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Abstract 

 

Muta’ Safadi and The Generation of Fate:  
A Study of an Arab Existentialist 

 

 

Reem Hussein Harb, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2016 

 

Supervisor:  Yoav Di-Capua 
 

Mutaʿ Safadi, a Syrian thinker and writer born in French-mandated Syria in 1929, 

belongs to a forgotten generation of Arab intellectuals who were active during the pivotal 

historical period that spanned the two decades following World War II. Despite its 

importance, Safadi’s generation has not occupied as central a position in contemporary 

Arab thought as those of its predecessors and successors. This lapse of attention has been 

linked to a greater lack in the literature on the intellectual history of the Arab World’s 

decolonization in Western academia. However, recent scholarship on the intellectual 

production of this post-war generation has exposed it as a dynamic community of 

brilliant and remarkably young thinkers and writers who created a space for participating 

in the process of decolonization through attempts at creating a new post-colonial Arab 

thought.  



 vi 

This thesis will build on this emerging scholarship by studying the works of one 

of the major thinkers of this generation, Mutaʿ Safadi, and in so doing will shed further 

light on the intellectual preoccupations and trends that defined the milieu of the post-war 

intelligentsia and informed the entire period of Arab decolonization. The study will 

examine two of Safadi’s theoretical and literary works, al-Thawrī wa-al-ʿArabī al-Thawrī 

and Jīl al-Qadar, which were written during the nationalist revolutionary fervor of the 

late 1950s and early 1960s. It will depict how through his concomitant philosophical and 

literary pursuits, Safadi sought to formulate an Arab nationalist philosophy within an 

existentialist framework to harness the period’s pervasive revolutionary zeal. It will also 

argue that Safadi’s project, which followed in the footsteps of the guru of existentialism, 

Jean-Paul Sartre, whose calls for committed and engaged intellectuals received 

enthusiastic response within the Arab intelligentsia circles, articulates a new Arab self 

with a distinct modern subjectivity and thus must be situated in the Arab chapter of 

decolonization. 
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 1 

Introduction 

 

 In the annals of modern Arab intellectual history, between the generations of 

nahḍawī (Arab renaissance) thinkers of the late 19th and early 20th centuries and the post-

1967 generation of disillusioned and self-critical intellectuals, there exists the forgotten 

“Generation of Fate.”1 The works of this generation of intellectuals, although produced 

during the pivotal historical period that spanned the two decades following World War II, 

have not occupied as central a position in contemporary Arab thought as those of its 

predecessors and successors. This lapse of attention has been linked to a greater lack in 

the literature on the intellectual history of the Arab World’s decolonization in Western 

academia2, an absence which partly results from what Omnia El Shakry has described as 

the “vexed archives of decolonization in the Middle East.”3 As a generation, which 

among many modern Arab intellectuals, is remembered for its ideological warfare and 

failed political and intellectual projects, it has also been largely dismissed as a subject of 

interest among members of the Arab intelligentsia. However, recent scholarship on the 

intellectual production of this post-war generation has exposed it as a dynamic 

community of brilliant and remarkably young thinkers and writers who created a space 

for participating in the process of decolonization through attempts at creating a new post-

                                                
1 This is a translation of Jīl al-Qadar, the title of Mutaʿ Safadi’s first novel and the name he uses to 
describe his generation.  
2 Yoav Di-Capua, “Arab Existentialism: A Lost Chapter in the Intellectual History of Decolonization,” 
American Historical Review 117, no. 4 (2012): 1062-3. 
3 Omnia El Shakry, “'History without Documents’: The Vexed Archives of Decolonization in the Middle 
East,” American Historical Review 120, no. 3 (2015): 920. 
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colonial Arab thought. Such intellectual endeavours were dominated by debates on 

existentialist issues of selfhood, freedom, authenticity, and responsibility pertaining to the 

modern Arab subject. 4 These efforts to construct a new Arab self and culture reveal that 

contrary to what its name implies, this was not a pre-destined generation but one that 

believed it could transcend its reality and engineer its own fate. This thesis will build on 

this emerging scholarship by studying the works of one of the major thinkers of this 

generation, Mutaʿ Safadi, and in so doing will shed further light on the intellectual 

preoccupations and trends that defined the milieu of the post-war intelligentsia and 

informed the entire period of Arab decolonization.  

Mutaʿ Safadi was born in French-mandated Syria in 1929 into a Damascene 

intellectual middle class family at a time when ideas of political and social revolution 

were taking hold in the Arab world. These ideas were best expressed by a young and 

radical generation of urban and educated middle class men who were constructing and 

articulating a new Arab nationalist ideology in 1930s Damascus in the face of a persisting 

colonialist presence and a traditional elite which failed in its struggle for independence.5 

Over the next decade, this rising generation would formulate a pan-Arab nationalist 

doctrine and form political organizations that embodied their revolutionary spirit, the 

most important of which came to be known as the Syrian Baʿth party6. It was during his 

teenage years, at the Damascus Tajhīz (preparatory) secondary school, where the 

                                                
4 See Di-Capua, “Arab Existentialism,” 1061-91.   
5 Philip S. Khoury, "The Paradoxical in Arab Nationalism: Interwar Syria Revisited," in Rethinking 
Nationalism in the Arab Middle East, ed. James P. Jankowski and Israel Gershoni (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1997), 277-30. 
6 The party’s full name is Ḥizb al- Baʿth al-ʿArabī al-Ishtirākī (The Arab Socialist Resurrection Party). 
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founding fathers of the Baʿth party, Michel ʿAflaq and Salah al-Din al-Bitar, lectured on 

Arab revolution and unity that Safadi became aware and involved in the cause of Arab 

nationalism. His early political consciousness would drive his intellectual curiosity and 

development during his years as a philosophy student and later a professor of philosophy 

at Damascus University. As a brilliant scholar of philosophy and a politically engaged 

activist in the Baʿth party, Safadi quickly became a regular contributor to prominent 

literary journals of the time, such as al-Ādāb, and joined at a young age the thriving 

community of intellectuals debating the fate of the Arab individual and its society. His 

literary contributions started with poetry and short essays before he proceeded to publish 

novels and philosophical treatises. Inspired and informed by his personal political 

association, his writing meant to strengthen the theoretical underpinnings of the pan-Arab 

ideology of the Baʿth. The methodology he adopted to improve upon the Baʿth ideology, 

however, stemmed from his academic experience in the post-World War II context when 

major Western intellectual currents such as French existentialism and Marxism were 

predominant.  

This thesis will focus on the life and works of Mutaʿ Safadi as an Arab thinker of 

the “Generation of Fate”, the name he used as a title for his famous novel to refer to his 

own postwar generation. The study will examine two of Safadi’s theoretical and literary 

works which were written during the nationalist revolutionary fervor of the late 1950s 

and early 1960s. It will depict how through his concomitant philosophical and literary 

pursuits, Safadi sought to formulate an Arab nationalist philosophy within an 

existentialist framework to harness the period’s pervasive revolutionary zeal. It will also 
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argue that Safadi’s project, which followed in the footsteps of the guru of existentialism, 

Jean-Paul Sartre, whose calls for committed and engaged intellectuals received 

enthusiastic response within the Arab intelligentsia circles, articulates a new Arab self 

with a distinct modern subjectivity and thus must be situated in the Arab chapter of 

decolonization. 

 

The Intellectual History of Decolonization in the Arab World  

Although the complex Arab intellectual scene of the 1950s and 60s decades of 

decolonization has received scant academic consideration, several experts in the field   

have produced groundbreaking scholarship which have made this thesis possible. Most 

previous studies of Arab intellectual history have largely concerned themselves with the 

literature of the Nahda period, which ended in the early twentieth century, and the 

intellectual production in the wake of the 1967 Arab-Israeli War. Only a handful of 

scholars including Verena Klemm, Yoav Di-Capua, and Alexa Firat have conducted 

research on the dynamic intellectual currents of this critical period which was 

characterized by adaptation and reformulations of Western philosophical traditions. 

Klemm’s pioneering work “Different notions of commitment (Iltizām)” reveals the 

importance of the concept of iltizām in the Arab literary scene of this period.7 It traces 

this notion from its origin in Sartre’s idea that writers must produce committed and 

politically engaged literature to its development as a medium for the post-colonial Arab 

                                                
7 Verena Klemm, “Different Notions of Commitment (Iltizām) and Committed Literature (al‐adab 
al‐multazim) in the Literary Circles of the Mashriq,” Arabic and Middle Eastern Literatures 3, no. 1 
(2000): 51-62. 
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intelligentsia to reflect and participate in the struggle to liberate the Arab people. In this 

way, it argues that the preoccupation of Safadi’s generation of intellectuals with the idea 

of iltizām, is linked to their engagements with the larger intellectual traditions of French 

existentialism and socialism. Building on Klemm’s project, Di-Capua investigates the 

history of the advent and evolution of existentialism in the Arab world within the wider 

context of decolonization.8 In his work, he shows that during the 1960s, young Arab 

intellectuals assiduously read and processed European existential thought, chiefly 

Heidegger’s and Sartre’s, and employed different interpretations to face the challenges of 

their new world.9 Di-Capua argues that Arab existentialism is a major albeit invisible 

chapter in the history of decolonization as it allowed Arab intellectuals to engage in 

projects of forging a postcolonial Arab subject and culture that is free from all influences 

of colonialism and neocolonialism.10 In a similar fashion, Firat’s work focuses on the 

emergence of a social function for literature parallel to the rising popularity of the 

discourse of socialist realism in literature in the 1950s and the 1960s.11  

These articles all represent an attempt to map out the major intellectual trends and 

dynamics at work in the post-war Arab world and thus share certain features in common. 

They implicitly or explicitly situate these intellectual trends, engagements, and projects 

within the context of decolonization. In this sense, they show that the decades of 

decolonization in the Arab world did not only witness a radicalization of politics and a 

                                                
8 Di-Capua, “Arab Existentialism,” 1061-1091.  
9 Ibid., 1090. 
10 Ibid., 1061. 
11 Alexa Firat, “Cultural Battles on the Literary Field: From the Syrian Writers’ Collective to the Last Days 
of Socialist Realism in Syria,” Middle Eastern Literatures 18, no. 2 (2015): 153-176. 
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peak in ideologies calling for political and social revolution with the aim of creating new 

post-colonial Arab politics and society. The process of decolonization was also informed 

and was shaped by various intellectual movements which sought to transform Arab 

culture as well. In other words, they highlight the parallels and links between the political 

and the intellectual spheres, demonstrating that while the political nationalist and 

liberation movements of the 1950s and 60s struggled to achieve political sovereignty and 

authenticity, the postwar generation of young radical Arab intelligentsia (many of whom 

were also members of these political parties and movements) were seeking cultural 

authenticity and ontological sovereignty, i.e. a sovereignty over the Arab self. 

The field has also witnessed a few recent works that have built on the scholarship 

above in their study of specific writers and texts of this period.12 However, their focus 

remains confined to the literary production of this generation and the way in which such 

intellectual trends as literary existentialism and socialist realism became the predominant 

themes of novels, poetry, and essays in the literary journals of the postwar period. Thus, 

there are even rarer studies in Western academia that offer an in-depth study of the 

thought of an Arab intellectual of the “Generation of Fate” to illustrate how the process 

of fusing adapting European intellectual traditions to the realities of the post-colonial 

Arab world actually occurred. What accounts for this dearth of scholarship may owe to 

the fact that despite numerous calls by the period’s intellectuals to create a new Arab 

                                                
12 See the compilation of articles in Yvonne Albers, Georges Khalil, and Friederike Pannewick, eds., 
Commitment and Beyond: Reflections on/of the Political in Arabic Literature since the 1940s (Wiesbaden: 
Dr. Ludwig Reichert Verlag, 2015). See also Kifah Hanna, Feminism and Avant-Garde Aesthetics in the 
Levantine Novel: Feminism, Nationalism, and the Arabic Novel (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016): 
39-69. 
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philosophy, a notable example being the famed Egyptian philosopher, Abdel Rahman 

Badawi's, the main emphasis in the postwar period was not centered on philosophical 

production. Rather, according to Di-Capua, in the mid 1950s, there was in fact a 

movement away from existentialism as a politically disinterested philosophy towards a 

Sartrean form of literary and political existentialism. Finding literature more agreeable to 

this new form of engaged intellectual activity, the postwar intelligentsia chose literature 

over philosophy as the vehicle for articulating a postcolonial identity and culture. 13 Thus, 

there are few notable thinkers of the period who produced a rich body of thought that can 

serve as the subject of a focused academic study on a particular project of this 

generation’s intellectual production.  

