limbo. Ahmed 

says that:  

 In this way the narrator creates a past life from the bits and pieces he knows about 
the young man. The facts are sketchy, but from the fragmentary facts he is 
compelled to imagine a life, for he cannot abide and accept the idea that this life 
is a blank to all those present at his death (91).  

  

As we read into this fictionally created life of Mohammad Ali Akbar, a question 

poses itself: can one create an imaginary life from figments of a stranger?  This question 

touches on the act of narrative reconstruction, where the unknown becomes a canvas for 

imagination. Saadiya Hartman’s Venus in Two Acts engages with a similar question, one 

that probes the limits of reconstructing lives from archival fragments, particularly the 

stories of enslaved individuals whose histories have been erased. Hartman writes:  

I want to tell a story about two girls capable of retrieving what remains dormant—
the purchase or claim of their lives on the present—without committing further 
violence in my own act of narration (p.2). 

Hartman addresses the impossibility of fully recovering the lives of those lost to 

history, especially when they are reduced to fragments in the archive. She focuses on the 

violence of the archive itself and how it strips away the complexities of these individuals' 

lives and instead, reduces them to numbers, property, or ciphers. Similarly, in Kanafani's 

"The Death of Bed Number 12", the narrator attempts to reconstruct Mohammad Ali 

Akbar's life based on small, often ambiguous details, creating an imaginative life for him 
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that resists the reduction to mere statistics. Hartman’s work, in its exploration of how 

history fails to capture the full humanity of individuals like Venus tells us about the 

difficulty and responsibility involved in reconstructing lives from such fragments. As she 

writes, the act of narrating such lives is not merely an artistic or intellectual exercise but 

a deeply ethical one, as it requires respect for the violence that produced these archives 

and an awareness of the limitations of such reconstructions. 

Kanafani's letter transcends beyond its form as it becomes a multilayered narrative 

of multiple stories at once. We are reading into the narrator’s story briefly then that of 

Mohammad Ali Akbar's. Nevertheless, it is a fiction within another fiction only to fill in 

the gaps of not wanting to be forgotten. We ask ourselves what was the purpose of writing 

this story in the form of a letter?  

  

1. Anonymity and resistance of identity 

Kanafani uses the letter and addresses "Ahmed". Despite the fact that we do not 

know who Ahmed is and we never do until the very end of the letter in the signature that 

he is his brother, we as readers become Ahmed as well. Additionally, because this letter 

was published in Kanafani's fictional works, it is addressed mainly to us as though 

Kanafani is telling us: do not forget that every person whether alive or dead has a life, has 

a name, has purpose. Hundreds, thousands, but never a list of names to remember. Is it 

because one collective number is easier to remember? It makes one think how one's life 

amounts to turning into a digit and Kanafani philosophizes these existential concerns in 

his stories as he brings the dichotomies of life and death into the picture.  

 Wrestling with death is the narrator's problem, as is the question of what life has 
meant before death. What is it all about? He cannot abide a person's dying as this 
young man has, alone, anonymous, callously referred to--not even by name! --
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without friends or family, without a history of his days on earth. The narrator 
empathizes so much with the young man that he creates a story of life for him, 
however false it proves to be. (Ahmed, 98).   

  

Not to mention that the narrator's journey of creating a life from bits and pieces 

of truth and fragments of Mohammad Ali Akbar's life and sharing that fictional story 

through a letter shows a lot of empathy. It is one thing to write and tell a story, but it is 

another to share it with others, and this is exactly what the letter does as a form. The 

narrator makes sure that we, readers, remember Mohammad Ali Akbar's full name and 

his back story even if wasn’t real. To remember that he had a life and meaning.  

 Ironically, however, as the narrator takes Mohammad Ali Akbar's image of being 

an anonymous number on a hospital bed, the narrator himself remains anonymous without 

a name and dying from a disease on a hospital bed. One could assume, however, that the 

narrator's anonymity serves as Kanfani's voice because Kanafani tends to write his letters 

and essays anonymously or under another pen name for many reasons of his own. We 

could also think that it is the same dying narrator from Kanafani’s other fictional letter, 

“In My Funeral,” but telling a different story and addressed to a different audience. "The 

Death of Bed Number 12" not only illustrates the lengths the narrator goes to in 

uncovering Mohammad Ali Akbar’s identity, but also ultimately leads to a deeper 

discovery of the narrator’s own identity (Ahmed, p. 99).  

In "What is an Author", Michel Foucault attributes the author or the reader based 

on their "name". This emphasis on naming is also evident in most of Kanafani's works 

such as “The Death of Bed Number 12,” and more precisely the problems that arise in 

Mohammad Ali Akbar's life and fate when he is mistaken for someone else. In his essay, 

Foucault highlights that:  
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An "author's" name does more than that: when we say "Aristotle," or 
"Shakespeare," or even "Foucault," we mean more than just the guy who lived--
we also mean the thoughts he is attributed with, the mode of thinking, the 
objects of contemplation, the methodology, and/or the writings (or forms of 
discourse) associated with that name (1997).  

  

For that reason, we see the narrator in Kanafani's letter at resistance when 

Mohammad Ali Akbar dies and is immedietly announced as the death of a number. He 

refuses but also fights to know the name of Mohammad Ali Akbar because it is also a 

fight against refusing to be a number as well when he dies. This refusal to turn into a 

commodity and remain as a name to remember. Foucault adds that: "the author's name 

serves as a means of identification, not simply as an element of speech" (1997). The 

narrator’s trespassing, fighting against the doctors and nurses in the hospital in order to 

identify who was the individual who died on bed number 12, is a fight against 

forgetfulness both of oneself and others. Even though it is true and evident that both the 

narrator and Kanafani's names as authors or storytellers remain at "the contours of texts" 

and letters, we as readers must acknowledge their primal roles in trying to keep their lives 

awake in return (1997). Going against the currents of Roland Barthes’ words, the birth of 

the reader does not necessarily have to "be at the cost of the death of the Author," for the 

author does not need to die in the first place (148). In Kanafani's story, Ahmed Adil 

explains that the central character was not Mohammad Ali Akbar even if he took most of 

the story's length, but in the end it is the narrator who is the central figure. His thoughts, 

feelings, and philosophy finally come through. He is wrestling with the deepest questions 

a man can ask: the meaning of death, and the life that preceded it. (103)   

Kanafani and the narrator in parallel serve as revolutionary figures even if their 

role as storyteller/author puts them at the margins of the text. Their revolutionist approach 

invites us as readers to feel responsible and accountable for remembering the lives of all 
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whether dead or alive. The birth of the reader comes to life in continuation with the birth 

of the writer. Therefore, even though Foucault and Barthes say that the author is dead 

from their original work they produce and what is left is the reader. Kanafani does the 

same thing with himself and the narrator of his short story/letter when he anonymizes 

him. Anonymity in letter writing is another way of killing the author and directing the 

reader towards the central story. In my opinion, I see Kanafani as humble in his way of 

decentering and anonymizing himself from this work and shifting our focus on the life of 

the dead character Mohammad Ali Akbar to deliver an important message that all lives 

no matter how ordinary, poor, rich, big, or small are all significant in their own ways and 

are meant to be remembered. What other way is there to remember than to tell stories? 

Kanafani creatively does so through the form of the letter.    

 

2. Time and waiting 

As letters have an element of a waiting a response from the recipients, the trope 

of time and waiting lies at the heart of the letters/ stories’ content and context as well. 

Time is a common theme in most if not all of Kanafani's works. Mohammad Ali Akbar's 

holding onto the wooden box and scenes of him near the sea, are all symbols of his 

longing to return home. Adel Ahmed adds in his thesis: "Thus, the sea, like the box is a 

recurring image in the story. Across that sea is home, where the young man always 

intends to return." (97) This is also telling of Kanafani's feeling of holding onto fragments 

of his home, but never touching any of it. We see that despite the fact that Kanafani 

implements letter writing in fiction or non-fiction, "reality and dream fuse" together 

(Ahmed,96).   
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There are many reasons as to why Kanafani implements letter writing as a form 

in his fictional works to tell his stories in precision and detail. His insertion of dialogue 

and addressing us as readers makes us a huge and active part of his story. "The author 

draws the reader so completely into that life, which we later learn is a fabrication, that the 

casual reader loses the gist of the story or its raison d'etre" (Ahmed, 103). If we were to 

separate what defines a story from a letter, a story is a narrative being told and a letter is 

telling someone something. The point of meeting between the two is that both genres 

have the intentionality of "telling" which makes them complementary and interlaced in 

one another. The only difference to note, though, is that the letter is a private exchange 

between the sender and the recipient whereas the story is meant to be shared with more 

than one person. Kanafani, on the other hand, takes the element of privateness that entails 

the letter and combines it with the raw publicness of the story, weaving them together in 

a way that we as readers could no longer see the line that separates the two genres from 

one another and so they come into oneness.   

