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The First World War represents the historical framework in which Trans-
jordan was founded and the Hashemite family was given the power over it.
The Jordanian “imagined community”,  to put  it  with Benedict  Anderson,
finds its founding moment in the Great Arab Revolt (1916), which, according
to some historians such as George Antonius, represented a sort of a birth
certificate to the Arab movement of independence from the “evil” Ottoman
domination. The contemporary Jordanian novel is a privileged field in order
to analyse the way events that took place in the years of the Great War are
today re-read and employed in order to underpin the official national nar-
rative.  From the very  beginning  of  the  Jordanian literary  life,  thanks  to
mechanisms of control which became more and more efficient over time, the
Hashemite State has been shaping the nation also by means of literature, as
the wave of historical novels published from the Eighties till today shows
well.  In  my  paper,  I  analyse  one  of  these  novels,  namely  al-Qurmiyyah
(1999) by Samīḥah Ḫurays, which is based on the events of the Arab Revolt
and depicts the founding act  of the Transjordanian Emirate,  while at the
same time embracing a pan-Arab perspective.

A Brief Historical Sketch: How Hashemite Jordan Legitimises its Exist-
ence through the Great Arab Revolt (1916)

During the First World War, a major event occurred in the Arab East, inex-
tricably linked to the war and capable of paving the way to a new set of in-
ternal dynamics inside the dying Ottoman Empire: the Great Arab Revolt
(al-ṯawrah al-ʿarabiyyah al-kubrà), which apparently represented the meet-
ing point between the interests of the Arabs and those of Western powers
such as Great Britain, and, at that time, the sole practical expression of the
historical effectiveness of Arabism, since then almost merely an elite ideo-
logy whose cradle was to be found in Damascus.

Announced on 10 June 1916 by the šarīf of Mecca Ḥusayn bin ʿAlī, the
Great Arab Revolt represented the founding act of the Hashemite State of
Transjordan, and the main source of its legitimacy: since then, in fact, the
Arab rulers of the newborn Emirate were depicted as morally, religiously
and politically superior to the unbearable Ottoman abusers – a description
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exploiting the pompous nationalist paradigm instead of sticking to a more
realistic one, namely the conflict between central government and peripheral
elites1. To give more strength to the nationalist narrative, the Great Arab Re-
volt was connected – through the fil rouge of historical necessity and inelud-
ible fate – to other rebellious moments against the Turks, such as the revolts
of al-Karak (1910), Šawbak (1905) and Ḥawrān (1909), and a bloody event
that shook the early Arab nationalists, namely the execution of Arab nationalists
in Damascus and Beirut on 6 May 1915. These were all seen as consecutive
notes of a crescendo leading to the glorious explosion of al-ṯawrah – a pan-
Arab revolt led by a Hijazi leadership coming from a corner of the Arab
world almost totally untouched by the nationalistic uproar shaking  Bilād
al-Šām. As highlighted by William Ochsenwald, though, the Hijazi šurafāʾ
ruling Mecca and protecting the Two Sanctuaries (al-Ḥaramān) were largely
Ottomanized; the province (wilāyah) of Hijaz was quite calm, and only occa-
sionally shaken by revolts motivated not as much by nationalistic reasons as
by the jealousy Hijazi tribes and town dwellers had of their administrative
autonomy and their financial privileges2 – they used to receive, in fact,  a
generous income from Istanbul in order to ensure the Muslim pilgrims a safe
journey to Mecca.

The nationalist  discourse was adopted by the Hijazi  šurafāʾ  as late as
1908, when the  centralizing  tanẓīmāt policies adopted by the Young Turks
after  their  coup  started  threatening  the  autonomy  of  their  wilāyah.  The
Ḥusayn-McMahon correspondence in 1915 eventually marked the entry of
the Hijazi rulers into the bargains of the Great War.

The Great  Arab Revolt  and the Jordanian  Novel:  Samīḥah Ḫurays’
al-Qurmiyyah as a Case Study

In order to show how the Great Arab Revolt is dealt with in the Jordanian novel, I
chose to focus onto the historical novel al-Qurmiyyah: al-layl wa ’l-baydāʾ (The
Stalk: The Night and the Desert)3 by Samīḥah Ḫurays, one of the most prom-
inent contemporary Jordanian writers.