Mutaʿ Safadi stands out as one of the few intellectuals of the time who swam 

against the current that relegated philosophy to the margins in favor of the rise of 

politicized committed literature. He believed that creating a new Arab philosophy was a 

necessary step in the decolonization of the post-colonial Arab world and would pave the 

way for the authentic participation of the Arab subject on par with his Western 

counterparts in the modern world. However, he also recognized the importance of 

literature as a way to make the philosophical projects of the time accessible to larger 

audiences. Influenced by Sartre and unlike most of the intelligentsia of the period, Safadi 

endeavored to bridge the widening gap in his time between philosophy and literature. He 

did so by writing both philosophical treatises such as al-Thawrī wa-al-ʿArabī al-Thawrī 

(The Revolutionary and the Arab Revolutionary) and novels such as Jīl al-Qadar, (The 

                                                
13 Di-Capua, “Arab Existentialism,” 1069-72. 
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Generation of Fate). Thus, the study of Safadi’s intellectual career is of crucial 

significance as his life and writings offer insights into one of the most critical eras in the 

modern Arab intellectual and political history. His unique position in both the intellectual 

and the political arenas as an existentialist philosopher, novelist, and an active Baʿth 

member speak for this study’s significance. Mutaʿ Safadi walked the path Sartre 

introduced to a decolonizing world.    

This study is divided into two sections. The first chapter will situate Safadi’s 

thought and literary work in the wider context of the postwar Arab intellectual and 

political spheres which were characterized by politics of radicalism and “revolutionism” 

(thawriyya). It will then examine Safadi’s main theoretical work of this period: al-Thawrī 

wa-al-ʿArabī al-Thawrī14, analyzing the main components of his thought and focusing on 

his adaptation of European existentialism to theorize Arab nationalism, and particularly 

the Baʿthist concepts of revolutionism, Arab unity, and resurrection. This section will 

particularly seek to demonstrate how Safadi takes Heidegger’s and Sartre’s existential 

ontologies (their conceptions of the self and consciousness and notions of freedom and 

authenticity) as a framework to construct a parallel ontology of the Arab self whose 

authentic existence would only manifest through an espousal of Baʿthist Arab 

nationalism and its struggle to establish a unified Arab nation free from all forms of 

domination.  

                                                
14 The book’s full name is al-Thawrī wa-al-ʿArabī al-Thawrī: dirāsa fikriyya qawmiyya li-namādhij al-
thawriyyīn al-gharbiyyīn wa-al-ʿArab (The Revolutionary and the Arab Revolutionary: An intellectual 
nationalist study of models of Western and Arab revolutionaries). 
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The second chapter will present a literary analysis of Jīl al-Qadar, which Safadi 

described as the first real experiment in creating the new Arab subject with all his 

contradictions and in exploring the possibilities of how this subject can be committed to 

the causes of the Arab nation.15 The analysis will show that Jīl al-Qadar, in essence, 

presents a dramatization of the existential themes of individual and collective freedom, 

responsibility, and commitment. In a similar fashion to the first chapter on Safadi’s 

thought, this section will focus on his attempt to investigate and demonstrate how a 

postcolonial Arab individual can live a free and authentic existence and what that 

existence entails in terms of individual choices, actions and commitments. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
15 Mutaʿ Safadi, “Mutaʿ Safadi... al-Tajriba al-Falsafiyya al-ʿUrubiyya,” (Mutaʿ Safadi… The Arabs’ 
Philosophical Experience) interview by Malik al-Triki. Al Jazeera, September 29, 2006.  
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Chapter 1: Safadi’s Arab Nationalist and Existentialist Thought 

 

Mutaʿ Safadi’s journey began at the Tajhīz high school in 1940s Damascus where 

the founders of the Syrian Baʿth party, Michel ʿAflaq and Salah al-Bitar, lectured as 

teachers about Arab nationalist ideas to their students. During Safadi’s time as a student, 

Tajhīz, had already become established as one of the city’s “principal centers of 

nationalist activity.”16 Besides benefiting from a rigorous curriculum comprised of 

Western philosophy and literature, students also became well-versed in Arabic literature. 

For instance, they “were encouraged to commit to memory the nationalist verse of well-

known Arab poets such as the Egyptian Ahmad Shawqi.”17 As a student of ʿAflaq and al-

Bitar, Safadi was indoctrinated into Baʿthist ideology from an early age. In his interview, 

Safadi reminisces about his 15-year-old self, living in the same building as Baʿthist 

founder and theorist Zaki al-Arsuzi in the Sebki neighborhood in Damascus. Not only 

that, but the first center for the Baʿth party was established a three-minute walk away 

from his house. “Everyday, I would arrive home from school, drop my backpack and 

head to the center where we [Safadi and other students] would spend hours into the night 

listening to al-Asātidha (the Professors),” he fondly remembers.18 His French-educated 

mentors’ fiery speeches in support of the liberation of the Arab individual and the 

restoration of the glory of the Arab community through inqilāb (revolution) inspired him 

                                                
16 Khoury, "The Paradoxical in Arab Nationalism,” 277. 
17 Khoury, “The Paradoxical in Arab Nationalism,” 277. 
18 Mutaʿ Safadi, interview with the author, January 13, 2016. (The interview took place at his office at the 
Center of National Development in Hamra, Beirut). 
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to follow his mentors to the streets to participate in demonstrations against the corrupt 

Syrian regimes. It was an exciting time for young Safadi and the like-minded Arab 

youths of his generation. He came from the ranks of urban middle class activists who 

witnessed epochal events unfold in the form of anti-colonial mass movements across the 

Arab Middle East, Africa, and Asia, and Latin America. The formative years in the 

fledgling Baʿthist circle in Damascus were critical in making him a staunch Arab 

nationalist, and by the time he enrolled as a philosophy student at Damascus University, 

Safadi’s young mind was bursting with ideas of revolution and Arab unity. And it was 

only several years later that he and other fellow Baʿthists witnessed, amidst widespread 

euphoria, the realization of the coveted dream of the Pan-Arab nationalist movement with 

Syria’s and Egypt’s historic decision to enter the federated union of the United Arab 

Republic in 1958. 

 

A Time of Revolution and the Baʿth Party 

The close of world war II and its aftermath ended the mandate systems of Britain 

and France and brought national independence to their former Arab territories, dislodging 

European colonial rule in the middle east and ushering in a new era of decolonization 

which was to transform Arab politics, society and culture in the decades to come.  In the 

euphoria created by the transfer of power, for a short time, all possibilities seemed within 

reach. The 1950s, in particular, was a tumultuous revolutionary era brimming with hope 

and ambition as well as despair and uncertainty. While natives took charge of their own 

affairs and revolted against the stifling status quo, success was elusive and, when gained, 
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it was ephemeral. Gamal ʿAbd al-Naser of Egypt fueled the fire of Pan-Arabism, which 

engulfed the Arab countries of north Africa and created a nationalist craze among the 

Arabs of Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, and Iraq. Nasser’s iron-fist military rule, however, 

spelled disaster for the diverging opposition groups. Ranging from the right Islamist 

Muslim Brotherhood to the left Communist party activists, large swaths of the Arab 

society suffered as he traversed the path of authoritarianism which resulted in the 

collapse of the United Arab Republic. The establishment of a series of short-lived junta 

governments in Syria and the outbreak of the 1958 Iraqi revolution which terminated the 

British-supported Hashemite monarchy also counted among events that at once excited 

and presented setbacks to the Arab populations and their dream of achieving overall 

unity.  

The revolutionary fervor with which the Arab world seethed occurred in the wider 

context of decolonization. As Latin American, East Asian, and African countries began to 

throw off the yokes of colonialism, a wave of Third Worldism, informed by the struggle 

between revolutionary societies of the Third World and the old colonial powers of 

Europe spread. True to the moment, the Arab world witnessed a rise in revolutionary 

movements that carried the banner of anti-imperialism and inspired the intellectual and 

political endeavors behind forming numerous ideological parties. These movements were 

spearheaded by a young radicalized generation of politically conscious Arabs who were 

mobilizing themselves in different parties and waging battles for full political 
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emancipation and national sovereignty19. This radicalized and politicized generation 

realized that without economic and social revolution, which entailed an overhaul of the 

political structure, any attempt at changing the status quo would founder.20 Thus, in                                                                                                                                                 

attempts to shape post-colonial Arab statehood, they waged their battles as much against 

the vestiges of colonialism as the reactionary Arab regimes and the local elites that 

represented traditional political and economic powers.21  

The revolutionary spirit of the age was best embodied by the political and social 

ideologies that swept over the region at the time, mainly Arab nationalism, Marxism and 

Islamism. Although starkly different ideologies with fundamentally divergent 

conceptions of the new Arab state, they all shared a common revolutionary nature at their 

core. In 1950s and 1960s Syria, nothing captured this upheaval better than Arab 

nationalism and its main party, the Baʿth.    

As Kaylani noted, the Baʿth “was an idea representing national aspirations long 

before it took the shape of national party.”22 Its origins dated back to the French defeat of 

Hashemite Faysal’s efforts to establish Arab rule over a united Greater Syria. In a more 

immediate sense, the Baʿth party picked up on the ideas championed by its earlier 

incarnation in the form of the League of National Action, which was founded in Lebanon 

in 1933 and remained active until 1940. Thus, the founders of the Baʿth belonged to the 

angry and disillusioned young generation of Arab nationalists of 1930s whose dreams of 
                                                
19 Gordon H. Torrey and John F. Devlin, "Arab Socialism," Journal of International Affairs 19, no. 1 
(1965): 48; Khoury, "The Paradoxical in Arab Nationalism," 280.  
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Nabil Kaylani, “The Rise of the Syrian Baʿth, 1940-1958: Political Success, Party Failure,” International 
Journal of Middle East Studies 3, no. 1 (1972): 3.   
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Arab unity had not materialized in the wake of World War I and in the mandate years.23 

They were heirs to the vehement Arab nationalism of the interwar period during which an 

array of emergent urban community centers’ different modes of resistance had been 

tempered by a small clique of intellectuals into the high-minded notion of radical pan-

Arabism.24  

The Arab Socialist Baʿth Party of Syria identified colonial division of Arab lands 

and people as a main cause of Arab decadence, placing Arab unity at the core of its 

ideology. In order to achieve this coveted objective of unity, the Baʿth founders 

promulgated a call for a mass-driven inqilāb that would demolish the socio-political 

structures responsible for the pervasive corruption stunting Arab societies’ progress. 

Waging this comprehensive struggle required the Baʿth to front vehement opposition to 

all reactionary movements and elements impeding its vision of unity. On this path, the 

old landed classes, perceived as stooges of imperialism, loomed as the primary targets of 

Baʿthist assault.25 This metamorphosis was to be effected through al-Talīʿa (the 

vanguard) which consisted of the members of the Baʿth party. ʿAflaq advocated a 

“struggle strewn with sacrifice” as the practical expression of revolution.26 This inqilāb, 

in turn, would produce “its own crusaders” who would become the living manifestation 

of the revolutionary process.27 The Baʿthist “crusaders” would create the necessary 

conditions for the freedom of Arab people through generating the consciousness of Arab 

                                                
23 Khoury, “The Paradoxical in Arab Nationalism,” 279-280. 
24 Ibid., 275-79. 
25 Kaylani, “The Rise of the Syrian Baʿth,” 4.  
26 Ibid., 6. 
27 Ibid., 5. 
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unity as a prerequisite to all progress. ʿAflaq conceived of freedom as both emancipation 

from political oppression, and also on a deeper level, the ontological liberation of the 

Arab individual, both of which called for immense sacrifices.28 

ʿAflaq’s pragmatism, however, led him to go beyond focusing only on educating 

the Arab individual to develop the consciousness that necessitated unity. After a 

succession of coups in 1949 shattered the myth of the old traditionalist elites’ 

invulnerability, he became convinced that harnessing the power of the state was a crucial 

step forward in freeing the masses from the shackles of the reactionary forces, who, as 

feudal remnants of the colonial era, formed a barrier against the realization of the inqilāb. 