But the bigger question poses itself, "whose story is it"?  (Ahmed, 102). This is 

not a simple question to ask because what Kanafani is doing here is not simply telling a 

story, but that he clearly has purpose since he is after all a man of purpose. The most 

important element that makes his using of the letter form than from simply going into the 

conventional ways of telling is a story is the fact that letters necessitate an evident element 

of the personal. As we read Kanafani, we cannot read him separately from the Palestinian 

cause because they flow into one another as part of his identity which seeps into all his 

writings as an exiled and forcefully displaced person. Then, the question of "who's story 

is it" is recurrent in all his narratives, but of course the answer is that it is a collective 
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story. Kanafani uses fiction through letter writing as a tool for truth telling even if he does 

not explicitly talk about Palestine, it still resonates and goes through. 

 Kanafani uses his narrator's failed fiction to suggest that a certain sort of fiction, 
like the one the larger world constructs about the Palestinian situation, is merely 
palliative, and thus is ultimately an immoral act in that it blinds us to reality 
(Ahmed, 107). 

  

We as readers become part of this experiment, this failed fiction of Mohammad 

Ali Akbar to show and pose questions of morality when it comes to how sometimes we 

can use fiction to construct imaginary lives about other people. This is often what we see 

on the media today through articles, newspapers, and news headlines when it comes to 

what is happening in Palestine. In an article written by Nadda Osman, she clearly states 

that:   

The use of words and the choice of terminology are significant when it comes to 
the reporting of global events, with words carrying meanings that have the power 
to move or change opinion, imply or suggest images, and at times downplay the 
extent of what is happening (2023, page number). 

  

We learn that words have a lot of power in them especially when strong words are 

used in either telling the truth or fabricating lies. Why did Kanafani die? Was it only 

because he was politically affiliated with the PFLP back then? Or was it because he used 

the power of words to show the world the truth that is being concealed from the public 

by newspapers and media coverage of the Arab world? Kanafani's part as the PFLP's 

spokesperson in the late 1960s was his voice for the Palestinian resistance movement. 

Through his writings, speeches, and journalism, he not only fought for the Palestinian 

cause but criticized and satirized the silence and complicity of international actors, 

especially Arabs. His association with the PFLP, a Marxist-Leninist organization 

advocating for the liberation of Palestine through armed struggle, undoubtedly marked 
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him as a political target. Yet, his literary and journalistic endeavors were equally 

subversive. By exposing the harsh realities of occupation and displacement, Kanafani 

wielded the pen as his weapon, raising the voices of the silently oppressed.  Kanafani's 

attempted at trying to give voice to the Palestinians, but he was silenced by those in power 

whose power exceeded that of words.   

Indeed, by considering these issues in an epistolary form-the form which the 
earliest novels took-Kanafani seems to be consciously announcing his kinship to 
other contemporary writers of fiction and to a larger tradition. Thus, even as 
Kanafani's work is unquestionably tied to the Arab world, he brings that work and 
the long tradition of Arabic fiction into contact with the larger history of fiction 
(Ahmed,  107).  
  

There is another article written by Issam Mahfouz, a prominent Lebanese 

playwright, poet, journalist, author, translator, and critic, for An-Nahar newspaper on the 

day of Kanafani's death, entitled "Love and Envy in Every Time". In his lamenting and 

grieving tone of voice, Mahfouz is full of rage and anger at the fact that Ghassan Kanfani 

was assasinated and he bLamis  Arabs, instead of the enemy. With his poetic way of 

grieving over Kanfani, Mahfouz believes that we should all remember him and sacralize 

his loss. He believes that his death is a remembrance of Palestine, that his death is what 

should push us to remember and resist.    

Moreover, Mahfouz asks the question "What is your name now?", addressing 

Kanafani and eulogizing him. His emphasis on questioning Kanafani's name is Mahfouz's 

way of questioning a whole identity erased, cleared… dispersed with the “ashla'a” (limbs) 

of Kanafani all over the streets of Beirut. In the letter that Kanafani wrote entitled “The 

Death of Bed no 12,” the story revolves around how someone's name becomes a mere 

number on the death bed. That the moment someone is on the verge of death, their name 

is forgotten and they become a mere number. The letter written by Kanafani tells the story 
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about Mohammad Ali Al Akbar and how his name was the reason for all his demise and 

the fall of his fate in life. That because his name was mistaken with a thief's name, he 

couldn’t get the best job or the woman that he was in love with for years. Because of his 

name, his whole life became a fragment of nothingness, always in search of meaning. 

Mahfouz asks Kanafani "What is your name now?" and "What is your name now that 

they have killed you?" following up with an answer repeated thrice saying "Nothing. 

Nothing. Nothing.”. Palestinian writers, artists, fighters of resistance come with a number 

on their toe because they are on the next list of death beds. Like Kanafani, his name who 

once was something in seconds became dispersed to nothing; an identity cleansed, 

purged, erased from existence. Mahfouz speaks on behalf of Kanafani and answers the 

question: 

  

لا شيء ... لا شيء، تبعثر اسمي مع أشلائي. حين تعثرون على أشلائي تعثرون على اسمي. ولن  
 تجدوه ما لم تجد وطني. وأين وطنه؟

  
  .لا تقول إنه محتل

  
هو ضائع فينا... ضائع فينا... ضائع فينا. فمن يخرج الوطن منا كي نراه؟ من نبدأ فكيف نبدأ ومتى  

 نبدأ؟
  

He calls out to all Arabs and commands them to take the name of Ghassan 

Kanafani and put it on anything and "on everything," that they may look within and find 

their selves. Will they find themselves? If they did, perhaps none of the other massacres 

would have taken place, but envy is inevitable. Mahfouz talks to these Arabs whose hands 

have killed Kanafani and says "Get closer to your selves, your truth and you will get 

closer to your country."  
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Figure 6. Love and Envy in Every Time, Issam Mahfouz, Al-Nahar, 1972 

  

C. “The Bride” (1965) 

Like many of his other "short stories", Ghassan Kanafani's “Al Arous” or “The 

Bride” was the last short story written in the form of a letter in his book collection A 

World not for Us.  “The Bride” is one of Ghassan Kanafani's most powerful and 

influential short stories/letters. It was written in 1965 at the height of Kanafani's literary 

and political career. In this letter, Kanafani tells the story of a man who used to borrow 

people's guns and rifles and returns them before he dies. Until one day, he came upon a 

beautiful unique Czechian rifle that he took from a Jewish soldier during the 1948 war 

near the Palestinian village of Shaab. When he found it, he gave it away to his superiors 

but then felt the need to take it back. On his way to get it back, he finds out that this rifle 

was lost and that it was sold to an old man who sold his daughter by buying the rifle in 
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the market with her dowry. The quest to find the lost rifle which went through many 

hands, becomes a physical tool to not only resist against the atrocities of the occupation 

but to survive such dire circumstances where people had to either flee or fight. The letter 

which starts with the narrator’s request from one of his friends Riad, turns into a story 

with all of its characteristics to the point that we forget it’s a letter. There are many reasons 

why this letter was narrativized by Kanafani and we will explore them here. 

  

1. Anonymity of the sender and recipient 

This letter is unique in its own way as it begins, like all of Kanafani’s other letters 

cum short stories by addressing a recipient unknown to us who goes by the name of Riad. 

The first question the reader asks themselves is, who is Riad? Despite the ambiguity that 

comes at the beginning of the letter, Kanafani seems to integrate such method in most of 

his letters cum short stories. The narrator of the letter goes on to say: "There is no doubt 

that you are saying to yourself that I went crazy, for this is the second letter I write to you 

in the same day." (page number) We as readers are firstly struck with the opening words 

"crazy" and "second letter" because there is an ultimate tone of urgency for the narrator 

to tell his recipient something important. However, we still do not know who Riad is and 

who the speaker is. This recurrent narrative format of anonymity of the characters in 

Kanafani's multiple fictional works is because of what Shafeeq Hussain Al Hudawi wrote 

in his thesis entitled Re-Discovering Identity: A Study On The Theme Of Resistance In 

Ghassan Kanafani's Selected Novels that:  

 the literary struggle that Palestinian writers have undertaken is peculiar and has 
come to be known as "resistance” writing, which means "a writing of self-
assertion and resistance to anonymity, political oppression and so on (13).  
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Any writing or any story that includes resisting against an oppressive party is most 

likely to include anonymity. Why is that? It is because anonymity by essence is a form of 

privacy and secrecy which the letter as a form does as well for Kanafani, and this 

preservation of the anonymous could be seen as a preservation of an identity. As some 

readers would assume that Kanafani integrated anonymity in his letters to show the 

collective erasure of the Palestinian identity as a whole; one could also see it from a 

positive lens that it is Kanafani's way of preserving resistance.   

