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From the Politicization of Theater  
to Individual Humanism:  
Towards a New Concept of Engagement  
in the Theater of Saadallah Wannous1 

Friederike Pannewick 

This chapter deals with the question how the notion of ‘writing for a cause’ has been shaped, 
criticized, or re-actualized by Syrian playwright Saadallah Wannous (Saʿdallāh Wannūs) 
(1941‒1997). This internationally acclaimed author belonged to a generation of Arab intel-
lectuals and artists whose political and artistic self-understanding was strongly molded by 
the question of Palestine. Wannous’ initial works reveal an intense social engagement which 
he characterized as a “politicizing of theater” (tasyīs al-masraḥ) (Wannūs, Bayānāt 38).2 His 
critical rereading of Arab history was imbued from the outset with the dynamics of social 
and political crises and a seemingly inexorable decline. But his self-positioning as a commit-
ted artist did not remain unchanged throughout the later part of his life. Since the mid-1990s, 
Wannous bid farewell to the idea that had hitherto guided him: That the problems of the Arab 
world could be traced back to simple power relations in society. Thus, he dismissed the idea 
of consciously simplifying representation that aims to ignite political change and restructure 
power relations, and turned instead to an approach that was to generate insights into social 
and individual human problems. 

Furthermore, this chapter asks whether the significant aesthetic and conceptual turn in 
Wannous’ work from the early 1990s onwards might go beyond the concerns of a specific 
individual artist, leading us to ask whether—and if so, to what extent—it might signify a 
broader intellectual shift impacting on the meaning and connotation of literary commitment 
in Arabic literature. If we assume that something essential changed at this time, we might 
then ask: What is this change all about? And what about the notion of the political in the 
arts—did it remain the same in the 1990s as Wannous and others of his generation changed 
their literary style, abandoning a “politicizing of theater” in favor of a call for individual 
humanism? And to what extent do this dramatist’s writings of the 1990s in this respect con-
verge with and come to resemble the literary writing of the so-called generation of the 
1990s aptly analyzed in this volume’s chapters by Tarek El-Ariss and Christian Junge? 

And further, one could ask in what way Wannous’ literary turn might be part of what has 
been described as the “inward turn” (Bardawil) and disenchantment of the 1960s leftist intel-
lectuals and thus also the result of the collapse of the Left after the June defeat suffered by 
the Arab armies against Israel in 1967. Fadi A. Bardawil rereads the critical literature written 
after 1967 by the Marxist Syrian thinkers Yāsīn al-Ḥāfiẓ (1930–1978) and Ṣādiq Jalāl al-
ʿAzm (b. 1934), showing how books like these, “now considered classics of post-1967 mod-
ern Arab political thought,” reveal a kind of “turning of the critical gaze inwards, focusing 
on the level of social structures, culture, and values while seeking to move beyond analyses 
restricted to the political surface, such as those which theorized the defeat as a result of im-
perialism or the ‘shortcomings of the Soviet Union’” (95). This inward turn implied an es-
sential transformation of the leftist intellectual’s self-understanding. As Bardawil points out:  
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Dwelling in the ruins of the Left, the militant intellectual’s locus shifted from the vanguard and 
‘organic’ intellectual of the 1960s and 1970s, calling on the masses to revolt, to the individual 
critic, who has lost his revolutionary organizational moorings, becoming the lone guardian of the 
Enlightenment’s temple. (102)3 

Notions of the Political 

During what has been called an “aesthetic turn in international political theory,” a term 
coined by Roland Bleiker in an article from 2001, the political value of the aesthetic has 
been reclaimed, “not because it can offer us an authentic or superior form of insight, but 
because the modern triumph of technological reason has eclipsed creative expression from 
our political purview” (529). But how to reclaim the political value of the aesthetic has 
been discussed rather controversially. “For some,” states Bleiker, 

a piece of art that represents nothing outside of itself lacks political relevance. By contrast, those 
who defend the autonomous work of art locate its political relevance precisely in the attempt to 
create a critical distance from moral norms and social practices. (529–30) 

Art is autonomous and it is not, as Adorno would say. In 1962, Adorno, in his critique of 
Sartre’s essay “Qu’est-ce que la littérature?” (Adorno), expressed his skepticism towards 
overtly political art—a position already evident in his discussions with Walter Benjamin in 
the 1930s—and affirmed “his belief in the critical power of autonomous art, a position 
which in the later 1960s was to bring him into conflict with a new generation of radical stu-
dent activists” (Harrison and Wood 779). In 1962, Adorno somewhat modified his earlier 
claim that to write poetry after Auschwitz would be barbaric, revealing the dilemma facing 
committed art: “For its very commitment required, as he put it, an entente with the world 
which was to be affected. The paradoxical result was that only the autonomous work of art 
could be the site of resistance to the competing interests of a debased reality” (ibid.). 