To this end, while ʿAflaq and his coterie viewed Marxism as suspect and a potent rival to 

their Baʿthist nationalist ideology, they, nevertheless, closed ranks temporarily and 

incorporated a degree of socialist thinking and rhetoric, like the idea of vanguard, into 

their discourse in order to broaden the appeal of the Baʿthist message. Nevertheless, 

reminiscent of its early comradery with the Communists and Marxists, the Baʿth 

leadership frowned upon the kind of unity reached through force or consensus among the 

elite; instead there was a strong belief that unity can be lasting only if achieved through a 

spiritual inqilāb, which would spawn a consciousness among separate Arab communities 

that they all belonged to one single nation.29 

Post-independence Syria had fallen prey to the incessant squabbling of prominent 

individuals from the notable class who, instead of focusing their energy on seeking out 

                                                
28 Ibid., 6 
29 Ibid., 8. 
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solutions to the numerous economic and infrastructural ails besetting the country, 

competed for office positions to augment personal gains. These political inadequacies 

increased the frustration of the youth and intellectuals who became further convinced that 

prosperity could only be attained through inqilāb.30 The 1948 Israeli-Arab war dealt the 

final blow to the prestige of the old elite and opened the way for leftist movements’ 

marked ascendency in the Syrian political hierarchy.  

 

The post-war Arab Intellectual Scene  

The political and social turbulence of the time necessitated the rise of an 

intellectual revolutionary movement that sought in turn to exercise influence on the social 

as much as the political fields. Thus, political currents and independence movements that 

sought to create new Arab nation states were accompanied by intellectual movements that 

sought to create new identities for these states and for the modern Arab subject. In other 

words, for the radical postwar generation of young writers and intellectuals, the retreat of 

direct colonialist forces left them with a half-finished project. In the postwar period, they 

felt burdened by a strong sense of commitment to extend the process of decolonization to 

the cultural sphere by creating new Arab thought.31 Their efforts resulted in the 

identification of a cultural parallel to the political project of building a post-colonial state. 

To this end, they embraced the European intellectual movements and philosophical 

traditions that fitted most with their ambitious vision of fashioning an authentic 

                                                
30 Ibid., 10. 
31 Di-Capua, “Arab Existentialism,” 61-62, 64. 
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postcolonial Arab culture. Among others, the existentialist school of thought offered the 

most amenable framework for their revolutionary project of politicization of culture.32 

With many directions to go and plentiful strategies to adopt, their endeavors nevertheless 

engendered a literary movement which was informed by the common denominator of 

committed writing.33     

The adoption of these Western philosophical frameworks, the upshot of which 

was the radicalization and politicization of literature, sparked a “fierce generational 

debate” between the new generation of writers and the guardians of the ‘Liberal Age’, the 

established intellectual and literary classes known as the udabāʾ.34 In this “battle over the 

shape and role of culture, and especially of literature,”35 victory for the young was not 

conceded without a good fight on the part of the udabāʾ. As the old nationalist guards, 

who had seized the reigns of the state through “honorable cooperation”36 with the 

colonialists, had subsequently fallen to the rising power of the new political leadership of 

the post-war generation, the literary field was likewise poised for a reshuffling.  

When the translation of Jean-Paul Sartre’s famous series of essays Qu’est-ce que 

la littérature? created a momentum among the young radical Arabs of the 50s, the 

udabāʾ, represented by the doyen of Arab literature, Taha Husayn, expressed concern 

about the rise of an unprecedented literary approach. Reacting to the mixing of politics 
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and literature, under the pretext of what he termed as iltizām (commitment), he called on 

the young generation of writers to beware the dangers of the politicization of culture in 

the name of engagement/commitment.37 His premonitions, especially after publishing a 

piece to reaffirm the merits of aesthetics in literature, drew ire from the young authors 

galvanized by the new role the idea of literary engagement offered them.38 The changing 

circumstances of modern life in the post-war decades had conditioned the new generation 

of intellectuals differently. Not surprisingly, in their dealings with postcolonial life “they 

had different sensitivities, different politics, different sources of intellectual inspiration 

and different solutions.”39 Of even more significance was that they now could not 

conceive of any “concept of literature detached from current political and social 

realities.”40 In the 1950s and 1960s, political commitment gradually turned into the 

benchmark for the new generation of literati through which they set themselves apart 

from their predecessors. United as they were on one front in their opposition to the old 

men of letters, dissent, however, tore through their ranks from within.     

What brought the young generation of intellectuals together in a movement was 

their objective of creating a new postcolonial culture. Yet, the courses they picked in 

achieving this goal were disparate. Di-Capua charts the divergent paths trekked by these 

intellectuals in his article “The Intellectual Revolt of the 1950s and the ‘Fall of the 

Udabā.ʾ’” In this article, two camps figure prominently. On one front stood the Sartrean 
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existentialists, who adapted the philosopher’s concepts of responsibility, individual 

freedom, and most importantly of iltizām in their calls for a new politicized postcolonial 

literature and culture, one that was infused with pan-Arabism. On the other front, their 

rivals, the Marxist-Leninist group of intellectuals, went on to appropriate iltizām and fuse 

it with Soviet Socialist Realism to push a different conception of a revolutionized Arab 

culture, the cornerstone of which was a literature that reflects the social struggles of the 

Arab people.41 Despite sharing similar methodologies, the two camps’ ideological 

differences produced diverging political loyalties. The socialist realist group charged the 

existentialists with over-commitment to individual freedom while the existentialist clique 

accused the Marxists of suffering from intellectual subservience to Soviet ideologues. 

Ideological strife created a chasm between them.42 

These fierce debates within the context of decolonization in the Arab world were 

not limited to the different ideological camps. There were differences as well even within 

the ranks of the Arab existentialist movement itself. Existentialism as a philosophy of 

resistance had arrived in the Arab world through the efforts of the Egyptian philosopher 

Abd al-Rahman al-Badawi, whose 1944 dissertation on the subject had opened a new 

chapter in modern Arab philosophy. His dissertation was an attempt at synthesizing 

Sufism and existentialism with the aim of bridging the gap between Western and Eastern 

philosophy. Badawi’s prime objective was to fashion a new Arab subjectivity equipped 
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with the Heideggerian attributes of radical individualism and freedom.43 Thus conceived 

of, the new Arab subjectivity of Badawi’s design, anchored in a fusion of existentialism 

and Sufism, could catapult Arab philosophy into the modern world. Badawi’s sonorous 

promise to his readers of “the birth of a new Arab subject and ‘a comprehensive 

philosophy for our generation’”44 however, remained a rhetorical one at best as his work 

lost ground to the creative translations of the literary works of the more politically 

engaged existentialist philosopher, Sartre.  

As the disinterested Heideggerian philosophical approach of Badawi was 

relegated to the margins, largely due to its academic language and inapplicability to real-

life, the advent of Sartre caused titanic stirrings in the literary field.45 Through a 

permissive reading of Sartre, the postwar generation of literary critics and writers, 

represented by such figures as Suhayl Idris, Salama Musa, and Raʾif Khuri, gave writing 

a new status by interpreting it as an act of engagement in the political.46 In the light of 

this novel conception of literature, responsible writing became the new literary standard 

that sealed the fate of the established literary genre of art for art’s sake. Thus, despite the 

stern opposition of the udabāʾ, in the the political violence of the 1940s and 1950s, there 

remained little room for accepting Badawi’s profound but disinterested Heideggerian 

version of existentialism. In its stead, a diluted interpretation of Sartre’s notion of writing 
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as commitment to political engagement in the field of literature gained unprecedented 

currency.47  

 

Mutaʿ Safadi, the Thinker 

Mutaʿ Safadi’s early phase of intellectual development took shape in the crucible 

of the turbulent revolutionary years following World War II. Young Safadi indulged 

himself in the nationalist literature of the Baʿthist circles and by the time he entered the 

philosophy department at the University of Damascus, he had been fully indoctrinated 

into the party ideology, and especially into believing what his Baʿthist mentors identified 

as the panacea for all the sociopolitical ills plaguing the Arab world, namely Arab unity. 

This objective, he was led to believe, was attainable only through a comprehensive 

revolution involving conscious masses of Arab revolutionary individuals. The volatile 

political background of the 1950s, marked by numerous coups rocking the Syrian capital, 

further confirmed his conviction in revolution as the most instrumental approach to 

achieve the ultimate objective of Arab unity through a comprehensive revolution. 

In the 1950s, Safadi dabbled in poetry and essay writing. His novice literary 

efforts, if not of much aesthetic value, were integral to his intellectual growth and 

socialization in the literary circles. His publications in al-Ādāb literary journal connected 

him with the wider cultural field where exciting developments were afoot. Thus, Safadi 

was an active participant in what Alexa Firat has termed the “cultural battles on the 

literary field.” His position as both an active Baʿthist member and a philosophy professor 
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determined his intellectual orientation. Safadi believed that Arab nationalism was the 

authentic path for the Arab world in the face of the challenges of the modern world, 

especially the liberation of Arab people and the building of a new Arab nation. He 

embraced the Baʿthist conviction that for the Arab people to be completely liberated they 

needed to unite and revolt not only against colonial and neocolonial powers but also 

against the domestic social and political forces which were impeding the creation of a 

united and free nation such as Arab reactionary regimes and parties.48 However, Safadi 

believed that Arab nationalism, particularly its Baʿthist strain, was conceptually poor and 

lacked the rich body of thought of its rival ideologies. He stated that intellectual 

coherence was a necessary step for Arab Nationalism to rise to the challenges posed by 

other ideologies which were either foreign to Arab soil such as leftist thought or mystical 

such as Islam.49 In this manner, Safadi rejected the notion that Arab Nationalism was a 

fully formed ideology. Instead, he spoke of a fledgling ideology, the promise of which 

was all the Arab nation could look forward to.50 Thus despite being a member of the 

Baʿth party, he criticized its ideology as lacking thought thaqāfa (culture) and 

representing a political movement rather than a system of thought.51 For instance, it was 

established by university professors and students and not thinkers or philosophers. Safadi 

considered ʿAflaq’s and al-Bitar’s manifestos and articles to be characterized by political 
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zeal, lacking in deliberation and intellectually poor.52 His mission, thus, aimed at 

providing Baʿthist thought with a stronger theoretical base that could allow it to stand 

firm against the established traditions of Marxism, Socialism, and Islamism. 

Like his colleagues, Safadi found the corpus of existentialist thought readily 

lending itself to his vision of formulating a comprehensive philosophy for Arab 

nationalism. His project of grounding Arab nationalism in existentialist thought is best 

encapsulated in his al-Thawrī wa-al-ʿArabī al-Thawrī and firmly belongs to the 

postcolonial intellectual movement of the 1950s and 1960s. First, like his counterparts’, 

the nature and aim of Safadi’s intellectual project, in keeping with the overarching 

objective of decolonization, meant to provide the Arab intelligentsia with a set of 

authentic conceptual frameworks that would enable them to match the West in coming to 

terms with the contingencies of the modern age. Second, Safadi’s project specifically 

sought answers to crucial questions facing the new generation: How to make sense of the 

revolutionary period ensuing the colonial era? How to create a sovereign Arab nation, 

and perhaps more importantly, a sovereign Arab subject? Put differently, how to create a 

politically emancipated Arab subject anchored in an authentic culture that would allow 

him to participate in the modern world in an authentic way? Third, Safadi used the 

prevalent methodology of fusing Western philosophical traditions with Arab thought.  

However, unlike many members of the intelligentsia, Safadi was not interested in 

only using elements of existentialism outside their philosophical context (freedom, 

responsibility, commitment) in a way to promote his political ideology. What sets his 
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work apart from his peers’ is his refusal to read existentialism as a social political 

doctrine. Like Badawi, he believed in the importance of creating a new Arab philosophy, 

without which no ideology could stand on its own. In 1961 Safadi published his al-

Thawrī wa-al-ʿArabī al-Thawrī, a philosophical study of the Arab revolutionary, several 

years after philosophy was sidelined in favor of literature.53 By going against the current 

of marginalizing philosophy, Safadi’s was a more serious and more rigorous endeavor to 

contribute to the emerging body of postcolonial Arab thought and to fill the obvious gap 

of missing Arab philosophy.  