This anonymity is not only found in the anonymity of the sender and recipient, 

but it is integrated also within the story itself. In the first few lines of the letter, the speaker 

tells Riad:  

 عزيزي رياض، 
  

لا شك أنك تقول الآن إنني قد جننت، فهذه ثاني رسالة أكتبها لك في يوم واحد، ولكنني في الواقع  
أقول أكتب لك هذه الرسالة الآن كي أوضح لك أمراً، لقد اكتشفت أنه محض جنون أن أكتب و

لك: ابحث معي حيث أنت، عن رجل طويل جداً، صلب جداً، لا أعرف اسمه، ولكنه يلبس بدلة  
 .خاكية عتيقة، ويلوح لأول وهلة كأنه مجنون

  
Dear Riad, 
  
You are probably thinking that I've gone mad. This is the second letter I am 
writing to you in a single day, but I am writing this one to clarify something. I 
realized that it was absolute madness to tell you: Look for him with me no matter 
where you are now for a tall solid man whose name I don’t know, but who wears 
an old khaki suit and seems, at first glance, like a madman".   
  
This anonymity is not only about the sender and the recipient, for we as readers 

are suddenly swooped into a narrative of searching for a man whose "name" we don’t 

know. The whole story revolves around this man and his mission to find his rifle but we 

also have the letter to Riad where the speaker wants to find the man who is searching for 

his rifle. This becomes a double layered story of a double layered anonymity, but despite 

this utter sense of confusion that the reader might feel, Kanafani does a great job at tying 

the story together at the end without us knowing anyone's name except Riad.  
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Why then does Kanafani anonymize the characters in his fictional letters? One 

could say it is because he is looking to universalize the narrative itself. In his dissertation, 

The Short Story as a Form of Resistance: A Study of the Short Stories of Ghassan 

Kanafani, Ngugi wa Thiong’o, and Alice Walker, Ali Allaham states that:  

the Other is always seen as a Not, as a lack, a void … the humanity of the Other 
becomes ‘opaque’ … [and] the Others are not seen as fellow individual members 
of the human community, but rather as part of a chaotic, disorganized, and 
anonymous collectivity (34).  

  

The anonymity heightens the universal experience and the timelessness within the 

letter itself, but in broader aspects it is highlighting the collective erasure of the 

Palestinian identity and the timelessness they experience when they become displaced 

from their own homeland. Similar to “The Death of Bed Number 12,” the un-naming of 

the characters and their anonymity is almost unnecessary to affect the story's trajectory 

or the meaning behind it. However, this anonymity of the character’s identities and their 

absent names are a form of literary resistance, especially women characters who become 

scapegoats for men's fighting in the war, especially the unknown name of the bride 

herself:   

The narrator says that he could not know “the name of the bride who was sold as 
a price for the gun” (p. 187). While eclipsed women seem objectified in such 
situations and distanced from the arena of action, they are treated as a medium for 
resistance carried out by men. The namelessness of the bride indicates her 
instrumental value as a tool in the fight against the usurpers carried out by men. 
The father in this story lost both daughter and gun, which links women to 
resistance and sacrifice (Neimneh, p.495). 

  

Anonymity in Kanafani's fictional letters cum short stories is an intentional 

narrative strategy that he follows and repeats in the rest of his works to emphasize on the 

one hand the erasure of a name that becomes another number on the death toll list and on 
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the other hand to preserve the resisting identity of those who still fight for their homeland. 

In either case, this anonymity becomes an underlying paradox in Kanafani’s fiction. 

Identities and names are being hidden for the sake of being found. Kanafani hides and 

anonymizes these identities for us to find them in the story itself because he is addressing 

us in the letter. We are "Riad" in “The Bride” and we are "Ahmad" in “A Death of Bed 

Number 12,” and in every letter that Kanafani writes to us, there is a quest to find an 

obscure identity, a name, a face, a person. The best example from “The Bride” is when 

the narrator tells Riad:  

ورغم ذلك فأنا أعرف، هذه اللحظة، أنك ما زلت تعتقد أنني شبه مجنون، فحتى الآن لم يتضح  
أي شيء، وما زلنا حيث كنا في الرسالة الأولى: ابحث معي حيث أنت، عن رجل طويل جداً، 

 .جداً، لا أعرف اسمه، ولكنه يلبس بذلة خاكية عتيقة، ويبدو لأول وهلة كأنه مجنونصلب 
  

And yet I know, at this moment, that you still think that I am almost crazy, because 
until now nothing has become clear, and we are still where we were in the first 
letter: search with me, where you are, for a very tall, very solid man, I do not 
know his name, but he is wearing an old khaki suit, and at first glance he looks 
like he's crazy. (2016) 

  

The narrator repeats the same lines and the same message, emphasizing that Riad 

searches with him for this man who knows not of his name and that he may encounter 

anyone on the street who looks like him. Nevertheless, one may think that the message 

conceived in the letter is useless and that the narrator must have lost his mind, the reason 

why Kanafani uses the letter is to weave the narrative together and send a message 

repeated in much of his works of fiction: Travel and fight for the search of your identity 

and the identity of others around you. Find those resisting identities so that you may 

preserve them, so that we stop labeling them as numbers and start calling them by their 

names. 

   



 

 115

2. Repetition & circularity of events  

Like most of Kanafani's stories, his letters make use of repetition and the 

circularity of the plot to build a narrative that keeps its readers on their toes and reminds 

them throughout of the incidents happening or the purpose of the letter in the first place. 

In “The Bride,” there were many instances such as names and descriptive statements that 

were repeated multiple times throughout the letter from beginning to end. The name 

"Riad" was mentioned throughout the story several times, and in the Arabic version it is 

often mentioned as "Ya Riad" which cannot be translated to English as the "Ya" is a 

directive way of calling someone by their name; it is specific and personalized. The 

recurring name of Riad throughout the letter could indicate a direct address on the one 

hand and a symbolic link to future generations of Palestinians who must continue their 

fight for identity and freedom on the other. This repetition, which is mainly addressed to 

the reader in a macroscopic lens, is to show that the Palestinian occupation is not isolated 

or boxed to one person or one period of time, but it is part of an ongoing cycle of 

resistance. As Joan Ramon Resina and Christoph Wulf argue in their work Repetition, 

Recurrence, returns: How Cultural Renewal Works: "Repetition is constitutive of human 

life," and culture such that it allows individuals and societies to forge meanings through 

the recurrence of central actions and events (2019, page number). In “The Bride,” 

Kanafani repeats the name of Riad as a direct address and calls out to all readers from 

every generation to inherit and carry forward not only the fight for Palestinian liberation 

but the search and preservation of the human identity as a basic right for all. Kanafani 

says in an interview with Richard Carleton in Beirut 1970:   

This is exactly where the problems start. These are a people who are discriminated 
fighting for their rights. This is a story. If you say it is a civil war, then all your 
answers are justified. If you say it is a conflict then of course it will be a surprise 
to know what’s happening. (3:52 - 4:04).   
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Kanafani mentions in the interview that the Palestinian war is a "story" and the 

purpose of why stories are told is transmission. We tell stories to our children, siblings, 

people close to us so that the story sticks, and when it does it travels from one tongue to 

the next. Stories are a way of fighting and of resisting and Kanafani uses the best direct 

tool to tell a story within another which is: the letter.   

Similarly, there are repetitive and cyclical descriptions in “The Bride” of the lost 

man that the narrator is trying to find as he says throughout the letter:   

ابحث معي حيث أنت، عن رجل طويل جداً، صلب جداً، لا أعرف اسمه، ولكنه يلبس بدلة خاكية عتيقة،  
 .ويلوح لأول وهلة كأنه مجنون

  
Search with me, where you are, for a very tall, very solid man. I don't know his 
name, but he wears an old khaki suit, and at first glance he looks like he's crazy.  
  

Circularity in “The Bride” is seen both within the plot and the broader thematic 

structure of the story. The narrative begins with the search of the lost man and his search 

for his lost rifle and ends in much the same place. The ending lines of the story are the 

way it began only a bit more revealing:  

ولكن يا عزيزي، رياض، لماذا لا تفتش معي عن ذلك الرجل؟ إنه رجل طويل جداً، صلب جداً، لا أعرف  
، ويلوح لأول وهلة، حين يستوقفك  اسمه، ولكنه يلبس بذلة خاكية قديمة، ويبدو وكأنه محاط برذاذ مضيء

 :ليسألك
  

 هل رأيت العروس؟ ־ 
  

 .يلوح كأنه مجنون
  

 .ابحث معي عنه، حيث أنت، فلدي أخبار جديدة عن العروس
  

But my dear, Riyad, why don't you search with me for that man? He is a very tall, 
very solid man. I do not know his name, but he is wearing an old khaki suit. He 
seems to be surrounded by a light mist. He waves at first glance when he stops 
you to ask: 
  
Have you seen the bride? 
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 He looks like he's crazy. 
 Search with me for him, wherever you are, for I have new news about the bride.  