Born in Amman in 1956 to a Jordanian diplomat, Samīḥah Ḫurays spent
her  youth  in  Qatar  and Sudan before  settling  down in  Egypt,  where  she
gained a degree in sociology at Cairo University. She eventually moved back
to Amman, where she has been working as a novelist, a translator, a journal-

1 M.C. Wilson,  The Hashemites, the Arab Revolt, and Arab Nationalism, in  The
Origins of Arab Nationalism, Rashid Khalidi; Lisa Anderson; Muhammad Muslih;
Reeva S. Simon (Eds.), Columbia University Press, New York 1991, pp. 204-221.

2 W. Ochsenwald,  Ironic Origins: Arab Nationalism in the Hijaz, 1882-1914,  in
The Origins of Arab Nationalism, cit., pp. 189-203.

3 Samīḥah  Ḫurays,  al-Qurmiyyah:  al-layl  wa  ’l-baydā,  Dār  Rufūf  li  ’l-Našr,
Dimašq 2017 [1999].
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ist, and a TV and radio writer. She worked for the Abu Dhabi newspaper
“al-Ittiḥād” from 1981 to 1998 and was a columnist for several Jordanian
newspapers, such as “al-Dustūr” and “al-Raʾy”. Moreover, she was editor-in-
chief of the children magazine “Ḥātim” up to her retirement. Her intense cul-
tural activity won her several prestigious prizes all over the Arab world4.

Samīḥah Ḫurays’ first novel,  al-Qurmiyyah,  has some degree of official
relevance, being part of the Jordanian literary canon, which can be easily es-
tablished by glancing at the titles included by local critics and scholars in
their works on the history of the Jordanian novel, which tend to be quite ho-
mogeneous5. Samīḥah Ḫurays’ novel is representative of a novelistic nation-
building trend started in the Nineties with historical and realistic novels such
as  Abnā’ al-Qalʿah (1990) and  al-Zawbaʿah (1994-2003) by Ziyād Qāsim,
Šaǧarat  al-Fuhūd (1995)  by  Samīḥah  Ḫurays,  al-Šahbandar (1995)  by
Hāšim  Ġarāybah,  Wādī  al-ṣafṣāfah (2009)  by  Aḥmad  al-Ṭarāwinah,  and
many others. 

al-Qurmiyyah tells the story of the Great Arab Revolt  by means of both
fictional and historical characters, with a strong predominance of the second
ones. Besides the historical events narrated, we read about the fictional love
story of ʿUqāb, a young and heroic Bedouin soldier from the Ḥuwayṭāt tribe,
and his girlfriend Muznah. This fictional level seems to have both an enter-
taining and an educational function: it makes the narration more vivid and
“novel-like” by adding folkloric shades to it, while at the same time making
the historical characters less aethereal and solemn, and closer to the popular
feeling. The two levels of the discourse – fiction and history – constantly in-
tertwine in the narration, but there is no real difference between them: the re-
gime of truth displayed by the novel is one, and the story narrated by the
novel lines up with the history Jordanian pupils and students learn on their
school syllabus. The nation as built by the novel totally complies with the
nation as portrayed by the official Jordanian historiography.

Critical framework

Together with the press, the novel is one of the two faces of print capitalism,
to put it with Benedict Anderson6. According to Anderson, «every essential

4 Official information about Samīḥah Ḫurays’ life and works can be found on the web-
site of the Jordanian Ministry of Culture: http://www.culture.gov.jo/node/30947. 

5 On the history of the Jordanian novel and the issue of the national canon see, for
instance, Ḫālid al-Karakī,  al-Riwāyah fī ’l-Urdunn: Muqaddimah,  al-Ǧāmiʿah
al-Urdunniyyah, ʿAmmān 1986; Faḫrī Ṣāliḥ,  Wahm al-bidāyāt: al-Ḫiṭāb al-riwā’ī
fī ’l-Urdunn, al-Muʾassasah al-ʿArabiyyah li ’l-Dirāsāt  wa ’l-Našr, Bayrūt 1993;
Nabīl Ḥaddād, al-Riwāyah fī ’l-Urdunn: Faḍāʾāt wa murtakizāt, Wizārat al-Ṯaqāfah
al-Urdunniyyah, ʿAmmān 2003.
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modern conception is based upon a conception of ‘meanwhile’»7: newspa-
pers are «one-day best-sellers»8 read simultaneously by different people be-
longing to the same nation, and the novel itself can be understood as a print
product finding its breeding ground in the invisible connections within a cer-
tain imagined community. Anderson’s hypothesis is also valid as far as the
Arabic novel is concerned, since nation-building and the novel are deeply in-
tertwined, as scholars such as Samah Selim9 have pointed out.