Unlike Badawi, Safadi believed in the importance of literature as a form to 

transfer the author’s thoughts to the public and, in the same period, published two 

existentialist novels, Jīl al-Qadar (Generation of Fate) and Thāʾir Muḥtarif (A 

Professional Revolutionary), which attempted to “execute” the blueprint mapped out al-

Thawrī wa-al-ʿArabī al-Thawrī. Ironically, it was Safadi’s two novels which received the 

main attention across the Arab world. According to Safadi they were widely read and 

hailed while his book al-Thawrī was not similarly celebrated. This is likely attributable 

partly to the dominant interest in literary productions/works at the time and partly to the 

dense and at times unfocused nature of al-Thawrī. In his enthusiasm and ambition to 

cover a wide range of Western and Arab intellectual traditions in philosophy, literature, 

music, and numerous other arts, in a span of five hundred pages, Safadi’s work appears as 

a complex and disorganized maze which the harried reader is left to navigate. 

In summary, Safadi went beyond an attempt to synthesize existential philosophy 
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with national ideology and thus bridge the gap between the political and the 

philosophical/ontological. One of his important contributions to the intellectual space of 

his time was the attempt to bridge the emergent divide between philosophy and 

literature.  

 

Al-Thawrī wa-al-ʿArabī al-Thawrī 

Any attempt to seriously engage Safadi’s Arab existentialist thought must proceed 

from with his foundational work al-Thawrī wa-al-ʿArabī al-Thawrī and its theoretical 

formulations on Arab revolutionism (al-thawriyya al-ʿarabiyya). The book, published in 

1961, was written during the height of postcolonial revolutionary fervor, particularly its 

pan-Arabist form which followed the victory at Suez and saw the establishment of the 

United Arab Republic. Although Safadi began his project at a time when Arab 

nationalism was thriving in Syria and the region and the dream of Arab unity looked 

within grasp, his work perceived the struggles that lay ahead for pan-Arabism with other 

revolutionary movements on both the political and intellectual fronts. In the years that 

followed, the regional and international political confrontation between pro-Arab unity 

camps consisting of Baʿthists and Nasserists and the anti-Arab unity front comprised of 

communists, Syrian nationalists, and the Muslim brotherhood led by Saudi Arabia had 

reached a climax. The Cold War rivalry between the U.S. and the Soviet Union had also 

further exacerbated this internecine rivalry. Parallel to this political struggle, a fierce 

intellectual and ideological battle between the Islamist, Marxist and Arab nationalist 

movements, all styling themselves as revolutionaries, continued to rage on. In this 
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intellectual strife, which was waged on the pages of journals and numerous books across 

the Arab world, such concepts as freedom, sovereignty, independence, commitment, and 

revolution were liberally deployed by all participants. A cursory look into these journals 

reveals the popularity of revolutionism as a legitimizing position claimed by all fronts. 

Aside from its revealing title, the very opening lines of Mutaa’ Safadi’s al-Thawrī 

cite this revolutionary ethos, or what Safadi terms the “revolutionary drive,” of his 

generation as the prime motivator behind his work. A study on the nature, features and 

problems of Arab revolutionism in its past and particularly its modern postcolonial forms, 

Safadi’s al-Thawrī, in his own words, constitutes an attempt “to understand the 

revolutionary mentality of [this] Arab generation… and to enrich this revolutionary spark 

on a human and intellectual level.”54 As these statements testify, Safadi’s preoccupation 

with revolutionism, not surprisingly, is rooted in the depths of his personal experience. 

Not only did revolutionism characterize Safadi’s postwar generation of young Arabs who 

were forming and participating radical political, social and intellectual movements, but it 

also constituted a central tenet of the Baʿthist ideology he passionately adhered to, as 

previously theorized by his former mentor, Michel ʿAflaq. Indeed, as al-Thawri’s short 

introduction reveals, Safadi’s experience led him to not only regard this “revolutionary 

drive” as a defining characteristic of his politically conscious generation and of the entire 

postwar period, but to also diagnose it as lacking a theoretical conceptualization of its 

nature and characteristics.  

                                                
54 Safadi, al-Thawrī wa-al-ʿArabī al-Thawrī: dirāsa fikriyya qawmiyya li-namādhij al-thawriyyīn al-
gharbiyyīn wa-al-ʿArab (The Revolutionary and the Arab Revolutionary: An intellectual nationalist study 
of models of Western and Arab revolutionaries) (Beirut: Dār al-Talīʿa, 1961): 5. 



 27 

Although Safadi claims that his book will mainly be devoted to elucidating the 

nature and characteristics of Arab revolutionism in an effort to help his generation 

become conscious of it, asserting that his book “does not put forth a particular 

revolutionary ideology,” that it was written “without prior design” and that it “does not 

offer any definitive solutions,”55 this analysis will show that by attempting to situate it 

within a nationalist and existentialist framework, Safadi also intended to guide this 

revolutionism. It will argue that Safadi does so by conceptualizing this revolutionism as a 

state of being of the Arab self with the capacity to assume different modes of existence, 

the most authentic of which is the nationalist revolutionism. In the course of the analysis, 

it will become clear that through this conceptualization, Safadi tries to lead his generation 

to focus its revolutionary drive on embracing Arab nationalism as the most authentic 

project towards full emancipation of Arab people, an essential step towards warranting 

their participation in the modern world on an equal footing with the west. 

However, despite Safadi’s framing of the book as a study of revolutionism, in 

general, and of Arab revolutionism, in particular, this analysis reads Safadi’s work and 

thought as an as an endeavor to conceptualize a distinct Arab being with a distinct history 

and subjectivity shaped by specific lived-experiences in the past and the present. This 

subjectivity, its features and the changes it undergoes, emerge from the examination of 

Safadi’s accounts of past and modern Arab revolutionary experiences.  

The objective to understand revolutionism informed the impetus behind many 

other similar studies in the period. Yet, what sets Safadi’s project apart from other 
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similarly intended efforts lies in his ambitious undertaking to conceptualize an ontology 

of Arab being, whereby this being emerges as a distinct subject vis-à-vis its counterparts 

in the West. In other words, Safadi’s endeavor to analyze and compare Arab 

revolutionary experiences and models with only their Western counterparts translates into 

a radical attempt at decolonization, as these comparisons lead to the assertion of the 

existence of an Arab being with a distinct subjectivity. Insofar as it allows Safadi to 

define the Arab self through its difference from its European other, his project assumes a 

more meaningful purpose than merely an attempt to understand Arab revolutionism in the 

context of the Arab nationalist movement. Safadi’s work belongs to the postcolonial Arab 

scene precisely because its central concern is one involving self-affirmation: affirming 

that the Arab subject exists as a distinct and sovereign entity. 

The analysis will be divided into three parts. The first part will examine the Arab 

subjectivity formulated in Safadi’s study of past and modern Arab revolutionary 

experiences  (its features and the transformations it undergoes). The second part will 

focus on how Safadi employs Heidegger and Sartre’s ontologies to sketch a distinct 

ontological condition for the modern Arab subject. And the third part will examine the 

different modes of existence for the modern Arab subject and why the nationalist one is 

the most authentic.  

 

Self Affirmation and Arab Subjectivity 

Safadi starts al-Thawrī with the Arab issue and the matter of becoming conscious 

of the national question. He defines the process of becoming conscious of the nation’s 
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question as a “lived historical preoccupation” developing in the consciousness of “the 

revolutionary individual” who becomes “the focal point of the nation’s dynamism in the 

vanguard generation.”56 This lived experience, Safadi asserts, would only manifest in the 

revolutionary Arab being’s consciousness. In other words, the individual Arab being 

constitutes the very fulcrum of the national experience throughout history. The national 

experience does not extend to all Arab individuals, rather it only appears in certain 

revolutionary individuals with “national authenticity and historical consciousness”, who, 

as a result of acquiring these qualities, become absolute beings. Such absolute beings 

represent the standard for the valuation of the nation, meaning that these individuals, 

endowed with a revolutionary tendency and consciousness, can reveal the authentic form 

of the nationalist experience, namely, Arab nationalism.57  

Safadi decides to characterize this Arab experience as a national one because of 

his belief in the primordial existence of the Arab nation. He does not claim that the Arab 

nation existed as a concrete entity in the past but that it always remained an existential 

possibility. Thus, his foray into the past and his use of individual examples of 

revolutionary heroes, poets, and scholars in the jahiliyya and the Islamic periods intend to 

demonstrate this existential national possibility in the forms of revolutionism that 

unveiled this possibility. Safadi creates an existential space for the nation’s self through 

describing the national experience as a continuous lived experience stemming from the 

Arab revolutionary being’s interaction with his lived reality rather than an individual 
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reflection in isolation, as in the case of the Heideggerian Dasein. In Safadi’s words, 

“Although the national experience occurs at the level of the consciousness of the 

revolutionary individual, this, in and of itself, foresees the creation of the nation; not as a 

group of individuals but as an existential space for the development of the personality of 

the messenger (the individual).”58 Thus, in Safadi’s philosophy, the self of the Arab being 

and the nation become inextricably linked.  

Since Safadi argues that the nation’s being always manifests in the consciousness 

of individuals, therefore, his examination of the past individual revolutionary experiences 

can be read as an attempt to demonstrate how they had the potential to actualize the 

possibility of the nation's being. In this light, the demise of the past experiences meant 

that they failed to realize the nation's self. But how can Safadi give a nationalist character 

to past experiences of individuals of different periods, inhabiting different societies, none 

of which can be described as an Arab nation? First, he elevates certain revolutionary 

individuals from relatives to absolutes, declaring that their experiences represent 

something larger than themselves. According to Safadi, these absolute revolutionary 

individuals provide a valid standard for gauging the authenticity of the nationalist 

consciousness and its achievements and potentialities in the past and present. Secondly, 

he establishes an existential link between the self of the Arab and the self of the 

nation. Thus, through his analyses, he aims to show that an Arab being has always existed 

and has had an existential link with the nation's being, which he describes not as a 

practical entity but as an existential possibility.  
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Ultimately, what also emerges from his analysis of these experiences is a 

conceptualization of Arab subjectivity with defining characteristics: mainly 

revolutionism. This revolutionism manifests in different forms depending on the 

interaction between the Arab subject and his society. With the changes in society and the 

changes of the relationship between the Arab being and his world, the revolutionism also 

undergoes change, and as a result, Arab subjectivity takes on different features. This 

leads to the conclusion that the Arab being's subjectivity is linked to its constant feature 

of revolutionism and that it is through this revolutionism that we can understand the Arab 

subject. And the fact that revolutionism emerges in history as the essential characteristic 

of the Arab being points to Safadi’s intention to convert the project of Arab nationalism, 

as a fulfillment of the national experience, into an existential question in his attempt to 

conceptualize a new Arab subjectivity/being.  

Having established the nationalist experience as an enduring phenomenon, Safadi 

traces this experience in Arab history in three phases, the pre-Islamic jahiliyya period, the 

Islamic period, and his contemporary revolutionary period59. As part of his search for the 

various manifestations of this national experience in the consciousness of the Arab 

revolutionary being, the past emerges as an invaluable source. Past models provide 

legitimacy for his claim that the Arab revolutionary being existed as the vessel of the 

national experience. Safadi’s endeavor to use certain revolutionary individuals in the 

jahiliyya and the Islamic periods as perfect embodiments of the national experience 

ultimately establish revolutionism as an essential characteristic of the Arab being which 
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distinguishes him from his Western counterparts. This specific characteristic with its 

various manifestations in different periods in history not only demonstrate the uniqueness 

but also reveal the existence of the Arab being’s inextricable connection with an Arab 

national entity.  

Additionally, in accordance with the varying nature of the interaction between the 

Arab being’s revolutionary mode of existence and its lived reality, the national 

experience also assumes different forms. While the subjectivity of the Arab being in 

different historical periods was conditioned by a mutual interaction with its lived reality, 

revolutionism remained constant as a defining characteristic. In Safadi’s foray into the 

Arab past, the jahiliyya period emerges as the initial state of the revolutionary mode of 

existence embodied in the jahiliyya heroes.  

Safadi adopts Nietzsche’s usage of the aesthetic dichotomy between a pre- and 

post-Socratic world in which the gradual dominance of Socratic rationalism in Greek 

tragedy creates an imbalance between the Dionysian and Apollonian forces.60 While 

Apollo represents reason and forms, and individualization, Dionysus embodies a break 

with reason in favor of a state of drunkenness, ecstasy, and union with a greater whole. 

According to Nietzsche, with the emergence of Socratic rationalism in Greek tragedies, 

creativity died as the Apollonian rationalization and negation of life overpowered the 

Dionysian affirmation of life.   