  

The letter and the story end and yet we know not of the name of the bride or the 

lost man or the narrator himself. In fact, there is no final resolution or closure to the story; 

it ends where it began and vice versa… an ouroboros18 of events. The story comes full 

circle and that is to say that the Palestinian experience is not a linear path nor journey for 

liberation; it is an endless cycle of loss, displacement, and resistance. Circular structures 

in narratives, as noted in literary theory, are often used to challenge traditional linear 

storytelling and often "convey the complexities of time and existence" (English Studies 

Webpage). Upon this circularity, Kanafani mirrors that Palestinian history, too, is caught 

in an endless loop of occupation; not only of the land but of the self. In the same interview 

by Richard Carlton, Kanafani says:   

 the history of the world is always the history of weak people fighting strong 
people; of weak people who have a correct case fighting strong people who use 
their strength to exploit the weak. (2:00 - 2:19).  
  

In a larger sense, circular narratives are often used to show the recurring historical 

cycles, as similarly seen in One Hundred Years of Solitude by Gabriel Garcia Marquez, 

where history constantly repeats itself without end. Similarily, time repeats itself in “The 

Bride” saying that the Palestinian occupation did not start and end in 1948, but repeated 

in several timelines such as 1956 (Sinai War), 1967 (Six-Day War), 1973, 1978, 1987 as 

the first intifada, 1988,1991,1993,1994,2000 as the second intifada, until today. The 

structure of the narrative suggests that the fight for identity and land, much like the 

protagonist’s search for his rifle, is not a process with clear beginnings or end but one 

 
18 is a symbol of a serpent eating its tail, representing endless cycles or self-renewal? 
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that is revisited and reengaged through every generation. The question we should ask 

ourselves as readers is: Who will find the rifle? Once it is found, who will end the war?   

Additionally, the use of circular structures in stories like “The Bride” can be seen 

through a philosophical lens, such as Friedreich Nietzsche's idea of "eternal return," 

where events perpetually recur in an endless cycle. In an article written for The New 

Yorker, Alex Ross criticizes that Nietzsche "let his personal anguish be reflected in a 

universal predicament," and says,   

how can we hold to our convictions in the face of chaos, conflict, decay, and 
death? The idea of the eternal return—the prospect of having to live one’s life 
over and over, every detail repeated, every pain alongside every joy—becomes all 
the more potent when one thinks about having to relive that life, to its terrible end 
(2019).  
  

In “The Bride,” the same events and lives repeat for the same goal: recovering the 

rifle, returning to the homeland, and rebuilding or restoring an identity. Resina and Wulf 

emphasize that:   

Unlike simple recall, repetition is permeated by the past and the present and is 
oriented toward the future. Repetition of central actions and events plays an 
important role in the lives of individuals and the life of society. It helps to create 
meaning and memory. Because repetition is a central aspect of human life, it plays 
a role in all social and cultural spheres (2019). 
  

Nevertheless, it all seems that such circularity is hopeless, pessimistic, and 

existentialist in a sense, but that is not the only reason why Kanafani uses it in the 

narrative. Cycles do not only bring despair, but they originally bring change and new 

comings. Everything goes through these cycles of time; we wait all winter for summer 

and all summer for winter. The characters do not necessarily have to be trapped in this 

loop or cycle and it does not mean they will never escape their fate because the repetition 

of their actions in the story is resisting and reflects a refusal to surrender. As noted in 
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theories of circular structures in literature, this form often "reveals new insights with each 

return" to the same point (English Studies). For Palestinians, each generation’s struggles 

may seem like an ill luck or fate being repeated from the past, but it is a new skin of 

renewal, a new skin of intifada to reclaim the lost.  

 

3. Storytelling as documentation and survival  

Kanafani loves to tell stories over anything else, and he is an extraordinary 

storyteller. As much as I find passion in letter writing, I have not yet laid my eyes on any 

writer who takes the letter and turns it into a story the way Kanafani does. In “The Bride,” 

storytelling is at the heart of this letter, and it is clearly emphasized as a form of resistance. 

In this letter, storytelling is purposefully used as a literary technique to essentialize the 

political, cultural, and societal necessity for survival. As mentioned before, we tell stories 

to transmit them from one generation to the next. We tell them so that they may travel, 

and there is a huge difference between telling stories and writing them. When we write 

stories, we are documenting experiences and validating an identity in existence. When 

we tell stories and read them, we are passing on parts of those experiences and lives. “The 

Bride” is a narrative crafted with much precision by Kanafani and the root of it is the 

demonstration of survival, not only by physically enduring war and displacement, but by 

preserving cultural memory and transmitting these stories from one generation to the next. 

This section will mainly discuss the elements of storytelling that Kanafani adopted in 

“The Bride.”   

In a letter, there is no dialogue but dialogue is usually integrated in novels and 

other genres. However, a special element that Kanafani adds to “The Bride” and to many 

of his other letters cum short stories, such as “The Death of Bed Number 12” and “Letter 
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from Gaza” is dialogue. The insertion of conversation in the story is on the one hand a 

way of communication among the characters but it is also a means of revealing emotional 

depth and collective responsibility. For instance, we get to hear the conversation that the 

man with the lost rifle had with the narrator:  

 ...كلا، لم أرَ العروس 
  

 :ائها إلى جنبه واستدار، إلا إنني سمعته يقول، كأنما لنفسهوعندها سقطت يده من تلق
 .كلكم تقولون هذا، منذ عشر سنوات 
  

No, I didn't see the bride... 
  
Then his hand dropped to his side and he turned around, but I heard him say, as if 
to himself: 
  
You've all been saying this, for ten years. 

  

The question of "have you seen the bride?" which is repeated in the dialogue 

throughout the text appears to be a simple question, yet it is emblematic. The "bride" as 

we know is not a literal bride but rather the rifle that the man lost. The lost rifle is 

humanized and transformed into a bride; personification is another element of 

storytelling. Allaham explains that:  

In this particular story, the gun is turned into the symbol of a bride, a woman, 
implying that the essence of the relationship between the Palestinian and his gun 
is comparable to that between a man and a woman. By such a connection of 
symbols, the ‘gun’ or the ‘woman’ takes the wider reference of the ‘the land.’19 
The interconnection of these symbols presents ‘woman,’ ‘gun,’ and ‘land’ as 
inter-changeable notions in Kanafani’s fiction. (71) 
  

In many of Kanafani's fictional and non-fictional works, the obsession of a man 

with his gun is similar to his obsession with a woman he loves. Therefore, the man in 

“The Bride” who walked many lands searching for his rifle did not stop and ask the 

narrator "where is my rifle" throughout the story. Instead, he asked repetitively "where is 

the bride"? What is even more thought provoking is the fact that he did not claim 
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ownership over this question because he used the word "the" instead of asking "where is 

my bride". Using the preposition "the" creates a sense of distance and not owning a 

particular thing; in this case it is symbolic of not belonging to a land and no longer owning 

it as it is occupied by others. This particular dialogue, though simple and repetitive, 

carries a lot of what the story and the letter mean. The title of this story itself is not “The 

Rifle” but “The Bride.” As I reflect on this obsession with the rifle in the story, I can’t 

help but compare it to one of Kanafani's private letters to Ghada Al Samman where he 

says:  

لقد صرت عذابي، وكتب على أن ألجأ مرتين إلى المنفى، هارباً أو مرغماً على الفرار من أقرب الأشياء  
 .إلى الرجل وأكثرها تجذراً في صدره: الوطن والحب

  
التي أحبك، كل ليلة،    وإذا كان علي أن الجنّية  أيتها  أنتِ  أناضل من أجل أن أسترد الأرض فقولي لي، 

 كوابيسي التي لا تحتمل.. كيف أستردك؟
 

You have become my own torment, and fate has decreed that I must twice seek 
refuge, either fleeing or compelled to escape from the closest things to a man and 
the most deeply rooted in his chest: homeland and love. 
And if I must fight to reclaim the land, tell me, you temptress who weaves my 
nightmares every night, how do I reclaim you? (66) 
  

What other way is there to reclaim what is lost if not through storytelling? In 

Adrienne S. Chan's chapter on “Storytelling, Culture, and Indigenous Methodology,” she 

highlights that: "Storytelling is a process of reclaiming the story, to own the story, rather 

than be defined or storied by others." (2021) 

Suspense is another element that is worth discussing in the letter cum story as it 

appears as constant tension and uncertainty of the Palestinian experience. The narrator is 

constantly asking his friend Riad if he could help him search for this man who was 

looking for his "bride", and through this recurrence we as readers pass through phases of 

confusion and then suspense until we think we will reach a resolution…but the story ends 



 

 122

where it began…leaving us to fill the "holes" with our own imagination. As Elias Khoury 

wrote in his novel The Journey of Little Gandhi, "all stories are filled with holes," (2009, 

7) and these holes are what creates this element of suspense, but also the feeling of always 

being on edge. The overall structure of the narrative is fragmented such that it offers 

pieces of the story but never the full resolution.   