“I have no wish to soften the saying that to write lyric poetry after Auschwitz is bar-
baric,” said Adorno in this essay from 1962,4 

it expresses in negative form the impulse which inspires committed literature. The question asked 
by a character in Sartre’s play Morts Sans Sépulcre, ‘Is there any meaning in life when men exist 
who beat people until the bones break in their bodies?’, is also the question whether any art now 
has a right to exist; whether intellectual regression is not inherent in the concept of committed lit-
erature because of the regression of society. (Adorno qtd. in Harrison and Wood 779–80) 

Yet, as Adorno states later on, 

it is now virtually in art alone that suffering can still find its own voice, consolation, without im-
mediately being betrayed by it. The most important artists of the age have realized this. The un-
compromising radicalism of their works, the very features defamed as formalism, give them a ter-
rifying power, absent from helpless poems to the victims of our time. (780) 

While Adorno admits the importance of art, he is deeply concerned about the danger of do-
ing injustice to the victims through aesthetic representation: 

The so-called artistic representation of the sheer physical pain of people beaten to the ground by 
rifle butts contains, however remotely, the power to elicit enjoyment out of it. The moral of this 
art, not to forget for a single instant, slithers into the abyss of its opposite. The aesthetic principle 
of stylization, and even the solemn prayer of the chorus, make an unthinkable fate appear to have 
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had some meaning; it is transfigured, something of its horror is removed. This alone does injustice 
to the victims; yet no art which tried to evade them could stand upright before justice. (ibid.) 

He feared that decidedly political, committed art is a kind of accommodation or compliance, 
for it often becomes involved—and entangled—in a good cause, one that is already a political 
trend. Autonomous art contains a critical potential precisely because it refuses to identify with 
the social-political, a refusal stemming from its latent impetus towards an ‘it-should-be-
otherwise’ (782). 

For Adorno, this autonomy of art has its limits: whereas the artwork loses its historicity by 
consciously distancing itself from the goals of representation, it nonetheless remains historical 
in as far as it cannot be understood outside the cultural realm in which the perceiver moves. 

Autonomy of Art vs. Political Positioning in Arabic Literature 

The act of turning suffering into images and fiction and the risk that these images are then 
made available for consumption by the very world which had perpetuated the injustices in 
the first place, is not only a crucial issue for Adorno but also for Arab artists in the twentieth 
and twenty-first century. The relationship between the literary text and reality is continu-
ously being subjected to reevaluation, both by writers themselves as well as in scholarly 
analysis. In Arabic literature, the risk of committed literature being co-opted and employed 
to cover affirmative positions vis-à-vis hegemonic discourses and leading political doc-
trines has been at the heart of heated public debate since the 1940s. Literature’s potential to 
conceal or reveal social injustice and political persecution or torture has been discussed 
quite controversially. Lebanese novelist and journalist Elias Khoury (Ilyās Khūrī), whose 
novel Yālū5 deals with excessive torture in its main plot, reflected in an interview on the po-
tential danger facing an author when writing about this form of violence (Interview by  
Mohga Hassib). He contradicts the opinion of South African novelist J. M. Coetzee, who has 
written about torture in his novels, saying that representing torture is particularly difficult, 
and that one is caught between ignoring it and reproducing it. 

In an article in the New York Times Book Review Coetzee confessed that “torture has ex-
erted a dark fascination” on himself like on other South African writers (13). In a study of 
Coetzee’s novel Waiting for the Barbarians,6 Susan Van Zanten Gallagher describes the two 
moral dilemmas a writer faces according to Coetzee when depicting this “dark chamber”: 

First, he or she must find a middle way between ignoring the obscenities performed by the state, on 
the one hand, and producing representation of these obscenities, on the other. Coetzee objects to re-
alistic depiction of torture in fiction because he thinks that the novelist participates vicariously in 
the atrocities, validates the acts of torture, assists the state in terrorizing and paralyzing people by 
showing its oppressive methods in detail. Yet these acts must not be hidden either. (Gallagher 277) 

Coetzee’s suggestion is thus to creatively face this dilemma: “The true challenge is how not 
to play the game by the rules of the state, how to establish one’s own authority, how to 
imagine torture and death on one’s own terms” (13). Khoury’s position differs from the one 
expressed by his South African colleague: 

I don’t agree with this concept because in my personal experience, while writing Yalo, I was not 
reproducing torture. I was tortured myself, I felt torture myself on my body and on my soul. If 
you put read Yalo in its own context—it is a novel about writing a novel—Yalo was taken to jail, 
he was obliged by his interrogators to write his life story so he wrote his life story 7 times and the 
novel is the outcome of what he has written. 
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Writing and re-writing is a kind of going through the deepest parts of the human soul which can 
be a parallel to torture. […] Now the same mechanism—if writing is a kind of rewriting which all 
writers got through—is parallel to this feeling of torture in our souls but it is also a kind of healing 
to our souls. […] Writing is a mechanism of resistance, a mechanism against torture. It is much 
more complicated than our friend Coetzee said. […] Yalo was a testimony against torture and for 
me it was dangerous in the sense that I went also through these things, through this horror and I 
had to stop writing for several times, I couldn’t continue. But at the end, I saw it was worth it be-
cause I was giving a very special testimony about the situation in my country and in the Arab 
world. (Interview by Mohga Hassib) 

These reflections about the problematic representation of violence in Arabic literature point 
to the more general danger inherent in an instrumentalization of committed art in the con-
text of political dogmas. Arab authors are well aware of this ambivalence of literature rep-
resenting violence in state prisons for example, which might validate these violent acts and 
assist the state in frightening people by showing its oppressive methods in detail. This fear 
of assisting an oppressive state by depicting its atrocities in literary texts recalls in a certain 
way the fear Adorno expressed in the context of German literature after the traumatic ex-
perience of the Nazi dictatorship. He described the risk that overtly political, committed art 
could serve as a kind of accommodation or compliance by becoming involved in political 
causes. 