Similarly, Safadi divides the Arab history into two parts, the pre- and post-Islamic 

eras. In the pre-Islamic or the jahiliyya period, there was a balance between the 
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Dionysian and the Apollonian dichotomy as manifested in the relation between the 

jahiliyya Arab hero and his community. In a romantic depiction of the period, Safadi’s 

jahiliyya hero embodies all the ideal features of Arab subjectivity and the harmonious 

revolutionary mode of existence. In Safadi’s own words, “From the depths of the Arab 

jahiliyya, a revolutionary (mode of) being burst forth, unique, almost embodying all the 

potentialities of the Arab shakhṣiyya (subjectivity) in the future, that would blossom in 

other civilizational developments”61 (i.e., in different forms in the history of the Arab 

nation). In the period’s artistic expressions in the form of poetry and muʿallaqāt62, this 

early heroic Arab being appears as chivalrous, generous, gallant, wise, honest, and in love 

with freedom.63 

His revolutionism, expressed in a striking artistic display of eloquence, constitutes 

a constant affirmation of life as his revolutionism is not only repudiated by his lived 

context, but rather reinforced in a delicate balance between his individualistic heroism 

and the communal life of his tribe. Thus, instead of administrative laws and urban 

structures of the Romans and the Persians, which were representative of the supremacy of 

rationality over spontaneity, the jahiliyya Arabs excelled in the sphere of values. The 

Arab heroes rejected “the material formation in reality” as embodied in the building of 

cities precisely because material beings were conceived of as a means to strip the Arab 

individual of sovereignty and his preoccupation with meaning.64 Theirs was an 
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unrestrained freedom which was achieved in an artistic revolution against materiality. 

The nature of their lived reality, as represented in their social organization in tribal 

communities, reinforced this revolutionary drive towards freedom.65  

However, Safadi acknowledges that this artistic revolutionary mode of being was 

not capable of “creating a state or uniting the (individual) heroes, and could not but create 

a group or society of geniuses and heroes” … “for a life inflamed by poetry and ruled by 

the fares and built by love could not submit to a unified political system.”66 Thus, it was 

inevitable that this original manifestation of national experience would lead to demise “as 

a civilization created by art could not withstand a civilization created by history.”67 

With the rise of Islam starts the next phase in Safadi’s historical quest for Arab 

subjectivity and its revolutionary mode of existence. The end of the jahiliyya period, 

Safadi states, opened the way for the substitution of the heart for the mind, of certainty 

for doubt, and the idea of the hero for the idea of god. In this new era, the Dionysian 

force is subjected to the overwhelming power of reason, which was codified in Islamic 

jurisprudence and philosophy. The pre-Islamic hero’s search for the absolute, which 

manifested in his extreme heroic adventures and in his high regard for karam68, 

(generosity), is replaced with an obsession with reason and the negation of life in a 

hierarchical divine system.69 The Arab hero’s individualism was far from preoccupation 

with such fabricated metaphysical and religious concerns. His preoccupation with art 

                                                
65 Ibid., 33. 
66 Ibid., 34.  
67 Ibid., 35.  
68 Ibid., 32. 
69 Ibid., 33. 



 35 

saved him from getting trapped “in abstractions and the abyss of nothingness.”70 He was 

rooted in reality as his body and mind were in perfect harmony.  

With the advent of Islam, a divine system superseded ecstatic and artistic heroism 

and the Arab individual’s revolutionism for a “rebellious freedom” transformed into a 

revolutionism for “al-yaqīn” (certainty).71 In this new period, a hierarchical system was 

established in which human being occupied only a certain place in the chain of being. 

Individuality was crushed under the weight of the sky and the unknown and the 

overwhelming power of what was termed fate and destiny.72 Within this divine system, 

the human body became a subject of contempt locked in a temporary world. The concept 

of evil was erected as a deterrent to all acts of freedom and the interpretation of world 

against the standard of good and evil became prevalent. Thus, the revolution of Islam 

constituted a revolution to create a believing human being in the place of a poet and a 

divine system in the place of individualism.73  

Safadi generally depicts the Islamic period as an era of decline for the Arab 

national experience as, besides being plagued by decadence from within, the coming of 

new foreign elements into the Arab world led to an exponential entrenchment of despotic 

stagnation. Sectarianism and sedition tore through the sociopolitical fabric of the Islamic 

civilization, dispersing the jahiliyya value system and its drive towards the ideal of 

heroism. Even the minimal revolutionary oppositional forces that emerged assumed a 
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confessional form. In the literary field also, creativity in art disappeared as the eloquence 

of the Arabs of the jahiliyya gave way to versification in the form of panegyrics to sultans 

and emirs.74 The most important of these revolutionary modes of existence arose within 

the Sufi tradition which did not last long before it too went by the wayside. Initially, the 

Sufis’, such as Ibn al-Arabi’s and Ibn al-Fared’s individualistic interpretations of the 

divine and their reinterpretation of the relationship between the human and the divine, in 

some sense, meant the reestablishment of the jahiliyya freedom and individualism. But 

they were ultimately suggestive of tragic and futile efforts against a lived reality fiercely 

in opposition to their attempts.75  

Following the Sufi experience, Safadi addresses the revolutionary experiences 

embodied by al-Mutanabbi and Ma’arri. Safadi contrasts the joyous jahiliyya poet Turfa 

ibn al-Abd with the prophet of doom, al-Mutanabbi. Turfa’s poetry burst with life and 

was a constant affirmation of life and embodied “a unique Arab age” that combined the 

freedom of the individual, which was at the level of direct action, and the presence of a 

society that affirmed this freedom.76 Al-Mutanabbi, on the other hand, lived at the time of 

a rupture between Arabs and their reality. He wanted to restore the connection between 

self and its reality. His revolutionism manifested in his claim to be a prophet, who called 

for the revival of individual freedom.77 As a revolutionary on a quest, he “sought the 

absolute and a pure self.”78 His only revolutionary counterpart in the Islamic period was 
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Abu al-Ala Ma’arri. He was the perfect embodiment of the philosophy of despair. His 

revolutionism lied in his extreme skepticism. He introduced doubt in the innermost layer 

of individual and society.79 He fronted the most scathing and absolute critique of the 

Islamic civilization which sought to “kill the crisis or falsify it” and forced one choice 

upon the Arab individual’s mind, “to submit, and thus be crushed.”80 

Thus, in contrast to the jahiliyya period, which characterized by a Dionysian 

belief in unrestrained creativity and driven towards an ideal absolutism rooted in the 

individual creativity of heroes, the Islamic period is portrayed as the age of collapse and 

weakness of the Arab element and the dispersal of its capacity as a source of high values 

engendered through harmonious revolutionism.  The drive towards absolutism in both 

eras took diverging paths as Arabs of the Islamic period gradually forfeited their freedom 

to the centrality of a hierarchized unity under divine might. In this era, decadence grips 

the Arab societies as a broad range of non-Arab people dominate the networks of power, 

politics, society, and culture, leading the focus away from individuality towards a 

community of believers bound together by a life-negating value system. The Arab 

national experience goes dormant until the lived context changes drastically as the Arab 

world comes into contact with the West.  

 

The Ontology of Arab Revolutionism 
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In the section on the Arab revolutionism, Safadi attempts to devise an ontological 

framework for the concept of revolutionism as the essential characteristic defining the 

Arab being. This endeavor arises from his preoccupation with development of a new 

philosophy for the Arabs in the modern age. His intention becomes evident when, at the 

end of the book, he laments “the absence of any philosophical activity on the Arab 

intellectual scene during the second half of the nineteenth century.”81 In order to 

demonstrate this paucity of philosophical thought among both Arabs of the modern and 

past ages, Safadi compares the Arab history with that of the West. As for the West, 

philosophy marked its historical periods starting from the 17th century. He clarifies that 

one can discover that there was a predominant philosophy in each period that offered a 

united framework for all mental and practical activities. Safadi concludes that “our new 

revolutionism’s lack of a philosophical foundation, specifically an Arab philosophy of 

being, makes it a baseless revolutionism and thus prone to various contradictory ideas 

and cultures and principles.”82 In the course of his efforts to articulate a supportive 

philosophical body for the Arab revolutionism, Safadi finds European existentialism as 

most adaptable because it did not not contain a specific content or a revolutionary 

ideology. He describes it as a “framework that allows every individual to fill it with a 

specific content based on his experience, his subjective reality, and his position in the 

world.”83 Thus, he uses existentialism as more of a framework through which he seeks to 
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explain the emergence of the modern Arab revolutionary experience and in order to 

determine the fate of the modern Arab subject.  

 Safadi argues that despite the ostensible difference marking revolutionism in the 

jahiliyya and the Islamic periods, their commonality lay in the Arab being’s drive 

towards the ideal. “In the jahiliyya, this ideal was to create the individual in the image of 

the hero. The tendency during Islam manifested in organizing humanity within a 

metaphysical system that strove towards absolute peace,” he explains.84 Both of these 

revolutionaries failed ultimately; the jahiliyya failed because it did not succeed in 

creating a unified society based on individual freedom and the Islamic one foundered 

because it could not impose a unifying system on a myriad alien and fissiparous 

elements. What ensued was an age of darkness during which the Arab national 

experience went into a dormancy before the colonial contact would push it back onto the 

scene.85  

The post-contact age is marked by a revolutionism unbeknownst to the previous 

generations of Arabs. The recent Arab victories on a regional and international level 

including Nasser’s Suez victory and the establishment of the UAR seem to underlie this 

optimism. He mentions the “great events and powerful parts the Arab nation has played.” 

These events demonstrate the reality of the resurrection as manifested in the modern Arab 

revolutionary.86  
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In an attempt to provide this modern revolutionary being with an equal footing 

with his western counterpart, Safdi proceeds to articulate a specifically Arab ontological 

framework. Safadi’s ontology of the Arab being and its essential characteristic of 

revolutionism draws on Heidegger’s existentialist solution to the philosophical problem 

of the perceived separation of the mind and the matter. Heidegger tackles this problem 

through positing existence as preceding essence. Hence, the subject is conceived of as 

thrown into the world where he first exists in a practical relationship with the objects 

constituting his world. It is only when this web of practical relations breaks down that the 

subject becomes conscious of the separate beings of things and his own. This 

consciousness leads him to experience angst as he realizes that his existence is finite as a 

being-towards-death. This realization puts him in a position to choose his path in life. 

With nothing to anchor him in this new world, he can only give meaning to his life by 

choosing an authentic project from his pool of possibilities, one that fits into the context 

of his life and for which he is responsible in the sense that he consciously chooses to 

embark on it.87 

In a similar fashion, Safadi first posits the national experience as a continual 

process arising from the concrete interaction between the Arab being and his specific 

worldhood. Taking Heidegger’s concept of Dasein as a being-in-the-world, embedded in 

a web of relations, that creates its reality in a mutually constitutive process, Safadi’s Arab 

being also finds himself thrown into the world. However, Safadi’s Dasein confronts his 

                                                
87 Charles B. Guignon and Derk Pereboom, eds., Existentialism: Basic Writings (Indianapolis: Hackett 
Publishing, 2001): 183-210 



 41 

worldhood in a specifically Arab context where he has to revolt against the “they” and 

the sadīm, the Arabic term Safadi uses, in a broad sense, to describe the obstacles 

impeding the Arab revolutionary being. He becomes conscious of his individual 

responsibility through revolutionism. He has to revolt in order to lead an authentic 

existence. Also, he is condemned to lead a perpetual revolutionary existence as the sadīm 

reappears in different forms every time the Arab revolutionary being achieves a victory 

against it. Safadi connects the Arab revolutionary being’s existence with that of the Arab 

nation through positing this Arab revolutionism as an essential part of the Arab being 

which will realize the nation’s existential possibility through embarking on the authentic 

project of Arab nationalism.  

Safadi describes the development of the consciousness of the Arab revolutionary 

in three stages: I am a revolutionary, why, and how. The Arab revolutionary asserts his 

existence by first proclaiming “I am a revolutionary.”88 Reminiscent of the Cartesian 

phrase cogito ergo sum, Safadi suggests that the Arab takes his first step towards 

resolution by making an impulsive statement. In Safadi’s words, “I am a revolutionary is 

the primordial state through which I encounter myself. It is like the existential foundation 

of Arab subjectivity when this subjectivity revolts against its frozen corrupted reality 

which opposes revolutionary stance.”89 Additionally, with this first step, the connection 

between the nation and the individual, represented by a tension between the corrupted 

lived reality and the Arab being, is forged. This tension varies constantly and thus 
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requires the revolutionary stance to change as well.90 Safadi analyzes the different modes 

of Arab existences that arise from this tension including the individual, the social, and 

ultimately the nationalist revolutionary, the last of which, he declares the most authentic.  