The gradual revelation of the rifle’s significance and the delayed understanding 

of what the "bride" truly represents creates an image of incompleteness. The unresolved 

tension of the narrative is very much similar to the uncertainty that occupies the 

Palestinian experience and their fate; where the return to the homeland remains a distant 

and perhaps sometimes an unreachable destination. The integration of suspense not only 

keeps the reader engaged but forces them to sit with this unresolved trauma that lies 

central to the story. It invites readers to participate in the search of the lost rifle and the 

lost bride. It invites them to show empathy.   

Storytelling in “The Bride” is essential as the narrator’s decision to tell the story 

to Riad twice is his urgent need to feed in a memory before it is lost or before the narrator 

himself is lost, goes mad, dies, or goes silenced. Riad and the readers all become 

"witnesses" to this story and not just listeners, and that is why storytelling has this ethical 

layer to it making sure that a particular history or people are not forgotten connecting 

future generations to their past ancestries. Thus, “The Bride,” both letter and story, 

becomes a way to survive as Carolina Cisneros writes:   

This is how people survive. Story sits inside of the hollow conduit that is our 
throats awaiting its Nacimiento, its birth. Each time a story is born, it rapidly 
morphs with generational trauma, present injustices, and situational highlights. 
These pragmatic realities attach themselves like moths and when a story finally 
cocoons, they present themselves in the self-awareness of the listener (2018). 
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D. “Letter from Gaza” 

We come to one of Kanafani's famous pieces of fiction “Letter from Gaza.” In the 

original Arabic text, the title is “ورقة من غزة " which literally translates to "Paper from 

Gaza." However, in the past, people often labeled letters in colloquial Arabic as maktoob 

or rasa'il, but they were never mentioned as waraq (paper). When we read the opening 

of the story, though, we immedietly know that it is in the form of a letter because it is 

addressed to a recipeient and perhaps that is the reason the translation made it clearer in 

English that it is a "letter" from Gaza and not any paper. Another note about the translation 

is that when the narrator is addressing his recipeient in the letter, the Arabic version starts 

with “عزيزي" which literally translates to "Dear", but in the English version it was 

translated to "Dear Mustafa." In both instances of translating the title and the address of 

the letter, the English translation plays an important role in clarifying the purpose of the 

author and the type of writing that the text incorporates. Let’s first tackle the main 

question beyond translation: what is “Letter from Gaza”?  

 Ghassan Kanafani wrote “Letter from Gaza” in 1956, during the tumultuous 

period of the Suez Crisis, also known as the Tripartite Aggression. This conflict saw 

Israel, the United Kingdom, and France launch a military campaign against Egypt 

following Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser’s decision to nationalize the Suez 

Canal. Although the war itself did not directly involve the Palestinians as primary 

belligerents, its repercussions, such as heightened regional tensions and the continued 

displacement of Palestinians, formed the backdrop against which Kanafani wrote. In this 

short story, Kanafani mixes the global political landscape with the personal struggles of 

Palestinians under occupation. 
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The short story, written in the form of a letter (a recurring technique in Kanafani's works), 

explores the tension between the desire for personal freedom and the moral duty to remain 

in one’s homeland. Like “The Bride” and “The Death of Bed Number 12,” Kanafani uses 

allegorical storytelling and symbolic imagery to address both individual suffering and 

collective political struggles, hallmarks of what would later be known as resistance 

literature. In this context, the term refers to literature that seeks to document and oppose 

colonial oppression, often advocating for liberation and self-determination. Kanafani’s 

Resistance Literature (1966) elaborates on this framework and situates his own work as 

a vital component of the Palestinian literary resistance. 

The letter begins with a narrator who is writing a letter to his friend Mustafa who 

lives in Sacramento, California. Mustafa has secured a scholarship for the anonymous 

narrator to study civil engineering in California. While initially contemplating the move 

abroad, the narrator makes a visit to his niece Nadia, a victim of an Israeli bombing who 

lost her limbs while protecting her siblings. This tragic incident where Nadia experiences 

near death and the narrator is a witness of trauma, compels the latter to reject the 

opportunity abroad and stay in Gaza. His decision is clear and without hesitation; 

reflecting a profound feeling of duty and responsibility to his homeland, a stance of 

resistance, solidarity, and Sumud. Her sacrifice compels him to reject the scholarship and 

remain in Gaza, a decision that reflects his relentless Sumud, or steadfastness: a term 

central to Palestinian resistance. Sumud embodies the idea of maintaining a strong and 

immovable presence on the land despite adversity, symbolizing both a personal and 

collective form of resistance against displacement and occupation.  
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The narrator writes a letter to his friend Mustafa who resides in California. 

Mustafa is waiting for his friend to join him there and “flee” Gaza. At the beginning of 

the letter, the narrator states that he was accepted in the school of engineering in 

California but that he has changed his mind and he won’t follow Mustafa into the land of 

“greenery, water, and lovely faces” (111). The narrator wanted to leave. He hated Gaza 

because it was the city in a country that was doomed to fall since the Nakba happened in 

1948. I have a dear friend also from Gaza whom I’ve had many conversations with that 

are so perplexing and contradictory. He would tell me “I hate Gaza so much because 

everyone is angry at what they have come to” but minutes later he would juxtapose 

himself and say “I want to go back to our home in Gaza. I just want to lay in the middle 

of our garden’s grass, feel the cool wind brush my skin, and enjoy the silence for a while.” 

  

1. Sacrifice and Children as Scapegoats  

In “Letter from Gaza” and many of Kanafani's other fictional works, sacrifice is 

always at the center of his writing, such that a character should lose something or be lost 

for the sake of a greater purpose. In “Letter from Gaza,” sacrifices touch children and 

women mostly, making them scapegoats not only in Kanafani's writings but in the 

Palestinian context as a whole. Like Kanafani’s narrator, the hate for Gaza is not for the 

country but the situation of suffering. No one wants to flee from their home unless a 

conflict happens and home no longer feels like home. Despite all such conflicts, however, 

the narrator chooses to stay after his visit to his 13-year-old niece Nadia in the hospital. 

Nadia’s leg got amputated from the thigh down after trying to protect her siblings from 

the bombing on Gaza. The narrator witnesses Nadia’s humaneness and decides to stay. 

Why? Simply because fleeing is not the answer. Fleeing means betrayal. There is no 
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resistance in fleeing, there is only selfishness. It means following your dreams when 

Nadia and her siblings have their hopes shattered before their eyes at such a young age. 

“Nadia was still a child, but she seemed more than a child, much more, and older than a 

child, much older”. War forces children to grow faster making them not only forced 

displaced but also forced into adulthood, forced away from innocence, forced into 

fighting.  What about those who do not even have the means or the choice to leave, and 

they are forced to stay and wait for death? Nadia’s sacrifice emphasizes the resilience and 

selflessness of the people in Gaza, Palestine. Nadia and many other children in Gaza today 

are not only enduring physical injuries but psychological wounds of living in a war-torn 

country for years forcing them to fight like adults and forget about their childhood. In an 

opinion piece by Hassan Rahmeh for the Middle East Monitor, he says that:  

Nadia’s amputated leg emerges as a potent symbol of the irreparable damage 
inflicted upon the Palestinian people. The leg encapsulates not only the physical 
wound but also the collective suffering and the enduring sacrifices made in the 
Palestinians’ struggle for survival and resistance (2024). 

  

Learning of Kanafani's death, “Letter from Gaza,” though written decades prior 

to his death, has haunted me. The reason for this haunting that doesn’t escape me is simply 

the fact that Kanafani wrote of a narrator who stayed for his niece. On July 8, 1972, 

Ghassan Kanafani and his niece Lamis, whom he loved as one of his own children, were 

assasinated by the Mossad, their limbs flying over the streets of Hazmieh, Beirut. The 

choice which is a sacrifice at heart is often the choice of obliteration. The narrator shifts 

his tone of voice in the letter and says affirmatively: No, my friend, I have changed my 

mind. I won’t follow you to the 'land where there is greenery, water, and lovely faces.' 

No, I’ll stay here, and I won’t ever leave (Kanafani, 1956)." Rahmeh believes that this:  

…is not merely a renunciation of an opportunity for personal advancement. It is 
a repudiation of the seductive mirage of a life unburdened by the weight of history. 
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The narrator’s decision to remain in Gaza is, in essence, a reaffirmation of his 
identity, an identity inextricably linked to the land, the struggle, and the memory 
of a people who have endured untold suffering (2024, page number). 

