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Arab Existentialism: What Was It?

Yoav Di-Capua

Welcoming Jean Paul Sartre to Egypt in late February 1967, writer 
Ahmad ʿAbbas Salih went straight to the point:

Your influence in this region is deeper and wider than that of any other 
writer. We have known you for a long time, and from the first contact with 
your ideas … their appeal grew deeper until our publishing houses were 
working daily to translate and print your work … You are the only Western 
writer that all Arab newspapers follow closely. (Salih 1967, p. 25)

Unlikely as it sounds, it was true. For about two decades (1950c–1970c), 
Arab intellectuals drew on Sartre’s ideas in order to devise a local 
 existentialist tradition that would meet the formidable challenges of 

Y. Di-Capua (*) 
University of Texas, Austin, TX, USA
e-mail: ydi@austin.utexas.edu

Published first as Yoav Di-Capua, Arab Existentialism: What Was It? Yale French Studies 135/36 
(2019): 171–188. This chapter is based on my book No Exit: Arab Existentialism, Jean-Paul Sartre 
and Decolonization (Di-Capua 2018).

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-38482-1_14&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-38482-1_14
mailto:ydi@austin.utexas.edu


254

decolonization and carry them forward into a new era. Even Sartre was 
surprised at his fame. Indeed, with the exception of the dead Karl Marx, 
no other European thinker was so venerated, engaged and translated in 
the Arab lands as Sartre was. This warm reception cannot be reduced to 
Sartre’s stance on Algeria, where, in the heat of battle, intellectuals were 
scarce and existentialism made very little sense. Rather, it is the story of 
the Arab East and its energetic intellectual centers: Beirut, Cairo, Baghdad 
and Damascus. It is also the story of a new cadre of Arab intellectuals 
who forged a concrete two-way relationship with Sartre and hoped that 
the French philosopher will fully enlist on behalf of what they began to 
call “the Arab cause.”

As it were, in terms of its scope, goals, actual influence and eventual 
reach, the phenomenon of Arab existentialism is an episode in global 
intellectual history whose brave beginnings were optimistic and whose 
aftermath marks a painful setback to the cause of Arab liberation. But 
how so? How could a French intellectual tradition that was saturated in a 
narcissistic scene of sex, caffeine and alcohol was supposed to usher the 
Arab world into a post-colonial era? How was existentialism put to work, 
by whom and on which terms? To answer these questions, we need to 
untangle the cultural specificity of Arab decolonization and make sense 
of the creative ways in which the local intellectuals reinvented existential-
ism as an emancipatory response to the problem of liberation. As Egyptian 
philosopher and literary critic Mahmud Amin al-ʿAlim succinctly put it: 
“When we discuss existentialism, we do not discuss French or German 
philosophy but an intellectual movement with roots in Arab culture” 
(al-ʿAlim 1970, p. 228). Reinvented as “their own,” Arab existentialism 
no longer adhered to its European provenance and could not be comfort-
ably positioned within a European intellectual genealogy. It became Arab 
and this is how it happened.

 The Challenge

Entering the era of decolonization, the territorial liberation of Arab lands 
constituted only a small part of the overall liberation project. A more 
significant challenge than securing territory was the quest for social  justice 
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in order to overcome extreme levels of poverty, low literacy rates, poor 
hygiene, low life expectancy and the general destruction of the socio-
economic fabric. These important tasks are more obvious than the 
momentous and elusive question of being in the wake of empire or, for 
lack of better terminology, the question of identity. What does it mean to 
be a person after colonialism? After decades during which Arabs were 
struggling objects in the closed world of European consciousness, who 
and what dominated the definition of the self and the political commu-
nity to which it belonged? From an ontological standpoint, the question 
of being touches on three sub-aspects, namely authenticity (asala), sover-
eignty (siyada) and freedom (hurriyya). Being authentic and sovereign 
meant owning the ability for self-determination and for finding one’s 
own place in the world. In this constellation, authenticity and sovereignty 
function as preconditions for freedom.

Local philosophers such as the Palestinian refugee Fayiz Sayigh and the 
Egyptian were quick to understand the challenge. Here is Badawi:

We, the Egyptian and Arab youth …, are unable to bear our situation and 
surrender to our wretched fate … We find ourselves in the same state of 
destruction of Eastern youth from India, Japan and China … In our minds 
we live the tribulations of European youth and we became spiritually pre-
occupied by them … (but when attached) to our own actual painful expe-
riences, enormous charges of revolt, anxiety, spiritual confusion, and 
psychological disorder generated in us an exceptional sensitivity. (Badawi 
1946, p. 135)

Equally concerned, Sayigh wrote:

The key to the character of Arab youth is … dissatisfaction: our dissatisfaction 
with the way our leaders, or our rulers, look upon things in general, manage 
our affairs, and run our lives … Our dissatisfaction has  transformed itself into 
rejection. We have lost respect for our traditional values, virtues, and way of 
life. We have become a generation at odds with its world. We no longer belong 
to our immediate world: We are no longer at home. (Sayigh 1955, pp. 9–10)

Given the absence of authenticity, sovereignty and freedom and the prev-
alent sense of alienation and anxiety that this lack had created among the 
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youth, a phenomenological approach to this crisis began to be consid-
ered. Indeed, among a very small circle of intellectuals, the cure for the 
troubling feeling of not being at home in your own home was a new 
philosophy but also an engagement with psychology.1

 An Abstract Engagement

Phenomenology arrived to an Egyptian academic environment that was 
dominated by Bergsonian philosophy to the exclusion of all other tradi-
tions. It was an unexpected arrival. In June 1940, as the German army 
closed in on Paris, Russian émigré philosopher Alexander Koyré escaped 
to Cairo and took a teaching position that critically influenced a young 
generation of Egyptian philosophers; chief among them was Badawi. In 
the annals of French philosophy, Koyré is credited for bringing Husserl 
and Heidegger to the attention of Sartre’s and Merleau-Ponty’s genera-
tion. He did the same in Cairo and added to the mix the works of Max 
Scheler, Karl Jaspers, Martin Heidegger, Gabriel Marcel, Jean Wahl and 
Emmanuel Levinas. Badawi immediately connected to this new frame of 
reference and began working on various aspects of existentialism relating 
to questions of time and death. Working from within this newly minted 
existentialist tradition, he accepted its most basic premises: namely exis-
tence precedes essence (i.e. who a human being is [his essence] is the result 
of his or her choices [existence]), time is of essence (i.e. human beings are 
time-bound and they experience lived time in a dissimilar way to mea-
sured clock time), radical individualism (i.e. humanistic focus on the 
individual’s quest for meaning and identity) and freedom (i.e. the only 
guarantee for individualistic self-reflection and responsibility).2 
Explaining existence in such terms and understanding it from a circum-
stantial perspective in which culture, or for that matter any subject, is not 
historical, linear or continuous, but fragmented, ruptured and syn-
chronic, opened great post-colonial possibilities.

1 On this point see the original work of Omnia El Shakry (El Shakry 2017).
2 Characteristically immodest, Badawi preferred to think of his work as “complementary to that of 
Heidegger” (Badawi 2000, pp. 179–180; see Badawi 1964, pp. 1–7).
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Thus, from the perspective of the colonized, existentialism announced 
the possibility of rejecting the Cartesian dictum “I think, therefore I am” 
for its radical separation of the individual from the surrounding world of 
human beings. They were no longer required to be subjected to a universe 
of sharp ruptures between object and subject, true knowledge and daily 
experience, body and mind which were the bread and butter of colonial 
Enlightenment. Authored by Husserl and Heidegger, the philosophical 
propositions of phenomenology automatically discredited a host of exist-
ing colonial ideas about Oriental people: about how the essence of Islam, 
to cite one famous example, is fundamentally incompatible with reason, 
science and democracy. That is, how Islam was essentially incompatible 
with the contemporary modern world. Indeed, the Arab experience of 
colonial Enlightenment was often referred to in terms of a critique of the 
Cartesian cogito. Among other things, Arab thinkers like Badawi were 
bothered by the way in which the philosophical proposition of sharp 
rupture marginalized Islamic categories of knowledge and hence furthers 
cultural inauthenticity.

And so, long after Koyré already left, Badawi found himself in the 
same position of Chinese and Japanese intellectuals who broke with colo-
nial Enlightenment by attempting a synthesis between Heidegger and 
Eastern philosophies in the service of increased cultural authenticity.3 
Specifically, Badawi embarked on an ambitious project to synthesize 
Islamic mysticism with Heidegger in a fashion that would potentially 
heal the fragmented Arab self and create a new form of subjectivity which 
is both contemporary and authentically Islamic. If achieved, the project 
would heal the schism that made the tradition and heritage of Islam 
(turath) culturally redundant and would thus allow the post-colonial 
Arab generation to join the modern world on equal, authentic and uni-
fied philosophical terms.4 Badawi poured an enormous amount of energy 
into this project and traveled extensively to spread his new creed. Yet, for 
all its brilliance, as the 1950s began, and political, social and economic 
problems mounted, the youth wanted concrete action. Though they 

3 Sandford (2003, pp. 11–22). For influence in Vietnam, see Gadkar-Wilcox (2014).
4 In Badawi’s words: “(the goal is to) … establish a comprehensive philosophy for our generation” 
(al-Badawi 1947, p. 103).
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venerated Badawi, they wanted to see a sweeping change that would 
reshuffle “everything” and not a promising philosophical abstraction. 
Against this background, Sartre’s new philosophy was much more appeal-
ing than that of Husserl and Heidegger.