The revolutionary stance is a primordial state of existence of the Arab being but 

through the tension between the individual revolutionary and his corrupted reality, 

different modes of revolutionism can result from it in the modern world. It is especially 

so as the revolutionary being develops his consciousness of his revolutionism and 

opposition to the sadīm through experience. This experience cannot be separated from the 

lived reality as the Arab being is thrown into the world and thus, “the self and the sadīm 

cannot be understood in isolation from each other.”91 The Heideggerian Dasein breaks 

away from the “they” or “das man” and retreats into isolation in order to find his 

authentic project. The Arab evolutionary being, however, “cannot be satisfied with 

freeing himself from the sadīm but has to revolt against it.”92  

The sadīm and the Heideggerian “they” share the same existential roots but they 

differ in that “the sadīm can be destroyed every time an authentic revolutionary 

encounters it and disperses its thick mass.”93 According to Safadi, in order for the Arab 

being to locate his authentic project, he has to perform two tasks simultaneously: he has 

to break away from the “they” as a human being and break away from the sadīm as a 

national being. Ultimately, Safadi argues, the tension between revolutionary being and 
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the sadīm (obstacles against it) transforms the Arab revolutionary stance from a 

circumstantial one into an absolute one as this will become a perpetual process. Thus, 

“the Arab revolutionary transforms from being a revolutionary against a specific reality 

to being a revolutionary because he is a revolutionary.”94 The Arab individual also 

becomes a hero as it is only heroes or absolute individuals that can continue to revolt 

perpetually.95 Stripped of the certainty present in the jahilyya hero, the modern 

problematic Arab revolutionary being has to keep up the banner of revolt in order to 

maintain an authentic position in life. In the Heideggerian sense of being-in-the-world, 

the Arab revolutionary being cannot be separated from his lived reality, or his sadīm, as 

he exists only in relation to the sadīm.  

 

Authenticity and the Nationalist Revolutionary 

Safadi deploys a wide range of Western philosophical traditions including Plato, 

Descartes, Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche, Durkheim, Heidegger, Sartre, Camus to Simone de 

Beauvoir in constructing a philosophical framework for developing the concept of Arab 

revolutionism through which to demonstrate that the ultimate and most authentic form of 

revolutionism for the problematic and tension-ridden modern subject is Arab nationalism. 

Having raised the nationalist question at the beginning of al-Thawrī, Safadi first 

illustrates the primordial status of the Arab nation in history as an existential possibility 

emerging in the dynamic relation between the Arab being and his lived experience. He 
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states that this national existential possibility flourished in the jahiliyya period in 

harmony between the Arab being and his society, then declined into a stasis in the face of 

an adverse context in the long Islamic period, and finally, was resurrected as a result of 

the colonial contact which created radically different circumstances. Subsequently, Safadi 

proceeds to sketch and conceptualize the different phases of the development of Arab 

revolutionism. Finally, he turns to substantiating the project of Arab nationalism as the 

most authentic form among the three phases of revolutionism and revolution: individual, 

social, and national.  

Covering vast ground, Safadi delves into history in order to shed light on 

developments affecting revolutionism in Christianity and Islam. Relying on Hegel’s 

concept of the Master and the Slave in the study of Christianity, Safadi states that Christ 

was the first revolutionary that revolted in the name of peace and replaced the Master-

Slave dynamic with a divine-human one. According to Safadi, Islam borrowed this 

outlook as well but soon the master-slave dichotomy reemerged in the form of a 

hierarchical religious establishment with God as the supreme power, followed by the 

prophet, and later religious authorities as the heads of a community of common 

believers.96  

In this new society, the jahiliyya period’s enduring and life-giving principle of 

heroism was rechristened as moral values embedded in a religious context. The 

inseparable being of the Arab individual and his society gave way to an institutionalized 

way of life based on familial and political relations based on pacts and contracts which 
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worked to reinforce power. External control mechanisms superseded natural values 

springing from within the individuals. Any attempts at expressing the heroic freedom of 

the jahiliyya period was stymied by a power structure rooted in a web of myth and 

religious beliefs which fed the despotic power. In this milieu, acts of heroism appear as 

comical quixotic episodes.97 The hero reappears in the form of patriarchs in all the new 

social institutions from family, to the tribe, and to the state.  

The conditions for a social revolution form when modes of production 

predominated the social relations. As a result of this structural change and the rise of 

human rights, social revolutions occurred. Safadi, however, finds a fundamental flaw in 

this Western revolutionism. According to him, they either arise in the form of individual 

revolutionism based on human ideals, which remain preoccupied with the artistic or the 

metaphysical spheres, or, through external direction, which assume the form of class 

struggle based on materialistic interpretations of the society and lead to political 

revolutions. Marxist revolutions, however, remain limited in their scope because once 

they destroy the bourgeois class, they lose their impetus and the revolutionary vigor 

peters out.98  

For Safadi, the modern period, beginning with contact with the West, represented 

a completely new era with a radically different set of challenges. The modern lived 

reality of the Arab being posed a threat which had no precedence in the earlier periods of 

conquest by the Tatars and Turks. With the arrival of the European colonial rule, the very 
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existence of the Arab being encountered a grave threat as this new type of conquest, 

backed by technology and thought, created a rupture in the Arab history and by extension 

in the Arab being.  

When European colonialism infiltrated the Arab world, the Arab society was 

experiencing a grinding despotic form of the sadīm, manifesting in a combination of the 

oppressive forces of feudal lords, local autocratic rulers, and colonialist governments. In 

this society, Safadi notes, Arab people were reduced to communities without any 

independent power of reasoning and any independent source of morality. They merely 

engaged in mimicry. “All morals were reduced to the level of empty traditions. Values 

were emptied of their contents and fabricated sacred rituals replaced them.”99 These 

values and rituals were created, and a kind of sadīm was imposed on the relation between 

individuals and their lived context, based on made-up rituals created by the rich and the 

strong to justify their rule.100 Even the new features of modern life and civil society such 

as “fathers, couples, managers, judges, and the police are new forms devised to reinforce 

the old social norms.”101  There may be new cultural, political, and economic problems 

but these problems also fundamentally qualify the same old principle of possession of 

power. 

The contact with the West, Safadi asserts, did not result in creating Arab 

revolutionary consciousness but rather, this consciousness reemerged as a result of 
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“friction and contact of masses of Arab people with colonialist forces.”102 This modern 

revolutionary spirit first focused on combating colonialism and later it turned to fighting 

the Arab reactionary forces cooperating with colonialism. These collaborators, Safadi 

says, turn into traitors to the nationalist cause as social revolutionism necessarily 

transforms into a nationalist one. The early efforts, which assumed the shape of social 

revolution, according to Safadi, were not an authentic embodiment of the national 

experience because they could not lead to the full emancipation of the modern Arab 

subject.103  

Safadi states that social revolution cannot lead to full emancipation because of its 

faulty position whereby it sees the foundational question of the nation as one between the 

bourgeoisie and the proletariat class. The socialist revolutionary, through an economic 

lens, traces the root of the ruling class back to the feudalist period, i.e., it reduces the 

foundational national question to an economic one. Then, it links the existence of the 

feudalist class to the weakness in the consciousness of the proletariat, justifying the 

problem through a cultural explanation. Thus, in a vicious circle, the causes become 

simultaneously the effects of developments in the past and in the future and vice versa.104 

The nationalist revolutionary, however, represents the most authentic 

revolutionary being for Safadi. The nationalist revolutionary identifies the source of 

corruption in the current situation of his nation measured against its ideal personification 
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in the umma with a clear mission.105 The socialist revolutionary’s path leads to a dead end 

because, unlike that of his nationalist counterpart’s, it cannot link his revolutionism to a 

larger cause, i.e., the full emancipation of the Arab being from the all forms of 

colonialism internal and external.106 Compensating for the class-based nature of socialist 

revolutionism which makes it a temporary mode, the larger framework of the primordial 

nature of the nation with absolute beings as its embodiments provides a strong impetus 

and a reliable standard for a perpetual state of revolutionism in the cause of the nation.  

Thus, Safadi interpretation of nationalism within Heidegger’s existentialist 

framework as a historical mission and in the Hegelian and Marxian sense as historical 

determinism renders any resistance against nationalist revolutionism futile and doomed to 

failure. The fulfilment of the national experience, guaranteed by a perpetual state of 

revolutionism, will follow as the nationalist revolutionary focuses all its energy, against 

the opposing forces of the sadīm and the “they”, on the single purpose of full 

emancipation of the nation from vestiges of colonialism. Similarly, Hegel’s historical 

determinism, which finds an economic application in Marx, in Safadi’s novel 

interpretation, becomes a philosophical justification for the authenticity of nationalist 

revolutionism. Likewise, existentialism lends credence to Safadi’s claim of authenticity 

for his project of Arab nationalism through constructing an Arab existentialist 

framework. In this frame, the Arab being is first elevated to the level of an absolute 

being. This absolute being’s characteristics, decisions, and actions become the standard 
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for the valuation of the nation which Safadi endows with a primordial status as an 

existential possibility. This existential possibility materializes in the form of a national 

experience which grows in the consciousness of the Arab being in the context of his 

dialectic with his community in different periods of the jahiliyya and the Islamic period, 

and the modern contemporary Arab world of the author.  

Thus, Safadi’s efforts to create an Arab philosophy of being within the 

Heideggerian and Sartrean models of existentialism entail the birth of consciousness at 

the individual level which would reach authentic maturity only when it would ultimately 

transform into collective action in the cause of the Arab nation. The Arab philosophy of 

being that Safadi fashions through tapping into history is centered around an Arab subject 

endowed with the inherent characteristic of revolutionism, a trait that establishes his 

distinction as authentic and sovereign vis-à-vis his Western counterpart. In this sense, 

Safadi’s ontological study of the Arab being becomes an endeavor at decolonization in 

the broader sense and a specific effort to vindicate Baʿthist nationalism against its rivals 

in the left and Islamist camps. Through his ontological study, Safadi harnesses the 

revolutionary ethos gripping the postwar generation as a force in the service of Arab 

nationalism, a project he pursues forcefully in literary form as well. The next section will 

focus on Jīl al-Qadar as the literary expression of the Arab revolutionary being and the 

authentic path of Arab nationalism open before him.   
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Chapter 2: The Generation of Fate 

 

Sartre’s theory of literary commitment and particular strand of existentialism 

made a deep impression on Arab writers in Egypt, Lebanon, Syria, Iraq and Jordan who 

were drawn to the concept of what they later termed as iltizām and especially the call for 

intellectuals to assume responsibility vis-à-vis their social and political realities.107 In the 

Arab context, the writer’s “responsibility toward his age”108 was interpreted by Arab 

intellectuals such as the Lebanese writer Suhayl Idris to mean commitment to the needs 

of postcolonial Arab society including liberating the Arab people and nation from the 

vestiges of colonialism, creating a new national identity, and building a united Arab 

nation.109 In 1953, Idris founded the literary journal al-Ādāb to serve as a platform for 

conscious writers who shared the belief that Arab literature “should aim to be 

effective.”110 Al-Ādāb played a significant role during the 1950s and early 1960s,111 a 

period which witnessed a proliferation of Arab literature, art, drama and poetry that is 

only surpassed to date by the nahḍa in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

 

Safadi, the Committed Intellectual  

Safadi was among the regular contributors to Al-Ādāb journal and by his early 

thirties was proving to be one of the most engaged intellectuals of his time. His novel Jīl 

                                                
107 Klemm, “Different Notions of Commitment (Iltizām)” 51–62 
108 Ibid., 51. 
109 Ibid., 52-55. 
110 Ibid., 53. 
111 Ibid., 54.  