  

In 2016, Al-Jazeera filmed a documentary entitled   لنا تبقى  كنفاني  -ما  رسائل  . As I 

watched this whole documentary, I remember smiling just by reading the title because 

rarely did I find any sources online that labeled Kanafani's short stories as "letters" or 

rasa'il. In the description of the interview, Al-Jazeera wrote:  

  

  بقيت لتحيي ذكراه، فكيف أثر أدبه في نفوس كل من قرأه؟رحل ولكن بقي أثره، اغتيل لأجل كلماته لكنها  
الرسائل التي تركها المناضل والفنان والأديب غسان كنفاني وراءه، والتي حملت بداخلها الكثير مما مرّ به 
في تجربته الاستثنائية، ما بين الحب والحرب والصراع الداخلي والخارجي، الكثير من مشاعره وأفكاره 

تي اغتيُلت فجأة في منتصف عمره القصير، كيف أثرت هذه الرسائل على من قرأوها؟ ما الذي  وذكرياته ال
 أرتهم إياه وما الذي حجبته عنهم؟

عن أثر رسائل كنفاني على أربعة فنانين فلسطينيين متنوعي الاهتمامات والتوجهات، يدور هذا الفيلم عن   
  .كل ما تبقّى لنا من رسائل كنفاني

  

He left but his impact remained. He was assassinated for his words, but they 
stayed to keep his memory alive. How did his literature affect the souls of all who 
read it? The letters that the activist, artist and writer Ghassan Kanafani left behind, 
which carried within them much of what he went through in his exceptional 
experience, between love, war, internal and external conflict, many of his feelings, 
thoughts and memories that were suddenly assassinated in the middle of his short 
life. How did these letters affect those who read them? What did they show them 
and what did they hide from them? This film is about the impact of Kanafani's 
letters on four Palestinian artists with diverse interests and orientations (My 
Translation, 2016). 
 

Dalia Khmayse, an interviewee in the documentary, says about “Letter from Gaza”:  

in this letter, the narrator discovers that his niece whom he promised to get a red 
pants to has an amputated leg. He decided to stay in Gaza for his family and his 
niece because he felt he had a responsibility towards his people. Especially since 
his brother is dead and he is also taking care of his four children. He decided to 
stay in Gaza and stop his dream of going to America (2016).  
  

Sharif Bibi, another interviewee in the documentary, explains that this letter is 

divided into two parts when it comes to its thematic division; the first part is related to 
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the dream of leaving and running away and fleeing Gaza. The second part is staying and 

trying to convince Mustafa to return to Gaza. This dilemma comes with a choice. The 

perception and consciousness changed. There is an invitation for resistance and an 

invitation to regain one’s right and regain the "leg"; Nadia's amputated leg is the "stolen 

right" or "الحق المسلوب".The sacrifice that Nadia made is what is necessary for us to resist 

and stay and learn by example from these children.     

Thus, resistance is not a choice; it is a necessity. Resistance becomes a matter of 

sustenance like food, like mana, water, and nutrients. We sustain our humanhood from 

our connection to the roots of the land.  

  

2. Letters and lost connections 

Kanafani wrote this letter in 1956. The letter is exchanged between a sender and 

a recipient but we do not know who the sender is, they are anonymous. Their identity is 

completely anonymous and we only know that they are from Gaza. However, we do know 

the identity of the recipient because it begins with the name “Mustafa” and that he resides 

in California. This letter is not shared in private; it is a letter for a collective audience. It 

speaks a brutal reality that we are still seeing today.  We…are Mustafa in this scenario. 

We are the ones in the lands of “greenery, water, and lovely faces” (p. 111). We are mere 

watchers who can choose to turn off our televisions and phones at any moment, but 

Palestinians do not have the choice to turn off what is happening to them. Palestinians 

like my friend, do not have the choice to return to their homes and lie on the grass in 

silence. There is no more silence except for the people who are turning a blind eye to all 

that is happening. 
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3. Return? 

Going back to the four letters discussed in this chapter: “In My Funeral”, “The 

Death of Bed Number 12”, “The Bride”, and “Letter from Gaza”, it becomes clearer that 

Kanafani's use of the epistolary form transforms into a powerful medium to combine 

personal narratives with the Palestinian collective narratives. Each of Kanafani’s letters 

are deeply personal and all address themes of loss, displacement, resistance, and identity. 

“In My Funeral” talks about an anonymous narrator caught between existential 

crises and self-eulogy, trying to catch the psychological despair of unrequited love and 

impending mortality which was also closely reflected in Kanafani’s love letters to Al-

Samman. This parallels the fragmentation of identity faced by Palestinians where they 

are caught in a cycle of longing for what has been lost and mourning what cannot be 

recovered.  

In “The Death of Bed Number 12”, we follow the same anonymity of both the 

narrator and the characters in the story. The emphasis of the narrator sharing with us that 

he is in search of this dying patient’s name is but a clear statement pointing at the erasure 

of the Palestinian identity. The narrator’s persistence in trying to make a name out of the 

number tag on the patient’s bed is a persistence or Sumud for preserving not just an 

abstract history, but the element of a human being. As one always introduces themselves 

with their name as the door to their identity; one without a name is one without an identity.  

Similarly, “The Bride” which employs allegorical storytelling, includes this 

cyclical nature of loss and resistance as well. As one of the characters goes on a long 

journey in search for the lost rifle, this artifact of war has become a symbol for the 

ongoing fight to reclaim a stolen land and a stolen identity. This circularity of the narrative 
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shows that while both hope and suffering may coexist, the act of storytelling itself 

becomes the rifle and teaches others survival.  

Finally, “Letter from Gaza” personalizes the cost of steadfastness (Sumud) 

through Nadia’s sacrifice for her siblings, entirely shifting the narrator’s decision to stay 

in Gaza into a revolutionary statement of Sumud for his friend Mustafa who lives in the 

States.  

In 1956, when Kanafani wrote Letter from Gaza, the narrator's call for Mustafa to 

return might have seemed like a plausible dream. Today, in 2024, that call becomes a 

tragic reminder of the near impossibility of return. Where can Palestinians abroad return 

to when their homeland is being systematically erased? This harsh reality magnifies the 

psychological burden born by the diaspora, who are haunted by their inability to act and 

by the deep, unresolved grief of exile. Like Nadia, they too are amputated; cut off from 

their roots, yet forced to carry the weight of resilience. 

The letters discussed in this chapter are more than literary texts; they are stories 

of resistance, documenting the lives of Palestinians against dispossession and oblivion. 

Kanafani's work does not merely lament loss or tells us to mourn; it challenges readers, 

both Palestinian and non-Palestinian, to recognize and understand their roles in 

confronting injustice. His letters are a wakeup call that the fight for Palestine is not just 

about reclaiming an occupied land but also about preserving memory, identity, and 

humanity itself. As Rabih Alameddine aptly writes in Koolaids: “Death comes in many 

shapes and sizes, but it always comes.” For Kanafani, death is not the end but a catalyst 

for resistance, urging us to perform and ensure that no life, no story, no identity is 

forgotten. 
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Through In My Funeral, The Death of Bed Number 12, The Bride, and Letter from 

Gaza, Kanafani takes the personal and moulds it into the political, the letter into 

resistance, and the narrative into survival. His works compel us to confront the 

complexities of existence, time, and identity, leaving us with an enduring question: How 

will we answer his call to remember, resist, and act? 

Kanafani’s narrator calls out to his friend at the end of the letter and says:  

لن آتي إليك. بل عد أنت لنا… عد… لتتعلم من ساق نادية المبتورة من أعلى الفخذ، ما هي الحياة… وما 
 …قيمة الوجود

 …عد يا صديقي… فكلنا ننتظرك
 
I won’t come to you. But you, return to us! Come back, to learn from Nadia’s leg, 
amputated from the top of the thigh, what life is and what existence is worth. 
Come back, my friend! We are all waiting for you.  
  

If I we were living in 1956, then perhaps I would agree with this last quote, but 

we live in 2024 and Palestine is being completely exterminated. Where will the 

Palestinians abroad return to when by the time they do, everyone in Palestine would have 

already been forcefully displaced, dead, or left? Where would they return to when 

everyone is being dispersed or eradicated? Here lies the psychological damage of 

Palestinians living abroad and who can no longer return today… they are stuck with 

ongoing guilt and heavy responsibility of the inability to do anything. Amputated like 

Nadia.  

Therefore, Palestinians in Gaza today tried to seek refuge in places they thought 

are safe, but nowhere is safe anymore. There is no such thing as refuge under the 

Palestinian narrative today. Refuge means to seek safety and that is nonexistent in 

Palestine. We are not waiting for Mustafa to return anymore; we are all just waiting for 

who dies next. Rabih Alameddine repeats throughout his novel Koolaids that “Death 

comes in many shapes and sizes, but it always comes. No one escapes the little tag on the 
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big toe”. Kanafani's “Letter from Gaza” becomes a call not just to all Palestinians but to 

the depth of every human being to recognize that they take a large part in this 

responsibility, even if they belong to a land not their own.  
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CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION: LETTERS BEYOND BORDERS 
 

 

As we are closing the previous chapters, we conclude with one that extends 

beyond this thesis itself. In the process of writing this thesis, I learned so much about 

letters between authors and more about Ghassan Kanafani as a writer. Little did I know 

that my interest in such a genre would transform into this final piece.  