In this paper, I chose to deal with two main critical sources, namely the
theoretical framework set out by Jonathan Culler in his article titled Ander-
son and the Novel10, and the mapping procedure set out by Franco Moretti in
his ground-breaking Atlas of the European Novel 1800-190011.

Attempting to explain Anderson’s theory of nationalistic literature – which
is quite fragmentary and not extensively developed, being for Anderson a
simple corollary of his theory of imagined communities – Culler focuses on
three elements:

1) «the formal structure of narrative point of view»12;
2) «the national content  of  the fictions (which may include both the

plot and the particular nature of the world of the novel)»13;
3) «the construction of the reader»14.

With regards to narrative technique, Anderson says that the novels per-
taining to nation-building processes are «old-fashioned novels»15,  meaning
that they are narrated through a single point of view, by an external omni-
scient narrator: «what is excluded – Culler observes – is the limited point of
view that developed in the novel during the course of the nineteenth cen-
tury»16. And we actually find this exact kind of narrator in the novel we are
examining here, in which an external voice speaks, and no polyphony is al-
lowed, except the binary friend/enemy one.

The second point is more interesting, since the world built by this novel
represents  the  nation  itself.  As  historical  novels,  they  belong  to  a  genre
6 B. Anderson,  Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of

Nationalism, Verso, London & New York 2006 [1983], pp. 39 ff.
7 Ibid., p. 24.
8 Ibid., p. 35.
9 Samah Selim,  The Novel and the Rural Imaginary in Egypt, 1880-1985, Rout-

ledge, New York and London 2004.
10 J.  Culler,  Anderson and the Novel,  in Ph. Cheah, J. Culler (eds.),  Grounds of

Comparison: Around the Work of Benedict Anderson,  Routledge, New York &
London 2003, pp. 29-52.

11 F. Moretti, Atlas of the European Novel, 1800-1900, Verso, London & New York 1998.
12  J. Culler, Anderson and the Novel, cit., p. 32.
13 Ibid.
14 Ibid.
15 Ibid., p. 33.
16 Ibid.
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which  is  particularly  relevant  to  the  nation-building  discourse:  historical
novels  are  «geographically  situated  or  bounded»17,  and  –  according  to
Franco Moretti – they try to neutralize the internal contentions which might
jeopardize the unity of a young nation18.

Mapping the Nation: The Journey as an Act of Appropriation

Following Moretti’s  inspiration,  I  mapped all  the  places  mentioned in
al-Qurmiyyah. I find such an operation quite interesting, because this novel
tells us something about how Jordan used to be before coalescing into a na-
tion, but above all it tells us something about present-day Jordan. What we
should ask ourselves is indeed: why did the fascination for history has been
hunting Jordanian writers to present day? Why does the map of the Jordanian
state-nation include some specific places instead of others? Which kind of
nation is the one built by the novel?

The first  place mentioned in  al-Qurmiyyah is  Šawbak,  where a revolt
against the Ottoman authorities took place in 1905. The Ottoman repression
was so harsh that an old šayḫ of the Ḥuwayṭāt tribe did not move from his
cave «since the day the people of Šawbak rebelled against the orders of the
Turkish gendarmes and climbed the walls of the citadel like ǧinn, forbidding
their women to bring water to the Turkish soldiers, and since the Turks took
three horsemen to the Istanbul prisons»19.

Then Petra, which is described with all its Nabatean monuments (al-Ḫaznah,
Qaṣr al-bint,  al-Sīq) as Muznah sees them while moving with her tribe in
search of water and supplies: the detailed reconstruction of the place does
not neglect a fictional hint to the material conditions of the populace during
the war. As Tariq Moraiwed Tell writes, «environmental disaster and a cycle
of inclement weather added to the burdens of war. Until the 1917-1918 sea-
son, the war years were marked by drought and harvest failure. […] Plum-
meting grain harvests were accelerated by the drain of seed, men, and above
all draft animals to the war effort»20.