Writing as being parallel to a certain feeling of torture but also a kind of healing, as an 
act of resistance, and a means for combating the oppression of the individual—are all also 
characteristics of Syrian playwright Wannous’ theater works in the 1990s. Al-ightiṣāb (The 
Rape), which could be regarded as the first play of a new stage in his writings, a drama ana-
lyzing human cruelty and its use of torture and violence, is a harrowing analysis of violence 
in a state where the rule of law is flouted (to be dealt with in more detail below). But al-
though this Syrian author—one of the most important playwrights of the Arab Middle 
East—dared to violate a taboo in Arab society, namely to consider the other side in the Near 
East conflict and think about Israelis as people and individuals, and not as a faceless “en-
emy,” his position vis-à-vis the political transformations of his society in the near future 
was rather skeptical. 

Saadallah Wannous and the Politicization of Theater 

At the end of his life, which was cut short by illness, Wannous gave a bitter appraisal of the 
situation in an interview with the Syrian stage director Omar Amiralay:  

How is our generation to ever be laid to rest and find peace of mind? It will carry around in its 
thoughts a dull horror. It will resemble a wound. It will be the horror at the age they have lived 
through and the bitter, lifelong disillusionment. For Israel will still be there. Even when our gen-
eration dies. (Amiralay)7 

But this author was by no means always so resigned and disillusioned. After a childhood 
spent in a village on the Syrian coast near Ṭarṭūs, Wannous studied journalism in Cairo in 
the 1950s. At the beginning of the 1960s, his theater career commenced with a few experi-
mental plays influenced by Surrealism and the Absurdist theater. In 1967/8, he studied the-
ater at the Sorbonne under the guidance of Jean-Marie Serreau, before becoming editor of 
the children’s journal Usāma (1969–1975). In 1971, he wrote a film scenario that was cen-
sored by the Syrian government despite gaining international acclaim at festivals in France 
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and Egypt. After once more studying French experimental theater in Paris during 1973, 
Wannous took over the editorship of the cultural section of the Beirut daily al-Safīr (The 
Messenger) two years later. In 1976, he founded the experimental Qabbānī-theater in Da-
mascus and in 1977, the theater journal al-Ḥayāt al-Masraḥiyya (Theater Life), where he 
remained editor-in-chief until 1987. 

International in his orientation, Wannous was an intellectual who saw himself as part of 
a worldwide avant-garde movement. The early phase of his writing, from the beginning of 
the 1960s to the end of the 1970s, was formatively influenced by Erwin Piscator’s political 
theater, but above all by Bertolt Brecht’s didactic theater. 

His initial works reveal an intensive social engagement, which he characterized in his 
theatre manifesto Bayānāt li-masraḥ ʿarabī jadīd (Manifesto for a New Arab Theater, 
1970) as a “politicizing of theater” (tasyīs al-masraḥ). In a phase marked by significant so-
cial developments triggered by the national defeat at the hands of Israel, universally felt to 
be a “catastrophe,” Wannous bravely and provocatively formulated the lineaments of a 
“politicizing” aesthetic which was to make Arab theatre into a vehicle of hope, instigating 
political reforms and motoring processes of democratization: “We perform theater to de-
velop and change consciousness. We want to deepen the grasp of our collective conscious-
ness for our shared historical consciousness” (Bayānāt 24). Wannous’ critical rereading of 
Arab history was thus imbued from the outset with the dynamics of social and political cri-
ses and a seemingly inexorable decline. 

The first of his plays that was to match his aspirations of political enlightenment was 
Ḥaflat samar min ajl khamsa ḥuzairān (Gala Evening for the Fifth of June),8 where in an 
ingenious play-within-a-play Wannous staged the traumatic events of recent Arab history. 
Although written under the direct influence of the June defeat of 1967, the play was first 
permitted to be performed in Syria in the early 1970s. Wannous’ demand to activate the po-
litical consciousness of his fellow citizens was spectacularly successful in this case: around 
25,000 people attended the 44 performances put on in Damascus’ experimental Qabbānī- 
theater, a sensational response yet to be repeated in the history of Syrian theater. From the 
beginning, though, it was to be feared that the government would not tolerate a political 
mobilization of the population of such dimensions. This play poses the question as to who 
was responsible for the most momentous defeat suffered by the modern Syrian state, with-
out sparing the government from criticism. 

Over the course of the next ten years, Wannous wrote several plays based on such po-
litical commitment, and these were produced on stages throughout the Arab world. At 
times, he took up stories and themes from the Thousand and One Nights, at others he ex-
perimented with traditional Arab coffeehouse storytelling or ancient Arabic epics—
common to all these dramas was the appeal to approach and appropriate history and the 
shared Arab cultural heritage critically, and not to idealize. It was his passionately pursued 
goal to understand the causes behind the decline through a critical account of history and 
the cultural heritage, and thus eventually to identify a cure to the malaise. 