 51 

al-Qadar (The Generation of Fate), is a prime example of the Arab committed novel 

from the existential perspective. Safadi was personally a committed writer, embodying 

the notion of the engaged intellectual which was prevalent in his writings as well. In his 

review of Suhayl Idris’ novel Aṣābiʿunā Allatī Taḥtariq (Our Fingers that Burn), Safadi 

states that the Arab writer should be a witness for his generation and a voice of its 

predicament.112 In his book Ḥizb al- Baʿth (The Baʿth Party), in which he bears witness 

to his own generation, Safadi reiterates the idea that the intellectuals of colonized nations 

should not be alienated from their societies as they share the fate of their people.113 He 

remained a committed member of the Baʿth party for two decades until 1964 when he left 

Syria and published his book on the tragic birth and ending of the Baʿth party. His 

ultimate rejection of the party and its ideology was the natural result of his commitment 

to the ideas of freedom, authenticity and responsibility which are prevalent in his writing. 

Indeed, the later Safadi was convinced that Baʿth intellectuals had a responsibility to 

declare their rejection of the party as the only means to restore freedom.114  

 

Jīl al-Qadar: Creating a New Arab Subject  

Before that rupture with the Baʿth, however, there was Jīl al-Qadar. The novel 

was published in 1960 by Dār al-Talīʿa in Beirut. At the time of its publication, the Arab 

reader was being exposed to a new form of the novel, quite distinct from the translated 

works of Flaubert, Balzac, or Zola that were popular among intellectuals. A novel that 
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presents a realistic portrayal of the human being in his social context and illuminates his 

relationship with his own self and with the outside world. These “existential” novels, 

written by Sartre, Albert Camus and others, were best characterized as philosophical 

literature and outside the European circles, their influence on young and committed Arab 

intellectuals was substantial.115 Into this world brimming with the creation of the 

authentic self and the living in accordance of it, Jīl al-Qadar was born. 

Jīl al-Qadar was widely distributed and read in Syria, Lebanon, and Egypt 

especially by the Arab youth. The main question that the novel investigates is how the 

Arab young man or woman living in the postcolonial period can live a free and authentic 

existence and what that existence entails in terms of the choices, actions, and 

commitments that this person should make. In essence, the novel dramatizes the 

existential themes of individual and collective freedom, responsibility, and commitment. 

In my literary analysis of the novel, I will focus on two existential aspects; the three 

pillars of existentialism: self-creation, authenticity and freedom in section 3.1 and the link 

between the individual and collective self in section. 

The novel is composed of two books and is in five parts. Its events start in 1953 

during Adib Shishakli’s authoritarian regime in Syria and end in 1958 with the 

establishment of the United Arab Union (UAR). It revolves around the lives of four main 

characters: Nabil, Layla, Haifaʾ, and Hassan who are university students of philosophy at 

Damascus University. The novel follows them through their entangled romantic 

relationships but its bulk is devoted to protracted philosophical and existential 
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conversations as well as monologues against the backdrop of the political turmoil taking 

place in Syria at the time. Shishakli had come to power in 1949 in what was Syria’s third 

coup following independence in 1946. By mid-1953 his dictatorial rule was facing 

extreme and virulent opposition especially among leftist and nationalist groups. 

 

Self-Creation, Freedom and Authenticity 

Throughout the novel the four characters are engrossed with the process of self-

creation which for them involves liberation from individual and social constraints 

preventing them from exercising their freedom and making choices through which they 

can achieve an authentic existence. Nabil, Layla and Hassan, who all belong to middle 

class families, are also artists and their process of self-creation is enabled through their 

art. Haifaʾ on the other hand is an aristocrat and her process of liberation is basically 

channeled through the revolt against her family and class by loving Nabil. The characters 

also engage in this process of self-creation through politics especially Nabil and Hassan 

who are both active members of the Syrian Baʿth party. In fact, one of the main climactic 

moments in the novel, and perhaps the only real event, is when the four characters come 

together and decide to kill “the dictator”, Adib Shishakli, in the firm belief that only such 

a political action will enable them to realize their freedom. 

It can be surmised that the four characters of the novel are meant to literally 

represent Safadi’s generation, and a particular faction at that. These are the young Arab 

intellectuals that were trying to “meet the multiple challenges of decolonization: cultural 

contradictions, uneven development and the consequent social injustice, a struggle for 
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full physical liberation, and the derivative search for an alternative Cold War political 

space.”116 Like Safadi and his peers, Nabil and his friends were also involved in the 

creation of “the Arab subject in the wake of the colonial experience.”117 Nabil must be 

speaking for Safadi when he describes his as the generation that was gripped by the social 

and political events taking place in the Arab world and other Third World countries, a 

generation that was concerned with both the Arab future and fate. Its members questioned 

long-held traditions and assumptions, spent hours agonizing over philosophical minutiae, 

read existentialist novels as well as Karl Marx, Sartre and George Bernard Shaw, 

contributed to literary journals, founded magazines, discussed Arab nationalism and 

joined political parties.118 

One of the main concepts of existentialism as Sartre espoused and as Safadi 

attempted to address in this novel is that “existence precedes essence.”119 For Sartre, man 

exists first and then defines himself: “man is nothing else but that which he makes of 

himself.”120 Consequently, man is responsible for who he is and the choices he makes. 

Sartre employs the concept of “subjectivism” to say that man is not just responsible for 

himself on the individual level but also for all of mankind: “in choosing for himself he 

chooses for all men.”121 For Sartre, man is a free being; indeed he “is condemned to be 
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free” because from the moment of his birth he is responsible for his actions.122 In essence, 

the process of self-creation consists of making free choices and being responsible for 

them and this is how man can lead an authentic life. Safadi understood Sartre’s thought as 

follows: “my existence has possibilities and I am free to realize these possibilities … I 

should be committed to my freedom… to be committed to your possibilities also means 

to be committed to your society’s possibilities.”123 As I shall demonstrate, these 

existential concepts make up the dialogue and structure of the novel as well as affect 

character development and the progression of events.  

Similar to Safadi, who was engaging with this project of creating the Arab subject 

through his art, Nabil’s, Layla’s and Hassan’s art are attempts at self-creation. Because 

all the characters in the novel are constrained by the traditions and norms of their 

societies, these attempts were often violent and meant to represent the revolt against 

shackles, for as Layla said, “it is a question of freedom above all else.”124 Layla’s first 

attempt at self-creation was as a young child when she decided to revolt against the music 

education she was receiving at the hands of nuns at a foreign (Western) school and 

decided to start composing her own music. The incident is a violent one because self-

creation in the Arab context involves a revolution. This is clearly alluded to in the 

imagery of the raging storm outside as Layla struck the piano keys and produced 

discordant music which she embraced and preferred to the harmonious but foreign 

                                                
122 Ibid., 295.  
123 Safadi, “Mutaʿ Safadi..,” interview by Malik al-Triki.  
124 Safadi, Jīl al-Qadar, 10. Note: all quotes from the novel were translated from Arabic to English by the 
author.  
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pieces.125 The idea, then, is that self-creation is a messy process and it is authenticity that 

is being sought after rather than harmony or the absence of contradiction. Safadi uses 

violent words such as “exploded,” “bloody,” and “destroyed,”126 which all echo the 

drums of revolution that must happen at the level of the Arab individual and by extension 

the Arab nation.  

Similarly, when Nabil or Hassan are engaged in their art, the process is violent 

and angst-ridden. When the story opens Nabil is playing his violin and his movements are 

described as “violent” and “crushing,” his music as “mad.”127 Layla describes this 

occasion in the following terms, “a fearful heart in a terrifying universe.”128 Safadi’s 

phrase acutely alludes to the existential angst that the individual must feel in his quest for 

authenticity. 

For Haifaʾ, it is not her art but her love for Nabil that is her process of self-

definition. In one of her conversations with Nabil, she declares that love is “the new 

being…it is existence.”129 Haifaʾ’s love for Nabil is thus the means through which she 

revolts against her social class and family. Safadi makes this a rather painless conclusion 

for the reader to arrive at when Haifaʾ tells Nabil, “my experience with you is the most 

honest proof that I can exist as me and not as my class.”130 In Haifaʾ’s last moments 

before she commits suicide, her final and probably only genuinely free act of self-

definition, she is overwhelmed with feelings of love. 
                                                
125 Ibid., 55.  
126 Ibid.    
127 Ibid., 7.  
128 Ibid.  
129 Ibid., 96.  
130 Ibid., 104.   
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In this sense, because art is a process of self-creation it is also the way for the 

artist to realize his or her individual freedom. Per Sartre’s existentialism, existence is 

freedom and thus art not only liberates the artist but his audience as well. Layla tells 

Nabil at the beginning of the novel that the artist’s sovereignty, siyāda, is to be the 

greatest liberator.131. One can imagine that this was also Mutaʿ Safadi’s hope: his novel 

would also liberate the young Arab readers.  

The existential concept of self-creation and the notions of freedom, authenticity, 

and angst that accompany it are further elucidated in the multiple-narrator structure of the 

novel. In addition to the omniscient narrator, the novel’s events are narrated in the first 

person by the four main characters. Through this technique, the novel allows the four 

protagonists to have their own voices and that adds authenticity to their processes of self-

creation. This is particularly significant as Arabs of the time were searching for their own 

voice while trying to construct a postcolonial identity. Furthermore, the novel is not 

divided into chapters and this allows for significant overlap of these different narrator 

voices which again epitomizes the different versions of the Arab voice that is slowly 

coming into existence. This style of narration and the constant time shuffling in the novel 

create a sense of incoherence and disorientation for the reader who struggles to keep 

abreast of the developments in the novel. Clearly, these techniques are purposefully 

employed to mirror the experience of existential angst that the characters who are 

grappling with their inner doubts and contradictions experience. As for the novel’s 

writing style, it is reminiscent of the stream of consciousness of late Victorian novels. 

                                                
131 Ibid., 10.  
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This style of uninhibited wording which is characterized by repetitions, exclamations, 

and ellipsis is also purposeful as the author not only gives his characters a strong 

authentic voice but allows them the freedom to use it by engaging in long, interior, and 

dramatic monologues in a manner that leaves the reader in no doubt about the characters’ 

occupation, indeed obsession, with the existential concern of exercising and realizing 

their freedom. 

Interestingly enough, Safadi introduces a minor character early on in the novel 

who is supposed to be the antithesis of our four main characters. This curious invention is 

Hani, Layla’s ex-boyfriend, a Palestinian refugee who lost his home and country during 

the Nakba in 1948. Hani, unlike the others, is not concerned with this project of creating 

a new authentic Arab subject. Not only did he fail to develop anti-imperialist ideas and 

get involved in the various and at the time fashionable projects of resistance, he also 

spent a few years in the United States and embraced American cultural practices and 

values. For Layla, who accuses him of being “the highest example of decline,”132 Hani is 

leading an inauthentic life. She compares his untroubled self against Nabil who is angst-

ridden and full of doubts and realizes it is thus because the latter is striving for 

authenticity while the former is indifferent to this struggle. It is worth noting that 

although Hani is frequently mentioned in the novel, he is not given his own voice as a 

first person narrator. It is also worth speculating that Safadi equates authenticity with 

Arab nationalism and wants the novel to have a distinctly Arab voice. For this reason, it 

is likely that Hani’s was consciously suppressed throughout the novel.  

                                                
132 Ibid., 58.  
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The Subject: From the Individual to the Collective 

For Safadi and other Arab nationalists, one of the defining features of the new 

Arab subject, who is still undergoing the process of decolonization, is his nationalist 

beliefs and his aspiration to achieve Arab unity. Because Safadi, among his 

contemporaries, was mostly concerned with creating Arab thought that competed with 

western thought, he philosophized Arab nationalism by making a move similar to Sartre’s 

and extending existential themes of freedom, responsibility, and authenticity from the 

individual to the collective. 

  According to Safadi, the political interpretation of the individual self is the 

nation’s self. As such, existentialism when applied to the nation as the subject instead of 

the individual means that for the nation to exist it needs to realize its freedom. And for 

the nation to exist in an authentic way it needs to return to its historical form when the 

Arabs were their own sovereigns in a united nation. The argument is that because the 

Arab people were leading an authentic existence they were able to create a rich culture. 