The fictional version of this account is narrated on a metaphorical level:
Nabatean Petra, probably the most outstanding piece of Jordanian heritage,
famous for its hydraulic system, is now totally dry. The natural course of his-
tory has been altered by a war waged by the Ottoman occupier. The Jord-
anian nation is natural, as this parallel symbolic level is meant to show: wa-
ter symbolizes the eternal justice of the Nation, while drought is the symbol
and consequence of Ottoman injustice.

17 Ibid.
18 Ibid., p. 35.
19 Samīḥah Ḫurays, al-Qurmiyyah, cit., p. 9. All translations from the novel are mine.
20 Tariq Moraiwed Tell, The Social and Economic Origins of Monarchy in Jordan,

Palgrave Macmillan, New York 2013, p. 48.
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Beside these two relevant spots of the national topography, we find sev-
eral other place names in Ḫurays’ novel, which is centred around a number
of intersecting paths: the Ḥuwayṭāt travelling through the Eastern Jordanian
desert to Aqaba, Fayṣal’s army moving from Mecca to Aqaba (where they
meet their Transjordanian allies), the joint journey of Fayṣal and his allies to
Damascus, and the migration of Muznah and her family. By marching along
the border and crossing the internal desert, Fayṣal’s Bedouins measure and
appropriate the land, gaining it to the  nation-state which is about to come
into being.

Through the place names mentioned in al-Qurmiyyah, we can reconstruct
the route followed by Fayṣal and his Bedouin allies from Mecca to Damas-
cus, which I traced in the following map:

Figure Google map created by the author.

We can extrapolate some interesting information by looking at the map.
Fayṣal’s allies cannot go through the route paved by the Hijaz Railway, al-
though it would be the easiest one, since the railway is a straight line running
by the Rift Valley and dotted with residential areas. They prefer occupying a
liminal position, halfway between the rail  line and the internal areas they
know so well, and raiding the railway before retreating to their safe shelters.
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An infrastructure built  by the Ottoman Empire, the railway never be-
came an institution for the locals, who boycotted it in every way possible
since it threatened «to hurt the local economy by depriving camel drovers
of  their  fees  for  transporting  Muslim  pilgrims  between  Medina  and
Mecca»21.  The  vector-like  straightness  of  the  Hijaz  railway  reminds  us
Franco Moretti’s considerations about Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness
(1899): the protagonist Charles Marlow sails the Congo river upstream not
because there is no road system in Africa, but because the purpose of the
explorer/colonizer is to «penetrate; seize; leave (and if needed, destroy). It
is the spatial logic of colonialism; duplicated, and ‘naturalized’, by the spa-
tial  logic of the one-dimensional plot»22.  At  the end of the track, in our
case, was supposed to be the  omphalos of Islam, Mecca, which the Otto-
mans were so eager to control since the sacred town legitimized them in
the eye of their subjects; nonetheless, the railway stopped in Medina. We
should not forget that the building of the railway was a German venture: a
way paved to foreign investors and occupiers to grab this corner of Otto-
man land, the Hijaz railway was looked at with suspicion, since it provided
the  Ottomans an easy access  to  Hijaz  and made  the  protection services
offered by local tribes nearly superfluous.

Moreover, during the War the railway was regularly damaged in order to
prevent  the  Turkish  army to  regain  control  over  its  unruly  territories,  as
shown by the following passage from al-Qurmiyyah: «We waited for Sālim
to place the dynamite under the convoy. The explosions shook the place; the
creaking of the railroad and the rattling of the steam arising from the core of
the train stopped. Everything was covered with dust and black smoke. The
horses rushed forward neighing and the men shouted with one voice. We
were sixteen. We jumped on the wagons which carried the supplies and led
the livestock out of it»23.