Between Commitment and Despair  

In 1996, the complete works by Wannous were published in three thick volumes amounting 
to a massive 2,200 pages. Wannous dedicated this oeuvre to his daughter, her generation 
and the generations to come: 
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We have often dreamed of leaving behind fairer times and a flourishing land for you. Without 
having to feel ashamed, we have to admit that we were defeated and have left behind nothing but 
destruction and collapsing countries. I want to make it clear […] that the ideas we defended were 
not wrong; neither the idea of freedom, democracy, rationality, nor that of Arab unity and social 
justice. But our generation failed to understand how to help these ideas triumph. I wish that this 
despondent tone is merely the dictate of illness […], and I hope that the strength hidden in you is 
stronger than our defeat. Who knows, perhaps you can find the magic spell that makes the times 
fairer and allows the land to flourish. (Al-aʿmāl al-kāmila 1) 

Throughout the late 1970s and 1980s, Wannous became imbued with such a strong sense of 
the crisis of the age that it encroached upon and damaged his entire personal life, an affect 
he emphasized repeatedly in various statements.  

The personal dismay and sadness felt by the artist when faced with contemporary politi-
cal constellations is a characteristic feature of the emotional and intellectual itinerary of 
many of the authors who had committed themselves to “engaged literature” (adab mul-
tazim), which in the 1950s and 1960s meant the majority of Arab writers. Given the oppres-
sive situation in Arab countries, it seemed to these artists that it was simply impossible to 
present and practice an “art for art’s sake” detached from everyday politics. The defeat suf-
fered by the Arab states at the hands of Israel in the 1967 June War precipitated the first 
dramatic collapse of this literary movement, hitherto optimistic and firmly believing that 
the world could be changed. Wannous described this traumatic experience gripping an en-
tire generation in an interview in 1997: 

The defeat of ’67…That was the decisive moment in our collective and individual history. And to be 
honest: the crisis that broke out made us happy. An idea had become entrenched in our minds: after 
years and years of mendacious talk we believed that the defeat of 1948 [of the Arab armies and the 
subsequent founding of the state of Israel] had a single cause, namely betrayal and the purchase of 
inferior weapons. It thus had nothing to do […] with the superiority of Israeli soldiers. We were even 
led to believe that they were scared, timid, that they were incapable of confronting their enemies. 
From then on, it seemed that victory over Israel was possible at any time. In 1967, I was not overly 
optimistic. But I’d never thought that our troops, above all those in Egypt and Syria, were in such a 
state of inner disarray. We only discovered this during the Six Day War of 1967. […] Our trauma 
was enormous. We were wounded, humiliated to the core. (Amiralay) 

Ten years later, President Sadat (Sādāt) became the first Arab politician to travel to Israel on 
official business where he outlined his plans for peace in a speech to the Israeli parliament. A 
world came crashing down for Wannous and a whole generation of committed intellectuals in 
Arab countries. With this unilateral peace offer of 1977, which left unanswered the key issues 
of the situation of the Palestinian refugees and the status of Jerusalem and the occupied terri-
tories, a comprehensive and coherent solution to the Near East conflict seemed to recede into 
the distance. Wannous tried to take his own life on the night of this momentous event: 

The news sent me reeling. It was evening…sunset. To ease the unbearable tension I took a sleep-
ing tablet. […] Two hours passed. Then I woke up, even more tense and anxious. It was com-
pletely dark. I tried to kill myself during the night. It was a time of silence and distress. I read and 
pondered. I was continually compelled to face up to the painful questions of history. (Amiralay) 

Wannous did not write a single play for the next twelve years, and focused instead on writ-
ing essays and journalistic texts. He first broke his silence in 1989 with a play that was as 
celebrated as it was controversial—a play that attempted to relate to the Palestinian conflict 
from an Israeli viewpoint: Al-ightiṣāb.  
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In this play, originally conceived by the author as an adaptation of Antonio Buero 
Vallejos’ drama La doble historia del doctor Valmy (1969), Wannous portrays an Israeli se-
curity officer who can no longer cope psychologically with torturing Palestinians during in-
terrogations. He becomes impotent and visits a doctor. During the consultation, incidents 
from interrogations are shown in flashbacks: a Palestinian is beaten and castrated, his wife 
then raped before his eyes, all before he is murdered. Parallel to these scenes, in which the 
secret service member is also presented at home, the author unfolds the history of the suf-
fering of the victim’s family. The dramatic highpoint of the play is the attempt by the Israeli 
to break out of the spiral of violence with the help of the doctor. But instead of letting him 
go, his colleagues murder him, among them his stepfather, chief of the secret service. His 
wife is raped by one of his colleagues and flees to the United States. The Palestinian wife of 
the victim, abused by the same Israeli, assumes the place of her husband in the resistance. 
In the last act, the doctor and the figure of the author take the stage and state their positions 
against the repression and violence being practiced by both sides. 