The practical implication of this idea is that the nation needs to liberate itself from 

external and internal constraints hindering its path to unity.133 

Safadi is aware of the tension of this move from the individual to the collective 

and this is shown through the inner struggles of the characters in the novel as well as the 

various relationships that govern them. For the larger part of the novel, Nabil is 

struggling between his individualism and his social and political beliefs - torn apart 
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between al-ʿamal al-ʿām (public action) and al-qawqaʿa al-fardiyya (individual 

isolation).134 In addition, there is the struggle between Layla and Haifaʾ over Nabil, each 

of them attempting to influence his self-creation process through their own understanding 

of the existential ideas of freedom, authenticity, and responsibility; Haifaʾ with her focus 

on the individual and the personal and Layla with her focus on the collective and the 

social. This is perhaps best depicted in their disagreement over Nabil’s music. At the 

beginning of the novel, Layla criticizes Nabil’s performance and describes it as 

inauthentic. “Your music is still without a cause,”135 she clarifies, implying that the only 

way to lead an authentic existence is for the self to be grounded in its social and historical 

reality and for the human being to transcend his individuality and  view himself as part of 

a collective. Haifaʾ takes up the opposite position and argues that music is a pure form of 

expression abstracted from any reality. She wants Nabil to adopt a philosophy of radical 

individualism, to divorce himself from his environment and marry her, a member of the 

bourgeoisie class. 

At the beginning of the novel, Nabil’s process of self-creation is taking place at a 

personal level and his investigation of issues of freedom, authenticity, and responsibility 

are narrowly focused on the individual. He believes in the radical freedom of the artist 

and objects to the idea of the artist having public commitments.136 He feels dissociated 

from his social reality and describes the gap between him and the outside world as “a 
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stone falling in a bottomless well.”137 Although Nabil is engaged in political activities 

and is a member of the Baʿth party he describes his social and political involvement as 

meaningless. “Am I faking it?” he asks as he explains that he feels that all his interactions 

with his world are pretense and he is only fulfilling roles laid out for him. “I feel that I 

don’t exist,” he states.138  

At this point in the novel, when Nabil is still wrapped up in his individual self, he 

is described as experiencing extreme angst, as being in the pits of despair, consumed with 

uncertainty, and searching without knowing what he is searching for. We notice, 

however, that his angst starts to disappear when he transcends his individuality and starts 

to think of himself as part of the collective Arab nation. For example, when he and the 

other characters in the story decide to kill the dictator, who they believe to be an obstacle 

to Arab unity, Nabil tries to convince his friends that their decision to kill does not spring 

from an individual desire to realize one’s freedom but embodies the collective will of the 

Arab people. He shifts from speaking about the individual self, dhāt al-fard, to speaking 

about the Arab self, al-dhāt al-ʿArabiyya. It becomes clear that he is no longer acting to 

liberate himself only but to liberate the nation and pave the way for a “new Arab 

birth.”139 During this particular monologue, Nabil appears to be a different person. No 

longer is he consumed with angst and doubts about the nature of his existence. Instead, he 

speaks with confidence and determination like a man who knows he is being true to his 

self, in other words acting with authenticity. Yet, this brief moment of determination and 
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clarity comes to an end when the characters’ plan to kill the dictator is foiled. In reaction 

to their failed attempt to commit an authentic act, Nabil and his friends then separate and 

each of them carries on with their individual lives which return to being characterized by 

despair, doubt, and meaninglessness after the brief moment of determination and clarity.  

It is at that point that Nabil abandons all political activities and leaves Syria to 

Beirut where he leads a secluded life with a past love. He continues to struggle to find 

authenticity in his individual actions but realizes at the end that the storm inside will 

never cease to rage unless he moves from thinking of an authentic existence “of the 

individual vis-a-vis his self” to that of “the individual vis-a-vis his nation” which can 

only happen through direct resistance.140 After reaching this realization, Nabil leaves 

Syria to fight the French colonial power in Algeria – a struggle he believes is being 

fought on behalf of the Arab people. “[the Algerian revolutionary] is dying for the 

Arabs…so they could realize their authentic freedom. Algeria is creating the Arab [self]” 

Nabil tells his comrades who are fighting with him.141 Once again the reader is led to 

believe that it is only when Nabil transcends his individuality and acts as embodying not 

himself but the Arab people, realizing not his individual freedom but the freedom of the 

nation, that he achieves peace from his inner struggles. Indeed, by the end of the novel, 

Layla states “Nabil has overcome his narrow individual self and is living the [authentic 

existence] of a people.” “[Nabil] is paving the way for the [Arab] people to own their 
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authentic self.”142 

The relationship of Layla and Hani is worth mentioning here as one that also blurs 

the lines between the individual Arab self and the collective Arab self. Layla’s 

relationship with Hani, a Palestinian refugee, had ended two years before the events of 

the novel take place during which Hani reappears in her life. From multiple flashbacks 

and Layla’s inner monologues the reader is able to discern that the relationship between 

Hani and Layla, which is pervaded by notions of guilt and responsibility, symbolizes the 

relationship between the Arab nation (as in the collective Arab self) and the Palestinian 

people. At one point in the novel, Layla realizes that she had fallen in love with Hani out 

of a sense of responsibility and as a way to atone for the sins of her father who had 

collaborated with the Israelis and sold them weapons. This is a clear reference to the Arab 

nation’s feelings of guilt and responsibility towards the events of 1948.  As such, the 

reader is also invited to understand that Layla’s breaking up with Hani and sending him 

off to New York symbolizes the Arab nation’s consequent abandonment of the 

Palestinian people at the mercy of the west following the Nakba. 

 

Conclusion 

Jil al-Qadar was published in 1960 during the UAR’s reign. In the novel, the events and 

characters that make up the story serve as a dramatization of what would later appear in a 

more abstract form in al-Thawri wa al-Arabi al-Thawri in 1961 just months before the 

UAR’s collapse. Subscribing to the the idea of engaged literature, Safadi followed in the 
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footsteps of Sartre in producing novels as a means to communicate his ideas of revolution 

and Arab nationalism with the wider Arab public. Thus, the characters and their 

ruminations and decisions all serve to lead the reader to believe that revolutionism in the 

cause of Arab nationalism is the only authentic mode of existence before the Arab being. 

This conviction, reached at the level of individual through experience, becomes authentic 

and meaningful when it meets and aligns with the nationalist cause of liberating the Arab 

nation from all forms of colonial domination. Nabil, the authorial voice and the 

representative hero of the postwar generation finds an authentic existence through the 

process of creation involving violence. Violence seems to be unavoidable as the 

individual strives to liberate him/herself from the shackles of social traditions. This 

violence, embedded in the act of creating music on a personal level, manifests in the form 

of active armed revolutionary struggle on behalf of the nation. It through deciding to 

engage in direct revolutionary struggle against the colonialist French forces in Algeria 

that Nabil ultimately becomes the true representative of a free and responsible Arab 

individual whose decisions and actions become an inseparable part of the story of the 

Arab nation. The individual and the collective meet when the individual decides to 

sacrifice his life in the nationalist cause of liberating the Arab nation.        
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Conclusion: 

 

Mutaʿ Safadi’s two important books, al-Thawrī and Jīl al-Qadar were published 

months before the collapse of the UAR, which was the real Naksa (setback) for Safadi’s 

“Generation of Fate”; a generation for whom the failure of the UAR meant the death of 

the hope of Arab unity as the guarantor of full sovereignty from colonialist powers and 

the restoration of the glorious Arab nation of the old days. The 1961 dissolution of the 

UAR was a Naksa for Safadi, in particular, signaling the beginning of the end of his 

intellectual project of Arab nationalism. The mood that dominates the books he published 

upon the collapse of the UAR reflect his disillusionment. There is a visible change of 

spirit. Although these books continue to engage with Arab nationalism within an 

existentialist framework, they nevertheless lack the zeal and certainty of Safadi’s 

nationalist convictions. Instead of answers, they pose more questions in the form of self-

critique. For example, in Thāʾir Muḥtarif, Safadi’s second existentialist novel, Baʿthist 

revolution no longer appears to be the solution for the crisis facing his generation. Unlike 

Nabil, the protagonist of Thāʾir Muḥtarif, Karim is a seasoned revolutionary, who is 

hesitant about participating in yet another revolution and prefers a time of reflection. 

Similarly, Safadi’s 1963 sequel to al-Thawrī, Maṣīr al-ʾīdeolojiyyāt al-Thawriyya (The 

Fate of Revolutionary Ideologies), which was published in 1963 after the sobering and 

painful experience of the failure of the UAR, addresses different revolutionary ideologies 

and the problems associated with postwar World War II nationalist revolutions as a 
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critique of the theories articulated in al-Thawri. The showdown on Safadi’s nationalist-

existentialist project came in 1964 with the publication of his book, Ḥizb al- Baʿth: 

maʾsāt al-mawlid, maʾsāt al-nihāya, (The Baʿth Party: the Tragedies of its Birth and 

Death). An impassioned and scathing critique of the Baʿth party, this book, when 

compared to Safadi’s preceding rigorous works, appears to have been written from a 

place of deep personal disappointment. Safadi’s harsh disavowal of the party he had so 

ardently defended just a few years earlier as the vanguard for securing Arab freedom and 

sovereignty, his self-exile to Lebanon in the same year and his later refuge in Paris for ten 

years, signifying a complete break with the past fifteen years of his political and 

intellectual involvement, reveal the traumatic effect that the failure of Arab unity and 

pan-Arabism had on him. To demonstrate the enormity of this trauma, which engulfed 

Safadi’s entire generation after experiencing the final death blow in 1967, the confession 

of the protagonist of Thāʾir Muḥtarif as the voice of the hero of Safadi’s generation is 

telling:  

There was nothing in our lives that gave us hope even for an authentic death. We always 
felt we were deceived, and that we would barely escape one trap only to fall into another. 
But despite everything, we used to have big dreams. We would expel colonialism from 
the Arab world. We would destroy the ruling factions. We would achieve complete unity, 
and we would relieve our people from their wretchedness. Those were the reasons of our 
existence.143 

 It may be the trauma surrounding the generation of fate and the setting in of an 

endemic mood of loss, melancholy, and self-criticism in the post-1967 Arab intellectual 

thought that have resulted in shrouding the history of this dynamic postwar generation of 

ambitious dreams in a dust of forgetfulness. It may also account for the post-1967 Arab 
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intellectuals’ dismissal of this era as a period of obsession with nationalist ideologies that 

ultimately led to the most humiliating defeat for the Arabs and the rise of brutal 

authoritarian regimes with lasting repercussions. However, as the works of Di-Capua, El-

Shakry, Klemm as well as this thesis have sought to demonstrate, this chapter of Arab 

intellectual history cannot be reduced to a failed nationalist project. Instead, it must be 

read as a deeper attempt at emancipation and decolonization of Arab culture. This period 

witnessed a vibrant intellectual struggle for freedom, sovereignty, and authenticity. And 

Safadi’s work, a major example reflecting the zeitgeist of the postwar decades, represents 

a post-colonial project that goes beyond mere advocacy of a political ideology such as 

Arab nationalism to create a sovereign Arab being with the will to assert its existence vis-

à-vis the Western other.  

In his book al-Thawrī, Safadi commences his project of an Arab nationalist-

existentialist philosophy, in which he seeks to construct a modern Arab subject, with a 

distinct ontology and subjectivity centered around revolutionism and other possibilities 

for an authentic existence. Safadi’s subject, however, does not remain confined to the 

realm of abstract thought. It comes alive through the the life journey of Nabil, the hero of 

Safadi’s famous and influential Jīl al-Qadar, who voices the crises of the author’s 

generation, its anxieties and hopes, preoccupation with revolution, and search for 

freedom and authenticity.  

Mutaʿ Safadi death on 6 June 2016 at the age of eighty was a great loss for the 

Arab intellectual community. In the last decades of his life, Safadi did much to foster 

Arab thought. He founded and headed the journal of Contemporary Arab Thought in 
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1979 and the Center for National Development in 1981, through which he disseminated 

the works of Arab thinkers and introduced major Western philosophical works to the 

Arab world in translation.  

He continued to be committed to the political and social causes in the Arab world 

until the very end and was a staunch advocate of the 2011 Syrian Revolution. He never 

stopped writing and contributing to different Arab newspapers and journals until the very 

last days of his life. In the last few months before he was hospitalized, Safadi would be 

seen getting help to reach his office every day where he would sit at his desk and 

continue his literary and philosophical engagements, presenting a picture-perfect model 

of Sartre’s committed intellectual.  This thesis has only revisited but a small albeit crucial 

period in Safadi’s literary and intellectual journey. It is a tribute to a life spent in the 

service of the advancement of Arab thought, a life that deserves more scholarly attention 

and recognition.  
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