On the other hand, the desert routes, marked by the natural milestones of
water sources, are perfectly mastered by Bedouins despite their harsh envir-
onmental conditions. It is through the Eastern Desert and through the area of
Wādī al-Sirḥān that they reach Aqaba, where they meet with Fayṣal’s army
coming from South, and with the British warships anchored in the Red Sea.
Wādī al-Sirḥān is a natural border between Jordan and Saudi Arabia, while
the actual border was traced in guise of a straight, artificial line following the
wadi. As noticed by the American archaeologist Nelson Glueck in 1944, the
area of Wādī al-Sirḥān is dry most part of the year, but when it rains «every
hollow becomes a small reservoir, holding a considerable supply of water for

21 E. Rogan,  The Fall of the Ottomans: The Great War in the Middle East, Basic
Books, New York 2015, p. 276.

22 F. Moretti, Atlas of the European Novel, cit., p. 62.
23 Samīḥah Ḫurays, al-Qurmiyyah, cit., p. 114.
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days and weeks, and even for months»24: once again, water supplies provide
natural  legitimacy to the existence of the State. In  al-Qurmiyyah,  indeed,
ʿUqāb celebrates his encounter with water in Aqaba by diving into the sea;
the importance of water sources is highlighted also when ʿUqāb reaches
al-Azraq, which is an oasis (turned into Wetlands reserve in 1978) contain-
ing the only source of water in a vast desert area. Moreover, it should not be
forgotten  that  the  birth  of  Muznah  was  symbolically  hailed  by  a  long-
awaited rain pouring after a prolonged period of drought25.

Samīḥah Ḫurays wants to show that the Jordanian nation is natural by in-
serting a parallel symbolic level in which she plays with the natural elements
affecting the life of the Bedouins in the Jordanian desert: water symbolizes
the conflict between justice, guaranteed by the Nation, and the absolute Otto-
man injustice. The Bedouins never definitely forsake their raids (ġazw), but
they put  them at  the  service  of  the  nationalists  led by Fayṣal,  assaulting
trains with supplies and damaging the Hijazi railway.

Jordan’s Social Structure

The  social  structure  of  Jordan  surfaces  in  many  points  of  this  novel:
Bedouins are depicted as a source of terror for peasants, but they find a sort
of  redemption  in  putting  their  raiding  ability  at  the  service  of  a  higher
cause, namely the independence from the Ottoman rule. «al-Istiqlāl fawqa
al-ʿašīrah»26,  says  ʿAwdah  Abū  Tāyih  in  al-Qurmiyyah:  independence
comes before the tribe. This depiction of ʿAwdah as a noble fighter for the
cause of independence is widely taken from the memoirs of Lawrence of
Arabia  (and  represented  the  same  way  in  the  famous  David  Lean’s
movie27), except that historians admit today that «of all the Trans-Jordanian
Bedouin, it was only a maverick section of the Ḥuwayṭāt […] who declared
openly for the Revolt in 1917»28.

Despite  such an unprecedented historical  role  they assume under  the
lead of the Hashemites and the British, the Bedouins are everything but
loved by the sedentary local population, since they steal their goods and
sell  themselves to the British occupier:  «The Bedouins who are used to
struggle for life, and to go back and forth like migrating birds, know the
fear  they rise  when they advance with their  horses  toward the  villages.
They know how many sheep they can get from the peasants who harvested

24 N. Glueck, Wâdī Sirḥân in North Arabia, in “Bulletin of the American Schools of
Oriental Research”, 96 (December 1944), p. 12.

25 Samīḥah Ḫurays, al-Qurmiyyah, cit., p. 29.
26 Ibid., p. 69.
27 Lawrence of Arabia. Directed by David Lean. Columbia Pictures, 1962. Film.
28 Tariq Moraiwed Tell, The Social and Economic Origins of Monarchy in Jordan,

cit., p. 48.
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and stored their supplies. The latter are not afraid of anything except the
raids  of  Bedouins  and the  visits  of  the  Turkish  officers,  both  of  which
starve them»29.

We must imagine that the feeling of a Transjordanian national belonging
was quite fuzzy at that time: after the fall of the Ottoman Empire, the British,
the Hashemites and the Bedouins must  have been perceived by the local
peasants as new occupiers replacing the old ones; from their side, the Trans-
jordanian Bedouins compacted around the Hashemites, although they tried to
challenge their predominance in order to achieve a more advantageous balance
of power, as the revolt of the Balqāʾ tribes shows30.