The Rape marks a turning point in Wannous’ dramatic writings. For the first time, the 
focus is put on the individual, instead of collective, physical and psychological conse-
quences and implications of political oppression. This drama deals with interpersonal prob-
lems and provids psychological studies and achieves multidimensional characterization on 
both sides, the Israeli and the Palestinian. The enemy that has been depicted since decades 
as a dehumanized monster and as “a united, homogenous block” in Syrian literature is now 
depicted as an individual suffering from Israeli state violence, just like his victims: 

My play tells about a Jewish man. He denounces the abuse and torture of Palestinians by the 
Shin-Beth [secret service]. I was subsequently accused of being an Israeli sympathizer. I was seen 
as paving the way for reconciliation. But my goal was to put an end to our feelings of shame. I 
wanted to destroy the notion that Israel is a taboo, a united, homogenous block. An enemy that 
has to be annihilated before it annihilates us. I’ve called this notion the ‘retreat into the eternal 
animosity.’ (Amiralay)  

Although a number of Arab and in particular Palestinian critics condemned this play as be-
ing biased towards Israel, it nevertheless proved to be probably Wannous’ greatest success. 
It was performed at Arab festivals in a variety of productions and was the subject of critical 
appraisal in a flood of secondary literature. The fierce reactions—the play was banned in 
Syria before its premiere—allow us to deduce that the author had gotten to the heart of the 
matter. It was his first direct and clear political response as an artist in a state strictly cen-
soring such open displays of opinion. The staging of the play in Syria in December 1990 
was only permitted in the form of so-called public rehearsals held in a small room; a proper 
premiere in a theater was prohibited. In contrast, the text could be purchased in Syrian 
bookstores without any problem. The censorship authorities held the written expression of 
an opinion to be harmless, but prevented a staging of the same text. Due to its eminent pub-
lic character, theater has always attracted the vigilant eyes of rulers and those in power. But 
despite the ban placed on staging The Rape, it was obvious that as the country’s most fa-
mous playwright Wannous enjoyed an exceptional position. His terminal illness, which 
broke out shortly after the Gulf War, lent his words even greater weight. For his own part, 
Wannous stylized himself into a victim of the political history of his age, portraying his ill-
ness and imminent death as the result of unsolved political problems: 
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I have the impression that our life is an endless series of setbacks. The last setback was especially 
painful. I believe that it caused the cancer I’m suffering from. With setback I mean the Gulf War. 
It killed our last hope. It is no coincidence that my first tumor appeared at the time. To be more 
precise: as the US was bombing Iraq. (Amiralay) 

From Didactic Theater to Psychological Studies 

In the following years, from 1991 to his death in May 1997, he wrote, as he put it, against 
death. The perspective evident in his writing shifted after the outbreak of his illness, and 
along with it his literary techniques and characterization of figures. From the parable-like 
style of his politically accentuated didactic theater, where the figures were examples, in the 
final phase of his creative life, Wannous addressed specific individual themes, exploring in-
terpersonal problems, furnishing psychological studies, and achieving multidimensional 
characterization. His late dramas reveal narrative finesse with novel-like traits, just as much 
closet dramas as they are for theater production. 

In an interview with Mari Elias in the mid-1990s, Wannous explained a crucial turn-
around in his work as stemming from the realization that, by the turn into the 1990s at the 
latest, political involvement in the Arab world was hopeless (“Wir sind zur Hoffnung 
verurteilt!” 39). The opposition groups in society were marginalized, the established politi-
cal forces rotten to the core and hopelessly factionalized. Belief in being able to change the 
world through struggle, heroic acts, and martyrdom was suddenly revealed to be an illusion. 
In these years Wannous bid farewell to the idea that had hitherto guided him: that the prob-
lems of the Arab world could be traced back to simple power relations in society. 

The literary form and thematic changed accordingly in Wannous’ work. From the con-
sciously simplifying representation, aiming to ignite political change and restructure power 
relations, he now turned to an approach that was to generate insights into problems of the 
individual in society, as well as minority and gender issues. More difficult than instigating a 
change of regime, so Wannous in 1995, is “to stir a society adhering to and petrified in su-
perstition” (ibid.). This new style of drama led Wannous to a kind of aesthetic liberation and 
self-discovery:  

For the first time I’ve a sense of how writing can be a liberating act. Previously, I had certain ideas: 
I imposed a kind of self-censorship. An inner censorship which—as I imagined it—consisted in re-
pressing everything that was of secondary importance, and left me to deal exclusively with the pur-
portedly big questions. For the first time, I feel that writing is enjoyable.  
I was of the view that personal worries or individual problems were bourgeois, were superficial, 
unimportant affairs which one can put to one side. My whole interest was focused on grappling 
with and understanding history, and I thought—wrongly—that I had to avoid the traps of petit-
bourgeois literature and go beyond all that was individual and personal. For this reason, I never felt 
as if entirely at one with myself in my work as playwright. (39–40) 

Succeeding Al-ightiṣāb as first endeavor of a new psychological approach, the five plays 
Wannous wrote in the 1990s before his tragic death in 1997 reflect the new self-
understanding of this author.9 These dramas no longer contain a simple and clearly political 
message or ideology which addresses “the people” or “the masses”; the addressee here is 
rather the individual, or a limited group of open-minded and attentive persons who are as-
tute enough to understand the veiled articulation of harsh political and social criticism. 
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In his play Ṭuqūs al-ishārāt wa-l-taḥawwulāt (Rituals of Signs and Metamorphoses, 
1994), whose premiere in Beirut stirred passionate debate, Wannous “imagines the brothel 
as a space of radical performance, a joyous narcissism that transforms the individual—
performer and audience, courtesan and patron” (Ziter 178). A married woman in nineteenth-
century Damascus rebels against the moral double standards of her society and thus un-
hinges the social order of her city. Her husband, a reputable citizen is caught red-handed 
with a courtesan. The scandal seems perfect, but the deceived wife, called Muʾmina (“one 
who believes or is faithful”), offers her husband that she take the place of the prostitute at 
night, enabling her husband to thus rehabilitate his honor. She is prepared to undertake this 
intrigue under the condition that he accepts a legal divorce, allowing her to escape from the 
odious marriage. After the divorce, her personality transforms dramatically. She offers the 
residents of her city her services as a prostitute under her new name “Almāsa” (“diamond”) 
and thus causes a lot of trouble. Even the mufti falls in love with the new courtesan and 
grants her more rights than she had while married. Her inner liberation and courage to 
transgress traditional role models and restrictions is passed on like an infectious disease to 
other marginalized figures in the patriarchal society. The mufti’s bodyguard confesses pub-
licly his homosexuality and encourages others to follow his example. But in the tragic end 
of the play, Almāsa is murdered by her own brother in a desperate act to save his honor. 