In the second chapter, Lettering Narratives, we learn that Kanafani has written a 

series of private correspondences to colleagues and family members during his lifetime 

which later on make their way into the public’s eye. We discover as readers the intimate 

love letters he shared with Ghada Al-Samman, his colleague and friend, and how their 

publication was consensual from both ends during a promise that the two writers have 

made. We also learn that his letter to Lamis and Fayez were also consensually published 

posthumously by Kanafani’s wife. Upon this travel from the private to the public, we 

learn about the ethics of letter publication on the one hand but also about how the letter 

can actually become a literary tool and artifact that resists in its own essence. We learn 

that even in private, Kanafani’s voice spoke as truthfully as the letters he wrote to the 

world. Even though, when a writer writes, whether privately or publicly, he is always 

writing for an audience, always to be seen. With that intention in the writer’s mind, 

Kanafani’s voice is one, not obscured but rather clear and intentional: the pen that 

resists in storytelling is the same pen that resists in letter writing. 

This brings us to the third chapter of this thesis, Narrativizing Letters, where we 

listened to the letters that Kanafani told as stories and that were parts in his collections 

of short stories. His fictional letters are situated within the broader genre of resistance 
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literature. Stories such as “Letter from Gaza” and “The Little Lantern” were read 

closely to show how Kanafani uses the epistolary form deliberately to tell the 

experience of exile, identity, and resistance. These fictional letters become more than 

narrative devices; they express the realities of displacement and of the ongoing Israeli-

Palestinian war. This chapter also focuses on how the letter is turned into a story 

transmitted to an audience, in specific children and women, both who are usually asked 

to be protected during war before men. It is important to also show that letters, always 

written in the first person “I”, provide agency, strength, and control which are all traits 

of resistance and resilience. 

 In these letters there is a grappling of identity trying to make it home, whether 

between Kanafani’s fictional letters or non-fictional letters. Based on the question I 

asked in the beginning of “where do letters go”, this thesis argues that Kanafani’s letters 

are written to transcend their immediate purpose. They are sites of memory; moments 

captured and preserved in writing, like a photograph yet always pointing towards the 

incompleteness of the exiled existence.  

The Prophet (saw) said, “Whoever among you sees an evil action, then let him 

change it with his hand [by taking action]; if he cannot, then with his tongue [by 

speaking out]; and if he cannot, then with his heart – and that is the weakest of faith.” 

[Sahih Muslim] 

 I saw this hadith by the Prophet (pbuh) written on a cardboard in bold black 

marker and held by a white American university student in Chicago while the kufiyah 

hangs from his neck. I thought about the power this hadith holds today and that how 

someone like our Prophet who said it was prefiguring a scene that happened and was 

going to happen again. In this hadith, there is both a call to action and an embedded 
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warning. The call to action is clear, that when we see evil or wrong doing or in other 

words acts of injustice play in front of us, we must find a way to act and move to 

change it no matter what the way is. The warning, on the other hand, lies in not taking 

action when evil or injustice is seen. "That is the weakest of faith". I feel my bones 

quiver at the thought of a faith weakened, and it is not the faith in God per se… It is the 

faith in a humanity lost, in a morale lost, in ethics lost, in love…lost. It is a faith that 

blackens the heart; no longer softens. I think sometimes that before, when wars used to 

happen all over the world and we did not see or witness it through social media due to 

primitive technology. When we received news through telegrams, letters, and 

newspapers which took time, it would've been a good excuse for us to act less. But what 

ironically shocks me every single day is the fact that we are flooded with an 

amalgamated collection of information and news that travel to our phones every second, 

and yet we are failing to act as ever before. The people taking action through reposting 

news, writing about what’s happening in Palestine, performing speeches and lectures, 

are all necessary and valid actions in the pursuit of righting the wrong. That is the 

highest form of faith, and yet it comes with consequences.  

 When I read this hadith by the Prophet (pbuh), I remembered a quote about 

Kanafani when he was talking about his different tools for fighting and resistance, and 

that is his gun, his pen and his brush. His pen and brush (Whoever among you sees an 

evil action, then let him change it with his hand [by taking action), his gun or in other 

words his participation in the PLFP (if he cannot, then with his tongue [by speaking 

out), and finally his produced works, his final art, his love for a land, for a woman, for 

his niece, for his writing, for his family, for the green Palestine that he knew before 

1948. (And if he cannot, then with his heart – and that is the weakest of faith.). I 
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understood that a high form of faith, requires a high form of love which is first to the 

land and then to those who've walked it.  

As I finally look at the mosaic, I have collected of Kanafani’s letters and close 

this chapter, I feel the ghosts of his words lingering and haunting my presence. 

Throughout this thesis, I have unpacked Kanafani’s private correspondences the same 

way Walter Benjamin unpacks his library and suitcases, opening the curtains to a side 

of him that is often blurred by the lines of fiction; a side of him that is true, human, and 

speaks in the name of all the lives who walked his path and those who didn’t.  As I read 

Benjamin, I would expect him to say that he is simply packing his library, but the fact 

that he titles his essay as Unpacking My Library, tells me that he immedietly 

contradicted himself. I imagine his books stacked neatly on his shelves in a certain 

order, some eaten by dust and mites from old age. Then, I imagine him taking every 

book and throwing them gently on the side or on the floor and staring at his shelves… 

now empty and waiting to be filled again. So, he pauses and thinks if he should put his 

books in a specific order or if he should simply stare at the chaos, carry this chaos, and 

keep his books in disorder. In his way of reflecting, ordering, and reordering his mess of 

a collection, he becomes a different person every time and his perception of his own 

collection also changes every time. In the same way, Kanafani unpacks his stories in the 

writing of letters. He brings order to the disorder of what we define as a narrative today 

and what binds a perfect story or a “fine letter” (belles lettres). It is also the same 

because Kanafani’s own unpacking of himself did not start from order, it started from 

war and chaos in itself. His life started packed, contained, and imprisoned, and so the 

act of packing becomes the same act of being imprisoned. However, and through this 

path of disorder, Kanafani, like Benjamin, found his way to “unpack” and place his own 
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order to things… and that was through writing stories. Therefore, when Benjamin 

started his essay with "I am unpacking my library. Yes, I am.", he is also saying "I am 

unpacking myself. Yes, I am." (p. 61). When we are collecting, we are not only keeping 

but we are unpacking the chaos within. We are creating disorder but only for the 

purpose of finding a new order, new meanings… not only to the objects we keep, but 

also to who we become when we keep them.  

For that reason, Ghassan Kanafani’s letters become far more than simple 

personal correspondences; they become living literary artifacts and testimonial truths 

that transcend time, distance, and even death; ones that we, readers, hold in our hands 

today and collect. It becomes clear that these letters are also threads within a larger 

fabric of the Palestinian (his)story and the preservation of memory. Letters do not 

remain confined to their initial contexts; they move, echo, and resist being erased and 

they carry their stories across borders, generations, and all circumstances. 

Ghassan Kanafani’s letters whether written for his niece Lamis or his lover and 

colleague Ghada Al-Samman are stripped  from their private musings and intimate 

communications. As such, his letters which still linger in their intimacies and 

privateness, are transformed into these literary artifacts to be analyzed by the eyes and 

minds of the public. Ghada Al- Samman herself stated in the introductory pages of the 

published love letters that her reason for taking the letters from the darkness of the 

private into the light was: 

 وريثما أحصل على رسائلي إليه فأنشرها ورسائله معا؛ أكتفي مؤقتا بنشر رسائله المتوافرة
 أنفسنا ذات يوم بنشر هذه بصفتها أعمالا أدبية لا رسائل ذاتية أولاً ووفاء لوعد قطعناه على 

 الرسائل بعد موت أحدنا ولم يدر بخلدي يومئذ أنني سأكون الأمينة على تنفيذ تلك الرغبة 
 .السمانية المشتركة-الكنفانية

 
Until I receive my letters to him and publish them along with his, I will 
temporarily settle for publishing his available letters as literary works, not 
personal letters first, and in fulfilment of a promise we made to ourselves one day 
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to publish these letters after one of us passes away. At that time, it never occurred 
to me that I would be the one entrusted with carrying out that shared Kanfani-
Sammani deal. 

 

Unlike many writers who deliberately craft their works for publication, 

Kanafani’s letters emerge from spaces of deep vulnerability and unfiltered emotions. 

These characteristics make these letters powerful literary artifacts brought back into life. 

As a person who always fought for the resistance in every shape and form his letters 

themselves resist and push through every shackle, every border, and every sound of 

criticism. They become pieces of a larger interconnected narrative of the Palestinian 

identity. That is not to say that we are stripping away these letters of their sentimental 

value, but rather to understand that they perform with consciousness and rationality. 