The integration of Bedouins in the process which led to the formation of
the Transjordan nation-state is closely linked to the official policies of the
Hashemite State nowadays: after the tribal negotiations dating back to the
first two decades of the Emirate, the main source for the legitimacy of the
State from the  Nakbah (1948) to Black September (1970) was Palestine,
largely occupied by the Jordanian Army during the 1948 war. In the Fifties
and the Sixties, such a political orientation resulted in a wide literary pro-
duction dealing with the Palestinian cause: ʿAbd al-Ḥalīm ʿAbbās’ Fatāh
min Filasṭīn  (A Girl from Palestine, 1950) and Fatāh min Dayr Yāsīn  (A
Girl from Dayr Yāsīn, 1950), and ʿĪsà al-Nāʿūrī’s Bayt warā’ al-ḥudūd (A
House beyond the Borders, 1952) are only the most prominent examples of
a large “Palestine-oriented” novelistic trend. Since the Seventies, though,
the official approach to Palestine dramatically changed, and the Bedouin
component of the Jordanian society started being more and more intensely
included into the «elastic borders» of the Hashemite State, to put it with
Massad31.

As highlighted by Andrew Shyrock, the so-called “tribal literature” has
been taking more and more root in the Jordanian book market starting from
the late Seventies. This explosion is not only about Bedouin folklore and cul-
ture, but it also involves the novel: a quite impressive innovation, since the
novel is an urban genre par excellence and its readership is generally urban.
The Bedouin roots of the country, then, started being displayed and marketed
not only to Bedouins who love seeing themselves occupy the bookshelves of
a  widely  anti-Bedouin  society  such  as  the  mainly  Palestinian  non-tribal
urban one, but also to this urban society itself. The literary production in
Jordan, thus, seems to be more layered and complex than it looks like at a
first glance:

29 Samīḥah Ḫurays, al-Qurmiyyah, cit., p. 41.
30 Y. Alon,  The Balqāʾ Revolt: Tribes and Early State-Building in Transjordan, in

“Die Welt des Islams”, New Series, 46, 1 (2006), pp. 7-42.
31 J.A. Massad, Colonial Effects, Columbia University Press, New York 2001, pp. 222 ff.
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Non-tribal  Jordanians  (Palestinians  foremost  among them) are  apt  to  find
“Bedouin patriotism” threatening. It intensifies nativist, anti-Palestinian senti-
ment by creating a privileged form of national identity which only Jordanians
of tribal descent can claim. More ominous still, the lure of print-capitalism is
encouraging tribesmen to take part  in literate history-making, a  discursive
realm dominated by urban intellectuals who, before nationalism and after,
have defined community in a political idiom that equates tribalism with ignor-
ance (jahiliyya) and disorder (fitna)32.

While Jordan seems not to have entered a post-national era yet, a sort of
post-national Pan-Arab discourse is embedded in its own official national
identity. This clearly appears in al-Qurmiyyah, where the historical charac-
ters are carefully chosen in order to convey the idea of ecumenism char-
acterizing Jordan official ideology: on one hand, they hint to the social
variety  and  cohesion  that  Hashemite  Jordan  must  have  at  an  internal
level; on the other, they include characters belonging to the broader pan -
theon of Pan-Arabism. Thus, besides Fayṣal ibn Ḥusayn and the Bedouin
ʿAwdah Abū Tāyih, leader of the Ḥuwayṭāt tribe, the reader finds Nūrī al-Saʿīd
(future  prime  minister  of  Iraq)  and  Ḫālid  al-Ḥassānī  ibn  al-Hāšimī,
nephew of the Algerian Amīr ʿAbd al-Qādir, mentioned in people’s dia-
logues.

The description of the flag of the Arab Revolt, sent from Mecca by Šarīf
Ḥusayn, is imbued with the same Pan-Arab feeling: the white stripe recalls
the colour of Ḫālid’s and ʿUmar’s horses and the Omayyad Caliphate; the
black stripe, the sadness of al-Ḥasan and al-Ḥusayn and the hooves of Ab-
basid  horses;  the  green  stripe  alludes  to  Fāṭimah’s  lamentations  and  to
Fatimid Cairo; the red triangle symbolizes the blood of those who fought for
the sake of  the  Nation:  «The entire  History pours  into a  flag […].  Past,
present, future. Body and soul. al-Ǧafr, Petra. ʿAmmūn. al-ʿAqabah, Maʿān,
the Dead Sea. The Path of the green Ḫiḍr33. John the Apostle34 […] Muʾtah
and Yarmūk […], Damascus smelling like roses»35. With this regard, Riad
Nasser highlights that

analysis  of  the textbooks shows that  the Jordanian national  narrative pro-
motes  multiple  identifications  of  its  citizens.  On  the  one  hand,  Jordan  is
presented as an integral part of the Arab and Islamic nations. On the other
hand, the same narrative seeks to advocate for Jordan’s legitimacy as a separ-

32 A.  Shyrock,  Popular  Genealogical  Nationalism:  History  Writing  and Identity
among the Balqa Tribes of Jordan, in “Comparative Studies in Society and History”,
37, 2 (April 1995), p. 325.