According to Joseph A. Massad, this drama “stresses the quest for individuality and in-
dividualism in a society that represses both” (359). The individual struggles hard to over-
come or subvert a preexisting order that in this play is “identified as patriarchal and espe-
cially violent in the suppression of women and men who depart from acceptable sexual 
practice. Sexual oppression as the wellspring of other forms of oppression (and not political 
oppression alone) is presented as the soul-destroying normalcy of society” (Ziter 181). 

The Collapse of Totalizing Discourse 

Since the late twentieth century such an emancipatory rhetoric has become increasingly 
prominent in Arabic literature, targeting the critical consciousness of the individual and no 
longer aiming at reaching “the people,” the masses, the collective and social classes who 
needed to be “enlightened,” as the politically committed Arabic literature had striven for in 
the 1950s, 1960s and early 1970s.10 Interest now revolves increasingly around the individ-
ual and his/her involvement with society; it is all about processes of consciousness and how 
individuals gain insight out of their encounters with society, the economy and politics. This 
art eschews representing and communicating fixed worldviews, value systems or ideolo-
gies. Faced with the post-modern fragmenting and fissuring of traditional value systems, 
points of orientation and social structures, a process decisively shaped by globalization and 
new elites, the prevailing tendency is to call things into question, engendering a climate of 
deep existential doubt, skepticism and disorientation. More than ever, clear messages and 
firmly established value systems seem problematic and lacking in cogency—or, precisely 
because of the general postmodern insecurity, they become increasingly attractive. 

Kamal Abu-Deeb discussed in an article dealing with the “collapse of totalizing dis-
course” that the radical transformations since the late 1970s have coincided historically 
with what might be called “the crisis of ideology and authority” in the Arab cultural and po-
litical world: 
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The great ideological projects of the fifties and sixties reached a point at which they appeared to 
have lost their appeal to large sections of society; such dreams as the nationalist, socialist and 
secularist ones have been said to have failed to fulfill the great expectations which they had been 
thought to be capable of fulfilling; a sense of disillusionment and loss began to dominate Arabic 
discourse in its various forms. […] A more personal, anti-ideological or non-ideological art, an art 
evolving outside the space of consensus, has been taking shape […] on the level of the language, 
structure and imagery of texts. (335–36) 

Art Outside the Consensus 

Abu-Deeb speaks of an “Aesthetics of Contiguity” in literary texts where “the notion of 
unity began to lose credibility,” a “multiplicity of voices/narrators” and a “language of pos-
sibilities, uncertainty, alternatives and contradictions” dominate (339). The author discusses 
two possible ways of theorizing these transformations: one is the interpretation as a process 
of fragmentation “which will lead to the collapse of all notions of center, unity, cohesion, 
harmony as well as oneness and singularity” (340); the second possible interpretation is to 
conceive these new phenomena as “an emergence of a spirit and vision of multiplicity and a 
renunciation of singularity and monotheistic ideologies” (ibid.). Abu-Deeb adds here a third 
theoretical possibility which he discusses in his article at length: 

that the collapse of totalizing ideologies and ‘grand narratives,’ as Lyotard calls them, and the 
crumbling of unifying theories, both in the West and in the Arab world, are connected to the prolif-
eration and coming to prominence of marginalized discourse and minority consciousness. (ibid.) 

It is my hypothesis that this form of criticism is a general characteristic of Arab societies at the 
end of the twentieth and the beginning of the twenty-first century. It is a response to and so a 
consequence of many postcolonial Arab regimes which withheld even the most elementary 
rights and advancements of modernity from its citizens, reducing any belief in a capacity to 
effect political and ideological change into an absurdity. Representative examples of this trend 
would be, beside Wannous’ dramas like Munamnamāt tārīkhiyya (Historical Miniatures, 
1992) or Ṭuqūs al-ishārāt wa-l-taḥawwulāt, Nihād Sīrīs’ novel Al-ṣamt wa-l-ṣakhab (The Si-
lence and the Roar, 2004), as like as the novel by Lebanese writer Hudā Barakāt entitled 
Ḥajar al-ḍaḥik (The Stone of Laughter,11 1990). The English novels by Lebanese-American 
author Rabih Alameddine I, the Divine: A Novel in First Chapters (2001) and Koolaids: The 
Art of War (1998) could also be considered as part of this tendency towards individualized 
subversive humor and criticism. 

In these novels and plays of the 1990s and early 2000s, the “I” takes center stage; the 
action revolves around it instead of the “we.” From my point of view, this development is a 
sign, if not of individualization processes, then at least of the advancing atomization of 
Near Eastern societies. 