This transition from private to public allows us as readers to be active watchers, 

listeners, and activists by sharing these stories from one hand to the other. By sitting 

with Kanafani and reading his words, we are being acknowledged of his presence and 

by his resistance. We don’t read Kanafani, Kanafani reads to us. 

We might think that when one writes letters, they are sent into oblivion after the 

writer has died; but letters… always find their way back.  

In 1973, Ghassan Kanafani’s family and friends wrote back to him, and what 

other way is to there to write to someone than through a letter? They commemorated his 

life through letters to show how this genre of writing can connect even the living and 

the dead. The written word can always travel through time, and not only distance. Anni 

Kanafani’s letter to her husband, which she writes with the strength to continue his 

struggle, shows the therapeutic process of grieving through the letter. In her words, "I 

didn’t want to cry, but to continue your struggle," she is lamenting on the one side her 
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personal grief for her husband and on the other the responsibility she is meant to carry 

after him in fight for the Palestinian cause(p.20).  

His compulsion to write was unlimited – it was as if he contained a fountainhead 
of words and ideas from which he wanted to fill page after page about Palestine, 
his country, and his people (Kanafani, p.5). 
 

As such, Kanafani’s letters persist because they are inscribed with this urgency 

and relentless exhaustive call for freedom and remembrance. These are not stories 

washed or frozen in time; every page stands erect voicing out: “we exist”. Even 

physical borders are breached, as Kanafani’s works today including his letters are 

translated into more than 17 languages and have become part of world literature. This 

global circulation transforms Kanafani’s writings from a localized lens of Palestinian 

resistance into universal evidences of anti-colonial and post-colonial issues. In Arabic, 

Kanafani’s words remain primary of Palestinian literature and resistance, continually 

sending important messages to new generations of readers in the Arab world. Yet, in 

translation, his letters have traveled even further, finding homes in academic 

institutions, political movements, and literary circles around the world. Through 

translation, Kanafani’s letters have also become a part of the discourse on liberation and 

resistance in non-Arab contexts. During the 1970s, his writings were cited by activists 

within the Black Liberation Movement in the United States, who saw parallels between 

the Palestinian fight and their own fight for civil rights and justice. Similarly, South 

African anti-apartheid activists took from Kanafani’s depictions of steadfastness 

(Sumud) and resistance, using his works to stress the vitality of world  liberation 

movements. 

Kanafani’s letters are an example of the boundlessness of words. Unlike 

physical bodies, letters cannot be confined by borders, checkpoints, or walls. They 
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travel freely, and perhaps that is also the price of his death… that Kanafani has found a 

way out of a transparent imprisonment through writing. Kanafani wrote with such 

urgency so that his words could be seen by the world, so that he could mark not just his 

existence but an existence of a people whose land and identity is being marked 

“occupied”. 

As Edward Said writes in his “Reflections on Exile”: 
 
Exile is strangely compelling to think about but terrible to experience. It is the 
unhealable rift forced between a human being and a native place, between the self 
and its true home: its essential sadness can never be surmounted (Said, 2000). 
 

Each letter becomes a return journey, a defiance of the exile imposed upon an 

entire nation. Kanafani’s letters offer a way back to a homeland that many Palestinians 

can no longer physically return to. In the Land of Sad Oranges and descriptions of the 

olive trees, one can nearly smell home. 

Other people have also written back to Kanafani. His colleagues, among them  

Imad Shehade, wrote to Kanafani not just to mourn him, but to remind everyone of the 

pressing importance of the Palestinian cause. Shehade writes to Anni Kanafani, “When 

your husband lost his country, he did not dismiss it with a tear. He knew that tears 

never righted a wrong or regained a right, that grief would be a consecration of his loss 

(p.25).” These words turn mourning into an active, resistant gesture against submission 

to oppression. This is a key notion in The Politics of Martyrdom where it is said that the 

martyr’s death is not an end, but a continuation of their ideological influence. Shehade’s 

letter is not an emotional reflection post Kanafani’s assassination; it is an invocation of 

his ongoing political duty and responsibility, one that is carried forward by those who 

loved him. 
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Kanafani’s words have left indelible marks on individuals and communities 

alike. Palestinian youth today still cite Kanafani’s writings as a source of strength and 

motivation in their protests and cultural movements. His depiction of resistance 

influenced many modern writers as well, such as Mourid Barghouti, who notes that 

Kanafani’s commitment to justice influences and guides his own literary and political 

endeavours. Barghouti says in an interview that: 

This is personal—Naji, Naji—You know what I miss about Naji, Mahmoud, and 
Ghassan is not their work—their presence. It was enriching and ... you lead a 
clever life in the hours that you are together. The language used is clever. The 
remarks are clever. The jokes are clever. The silence is clever. Elegant. There’s 
elegance, shrewdness, attention, khifetdam [lightheartedness]. The way they sit 
around any table; the way they quarrel, the way they apologize. The way they say 
a good word to you, the way they blame you, you blame them ... so it’s their 
physical presence and their reaction to minute details that emerge in any context. 
They are a great loss to me; it so happened that I was close to the three of them. 
It’s tragic ... (p.662) 

 
Kanafani’s mark is imprinted beyond Palestine. His works, in fact, speak to 

oppressed communities worldwide who see his words and letters as mirroring of their 

own struggles. During the Black Liberation movement in 1970’s, activists referenced 

Kanafani’s call for unity and resistance as resonant to their own fight for civil rights and 

justice. Anni Kanafani writes in posthumous letter: 

It was his duty to tell the world about the Palestinian revolution. As Th e Daily 
Star put it (July 9, 1972): “Ghassan was the commando who never fi red a gun. 
His weapon was a ballpoint pen and his arena newspaper pages. And he hurt the 
enemy more than a column of commandos.” (Kanafani, p.9) 

George Habash,  a colleague and close comrade of Kanafani and the one who 

“awakened his radical views” during the PFLP affiliation, writes a letter to Anni post 

her husband’s death: 

Ghassan, to me personally and to our Front as a whole, was so dear, so precious, 
so indispensable; I have to confess that we received a painful blow. Now Anni, 
all of us, yourself in particular, face the following question: what shall we do for 
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a man, for a comrade, precious and so sincere? There is only one answer: to 
courageously suffer all the pain that no one of us can avoid, and after that, to work 
more and work better, to fight more and fight better (Kanafani, p.25). 
Habash’s words reflect the continuous yet painful path that Kanafani has taken; 

the prideful fall of a warrior. We learn that fighting for the return of a land, even if it 

meant replacing rifles with ink pens, meant adding one’s name of the death list. It is 

unfortunate that Ghassan Kanafani and Naji Al-Ali were amongst those artists who died 

for the production of their art… an attempt to erase not just the narrative, but the 

narrator.   

Kanafani’s letters are cyclical; they have the ability to travel, be answered, and 

to return stressing the truth that no act of communication or assertion of an identity is 

ever lost. Rather, it is transmitted to the next generation to follow in the footsteps of 

Kanafani and those like him. Looking closely into his internal circle, Kanafani’s letters 

and works were primarily written for and about his children and children in general. As 

such Anni Kanafani emphasizes that in the beginning of her letter saying:   

Ghassan’s love for children was expressed in his short story collection of 1965, A 
World Which Is Not Ours. It is dedicated to ‘Fayez, Lamis, and all other 
children for whom we want a world’ (p.11). 

 

She circles back in her conclusion to say: 

In his proud walking everyone recognized that he was the son of Ghassan, no one 
could doubt that he, together with our beloved Laila and other Palestinian 
children, would take up your torch and continue the struggle for the Palestinian 
people. Someday Palestine will become that world which you wanted to give ‘to 
Lamis , Fayez, and all other children who do not have a world’ (Kanafani, p. 
21). 

That is to say, Ghassan Kanafani, who is also Mostafa’s friend in “Letter from 

Gaza”, the sick patient in “The Death of Bed Number 12”, the lover waiting for his 

requited love in “In My Funeral”, the father and friend in his letter to Fayez, and lastly 

the king who holds the sun’s light in “A Little Lantern” in his story and letters to Lamis, 
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sends these lanterns to children of the world, to the people who hold the key of return. 

Kanafani’s letters, often anonymous in non-fiction and non-anonymous in reality, are 

indeed as Kafka phrased it: “intercourse with ghosts.” His letters and words remain on 

the pages for us to read in the silence; as all ghosts speak in silence. These are dialogues 

that go beyond the limitations of time, place, and space; as ghosts are both floating and 

haunting. As such I return to my epigraph which is a verse taken from the Quran to say: 

Let us not think of Kanafani, as one who has fought for the sake of his land  as dead, but 

rather as alive and still living… in every protest, in every revolution, in every word I 

and numerous other young people are writing in the pursuit of bringing back what is 

lost. It is through Kanafani’s letters that we carry these lanterns of justice to bring the 

sun to the world.  
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