33 In the Koran, al-Ḫiḍr is said to have helped Musa at maǧmaʿ al-baḥrayn, which
some identify with the confluence between the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf, just
where Aqaba lays.

34 John the Apostle was born in Betsaida, in the Golan area.
35 Samīḥah Ḫurays, al-Qurmiyyah, cit., p. 120.

La rivista di Arablit, IX, 17-18, 2019



FERNANDA FISCHIONE                                          79

ate Hashemite state by exclusively focusing on the local identity of Jordanians
and their distinctiveness compared to other Arabs. However, Jordan as a sep-
arate nation-state is presented as temporary, since the textbooks argue that the
aspiration  of  all  Arabs  is  to achieve  a  future  unity  under  one  flag,  and
Jordan’s separation from other Arab countries has been enforced on the Arab
nation by the colonial powers36.

Readership, Censorship and Nation-Building Efforts

The novel I chose to analyse is obviously connected to the theme of the First
World War,  but  it  focuses  solely on the ways in  which the War affected
Jordan by means of the Great Arab Revolt. First of all, it is necessary to cla-
rify that al-Qurmiyyah has a deeply local character, just like most of the novels
making up the Jordanian canon in general; their authors address a very spe-
cific readership, and – with very few exceptions37 – do not attempt to enter
the canon of world literature, or to be translated, or even to talk to a Pan-
Arab audience. They seem to be totally inner-oriented, and the reasons for
this is the function of the novel in contemporary Jordan: considered to be
born in 193538 – twenty-one years after the conventional date of birth of the
novel in Egypt, 1914, and fourteen after the foundation of Transjordan in
1921 – the Jordanian novel has been developing in parallel with the State
and its institutions, and its main duty seems to be contributing to the still on-
going Jordanian nation-building process.

The Jordanian official culture is highly centralized, and the State control
over it has virtually no leaks: as the electronic magazine “7iber” denounced
in 2015 in a series of articles devoted to censorship in Jordan, books in the
country do not need a preliminary permission by the authority in order to be
published; the authority receives a copy of each new publication, and if they
find that it violates the Jordanian law, they can ban it and withdraw it from
the shelves.  According to “7iber”,  however,  reality is  quite different,  and
books are usually kept from distribution until they get checked by designated
State officers39, who have the right to allow or ban them. Associations such
as the Jordan Writers Union do not help the writers to confront the authorities,

36 Riad M. Nasser, Palestinian Identity in Jordan and Israel: The Necessary ‘Other’
in the Making of a Nation, Routledge, New York & London 2005, p. 53.

37 We can mention here Ibrāhīm Naṣr Allāh and Iliyās Farkūḥ as  two of the most
prominent examples of authors who have a broad readership also outside Jordan.

38 The first Jordanian novel is conventionally said to be Ayn al-raǧul, aw ǧarā’im
al-māl (Where is the man, or money crimes, 1935) by Adīb Ramaḍān.

39 Manʿ al-kutub fī ’l-Urdunn:  Waṣāyah ʿalà al-qurrāʾ wa taǧāhul  li ’l-qānūn, in
“7iber”,  6/2/2017,  http://www.7iber.com/2014/02/jo-book-censorship/,  accessed
15/08/2019.
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simply because – as it happens in almost every Arab country – writers’ uni-
ons are State guilds and not independent syndicates.

In this situation, any space for dissent is actually narrow. The triumph of
the historical novel in Jordan is a phenomenon which cannot be ignored: the
point is that historical novels do not express any alternative view; on the
contrary,  they  strengthen,  confirm  and  propagate  the  official  truth;  they
provide handbook national history with a fictional dress, and their function
seems to be mainly educational.
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