Wannous retained his unstinting commitment to Arab society up until his tragically early 
death. But how commitment is displayed in his plays of the 1990s is quite different from those 
plays he wrote in the two decades before, marking a transformation of this dramatist’s under-
standing of engagement in literature. Adorno expressed—against the background of totalitari-
anism and Nazi ideology in Germany—his apprehension that decidedly political, committed 
art might be a kind of accommodation or compliance because of its prevalent involvement in 
a good cause, which is at the same time a political trend (cf. Harrison and Wood 782): 
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Even the sound of despair pays its tribute to a hideous affirmation. Works of less than the highest 
rank are even willingly absorbed, as contributions to clearing up the past. When genocide becomes 
part of the cultural heritage in the themes of committed literature, it becomes easier to continue to 
play along with the culture which gave birth to murder. (Adorno qtd. in Harrison and Wood 780) 

Because of this skepticism towards committed literature, Adorno argued in the 1960s in fa-
vor of autonomous rather than committed works of art in Germany. In his argumentation, 
autonomous art contains a critical potential exactly because it eschews identifying with the 
social-political.  

Wannous, in the context of an endless series of political setbacks in the Arab world, re-
nounced in the last phase of his writing the idea that a change in power relations would 
automatically change society from within. He modified his dramatic style accordingly from 
a conscious (Brechtian) simplification of representation with the aim of igniting political 
change and restructuring power relations to an approach that was to generate insights into 
social and individual human problems. In a way, this deeply disenchanted Syrian author 
reached a point of disillusionment and despair where he lost his belief in the power of the 
word to change a political system. He realized that committed art would always run the risk 
of simplifying reality in order to bring it in line with a political ideology. In Wannous’ in-
terviews and essays quoted above, he more than once describes his new understanding of 
the notion of the political and the role of a committed artist in the Arab world. He re-
nounces his call of the 1970s for a “politicization of theater” and starts to reflect on another 
form of art that might convey his urgent humanistic messages to his society. 

This way, his new position gravitated towards Adorno’s argument that only the autono-
mous work of art could be the site of resistance vis-a-vis the competing interests of a de-
based reality and that it is time to cease playing along with the hegemonic culture which had 
produced mass murder and unspeakable atrocities. Commitment requires a problematic en-
tente with the political sphere, but at the same time it is “virtually in art alone that suffering 
can still find its own voice” (Adorno qtd. in Harrison and Wood 780). Adorno’s reflections 
on engagement in the arts resulted in a paradoxical position: Art is autonomous and is not—
and such an ambivalent or dialectical position might be common to both, Adorno and Wan-
nous, who while never abandoning his self-conception as a committed writer, came to under-
stand commitment to society and the individual very differently in the late 1980s and 1990s. 
The Syrian dramatist’s final plays testify to the pressing wish to give essential humanistic 
messages to his fellow Arabs on their journey to an open society. These messages have fallen 
on fertile ground in Syria and Lebanon in recent years. Since 1997, a series of important 
studies on his dramas of the 1990s have emerged.12 The award given by the International 
Theater Institute, an affiliate of UNESCO, on World Theater Day in 1996 played an impor-
tant role. On the occasion of reading his international message, which criticized Syrian soci-
ety but also the government in no uncertain terms, a large event was held in Syria’s largest 
festival hall, the Masraḥ al-Ḥamrāʾ. Wannous ended his speech with the words: “Our lot is to 
hope, and what happens today cannot be the end of time.” (Al-aʿmāl al-kāmila 44; “Thea-
ter” 15). 

In a foreword to an anthology focusing on Arab theater and especially the writings by 
Wannous13 entitled “Hope Arising from Despair,” Lebanese novelist Elias Khoury highlights 
the essential role artists like Wannous, Syrian documentary film director and prominent civil 
society activist Omar Amiralay (1944‒2011), and Saudi-Iraqi-Jordanian-Damascene novelist 
ʿAbd al-Raḥmān Munīf (1933‒2004) played in founding “a new culture, one which only 
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fully emerged with today’s generation of Syrian men and women who were bringing about a 
revolution from the heart of oppression and despair” (“Foreword” x). Khoury points at the 
fact that Wannous died fourteen years before the start of the Syrian upheaval in March 2011, 
but that  

of all the Syrian writers, he has been the most present since the outbreak of the revolution. He has 
been a beacon not only because he authored the difficult beginnings but also because his words 
carry both the fervor and the great despair of the future. His sorrow signified the hope he forced 
upon himself and, in turn, his country. […] If the Arab revolutions stem from questions of culture 
and politics, then the body of work penned by Wannous, long before the outbreak of uprisings, 
forms the intellectual roots of the Syrian revolution. (xi–xii; xiv)14 

Notes 
 

1  Some of the material presented here has been already dealt with in my chapter „Historical Memory in Times 
of Decline: Saadallah Wannous and Rereading History.” Arabic Literature: Postmodern Perspectives. Ed.  
Angelika Neuwirth, Andreas Pflitsch and Barbara Winckler. London: Saqi, 2010. 97–109. Print. For more de-
tailed analysis of this playwright cf. Pannewick, Friederike. Das Wagnis Tradition: Arabische Wege der Thea-
tralität. Wiesbaden: Reichert, 2000. 271f.; 287-299. Print; Pannewick, “Saʿdallāh Wannūs.” 

2  All translations are—if not indicated otherwise—my own. 
3  Bardawil also points out that this position became more and more normalized among this group of disen-

chanted Arab Leftists: “Faced with secular but authoritarian regimes on the one hand and an Islamic revival on 
the other, the disenchanted Leftists radicalized their criticisms of their societies. Shifting the analytical gaze 
inwards to the social structure and culture of these societies, inaugurated as a minoritarian position in the 
wake of 1967 and driven then by the ethical impulse to take responsibility for one’s defeat, became more and 
more normalized among disenchanted Leftists” (103). 

4  Written in 1962, the essay was published in English translation by F. McDonagh. See Adorno, Theodor W. 
“Commitment.” Trans. F. McDonagh. The Essential Frankfurt School Reader. Ed. Andrew Arato and Eike 
Gebhardt. Oxford: Blackwell, 1978. 300–18. Print. 

5  See Khūrī, Ilyās. Yālū. Beirut: Dār al-Ādāb, 2002. Print; Khoury, Elias. Yalo. Trans. Peter Theroux. New York: 
Picador, 2009. Print.  

6  See Coetzee, J. M. Waiting for the Barbarians. New York: Penguin, 1980. Print. 
7  All translations of the transliterated passages of Amiralay’s interview with Wannous are my own. 
8  For a more detailed synopsis and interpretation, cf. Ziter, Edward. “Refugees on the Syrian Stage: Soirée for 

the 5th of June.” Doomed by Hope: Essays on Arab Theatre. Ed. Eyad Houssami. London: Pluto, 2012. 11–27. 
Print; Al-Saleh, Asaad. “The Legacy of Saadallah Wannous and Soirée for the 5th of June amidst the Arab  
Revolts.” Doomed by Hope: Essays on Arab Theatre. Ed. Eyad Houssami. London: Pluto, 2012. 77–91. Print; 
Pannewick, “Saʿdallāh Wannūs.” 

9  These five plays comprise of Munamnamāt tārīkhiyya (Cairo: Dār al-Hilāl, 1994. Print.), Ṭuqūs al-ishārāt wa-
l-taḥawwulāt (Beirut: Dār al-Ādāb, 1994. Print.), Yawm min zamāninā (Beirut: Dār al-Ādāb, 1995. Print.), 
Aḥlām shaqqiyya (Beirut: Dār al-Ādāb, 1995. Print.), and Malḥamat al-sarāb (Beirut: Dār al-Ādāb, 1996. 
Print.). 

10  Some of the following reflections have already been presented in a study on Iraqi writer Sinān Anṭūn’s novel 
Iʿjām (Beirut: Dār al-Ādāb, 2004. Print; see also the English translation: Antoon, Sinan. Iʿjaam: An Iraqi 
Rhapsody. Trans. Rebecca Johnson and Sinan Antoon. San Francisco: City Lights, 2007. Print.). Cf. Panne-
wick, Friederike. “Dancing Letters: The Art of Subversion in Sinān Anṭūn’s Novel Iʿjām.” Conflicting Narra-
tives: War, Trauma and Memory in Iraqi Culture. Ed. Stephan Milich, Friederike Pannewick, and Leslie Tra-
montini. Wiesbaden: Reichert, 2012. 65–74. Print. 

11  The English edition was published as Barakat, Hoda. The Stone of Laughter. Trans. Sophie Bennett. New 
York: Interlink, 1995. Print. 

12  Cf. e.g. Al-Ruwaynī, ʿAbla. Ḥakī al-ṭāʾir: Saʿdallāh Wannūs. Cairo: Dār al-Mīrīt, 2005. Print; al-Mukhlif, 
Ḥasan ʿAlī. Tawẓīf al-turāth fi-l-masraḥ: Dirāsa taṭbīqiyya fī masraḥ Saʿdallāh Wannūs. Damascus: Dār al-
Awāʾil, 2000. Print; Munīf, ʿAbd al-Raḥmān and Faiṣal Darrāj, eds. Saʿdallāh Wannūs: Al-insān al-muthaqqaf 
al-mubdiʿ. Damascus: Kanʿān Print; Baṣal, Muḥammad Ismāʿīl. Qirāʾāt sīmyāʾiyya fī masraḥ Saʿdallāh Wan-
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nūs: Nuṣūṣ al-tisʿīnāt namūdhajan. Damascus: Dār al-Ahālī, 2000. Print; ʿAmmār, Fātin ʿAlī. Saʿdallāh Wan-
nūs fi-l-masraḥ al-ʿarabī al-ḥadīth. Al-Safa: Dār Suʿād al-Ṣabāḥ, 1999. Print. 

13  Cf. Houssami, Eyad, ed. Doomed by Hope: Essays on Arab Theatre. London: Pluto, 2012. Print. 
14  It is important to note that this statement by Khoury was made in the early period of the Syrian revolution 

when civil and peaceful resistance was still visible in this country, which has since experienced an increas-
ingly tragic vicious circle of violence. Nevertheless, during an international conference on Wannous at the 
American University Beirut in April 2015, this statement has been repeated by Khoury and was approved by 
several young Syrian actors and stage directors present at this conference (“On Wannous,” Department of 
English, the Center for Arab and Middle Eastern Studies, CAMES, and the Center for American Studies and 
Research, CASAR, April 1, 2015). 
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