 Commitment

With the 1952 revolution in Egypt and the beginning of active and at 
times aggressive decolonization, the political and cultural structures of 
Egypt and much of the Middle East were about to be radically changed. 
Against this background, the young intellectuals of the 1950s (all born in 
the 1920s) had shifted to a post-colonial mode of being in which active 
decolonization of one’s culture was a main preoccupation. Acting intui-
tively, they sought to replace the established class of cultural leaders (the 
udabaʾ) for their profound association with colonial Enlightenment. The 
main intellectual vehicle for the accomplishment of this task was a local 
take on Sartre’s notion of commitment (engagement). Known in Arabic as 
iltizam, this notion came to politically determine the viability and legiti-
macy of any new idea that was introduced into the public sphere during 
decolonization. However, regardless of the common urge to decolonize, 
the politics of iltizam did not yield intellectual homogeneity as Marxists 
and pan-Arab nationalists traded in contending visions of iltizam.

Tough Sartre’s philosophy was still important, the most important text 
which represented him in the Middle East was not his major philosophi-
cal oeuvre Being and Nothingness (1943) which was translated to Arabic 
only in 1966, but his 1947 essays in Les Temps modernes which were later 
delivered publicly and published as Qu’est-ce que la littérature? (What Is 
Literature?).5 Taha Husayn, the doyen of Arab letters, introduced these 
essays to Egyptian readers shortly after their publication in France. In 
doing so he also coined the Arabic term for commitment (iltizam). Taha 
Husayn was a polyglot renaissance man with an incredible mind and an 
enormous capacity for work. Blind since childhood, he nonetheless 

5 However, in a series of critical essays on Sartre’s existential philosophy, Najib Baladi accounted also 
for Being and Nothingness (Baladi in April 1946; see also follow-ups in June and July 1946).
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studied French, graduated from the Sorbonne and returned to Egypt 
with a mission to bring Arab culture closer to that of France. Closely 
attuned to Paris, his journal began writing about Sartre as soon as he 
became a Left Bank phenomenon. He asked Didier Anzieu, an existen-
tialist with credentials, to explain the French mystique of post-war exis-
tentialism to Arab readers (Anzieu 1946). Anzieu and several others did, 
but when Husayn encountered Sartre’s Qu’est-ce que la littérature? he 
began to have second thoughts. He must have realized that he was going 
to become iltizam’s principal victim.

Qu’est-ce que la littérature? critically examined the relationship between 
the writer and society, and argued that since writing is a consequential 
form of acting/being, intellectuals should assume political responsibility 
for their work and the circumstances that condition it. This call for 
responsibility-cum-professional action was conjoined in Sartre’s concept 
of commitment. Though the philosophical concern of commitment was 
human freedom and authentic existence, its practical application was 
“something for which (one) is prepared to die.” This “something” was 
widely understood as a political cause. Even though often understood in 
this way, Sartre’s notion of commitment was far from a straightforward 
call for politics. In fact, it was just one essential element in a quest for 
authenticity or, in his words, the “complete consciousness of being 
embarked” (Cooper 1990, pp. 172–177). Nonetheless, since Sartre him-
self led a politically engaged life, his example of action overrode the com-
plexity of his philosophy to the degree that the notion of commitment as 
total submersion in the political became a mainstay of Sartrean existen-
tialism. At least this is how young Arab intellectuals understood it. Against 
them, from the other side of the divide stood Husayn and his generation 
with an apolitical sense of literature as “art for art’s sake” (Mahmud 1947).

The Lebanese literary critic Suhayl Idris was one of the young 
intellectuals who championed iltizam as a new template for post-colonial 
culture. Living in Paris during the early 1950s he witnessed the 
revolutionary potential of existentialism to engender meaningful cultural 
change. His vision was to do something similar in the Arab world by 
means of adopting the model of Sartre’s Les Temps modernes. By 1953 
al-Adab was up and running with a mission statement that was tantamount 
to a revolutionary call to arms:
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The present situation of Arab countries makes it imperative for every 
citizen, each in his own field, to mobilize all his efforts for the express 
object of liberating the homeland, raising its political, social and intellectual 
level. In order that literature may be truthful it is essential that it should 
not be isolated from the society in which it exists … The kind of literature 
which this Review calls for and encourages is the literature of commitment 
(iltizam) which issues from Arab society and pours back into it. (Quoted in 
Badawi 1972, p. 868)

Under the skilled stewardship of Idris and his wife, ʿAida Matraji-Idris, 
the magazine grew into a busy publishing house and a translation hub for 
much of the existentialist cannon and contemporary French culture more 
generally. By the late 1950s, it became the most important and wide-
spread cultural magazine in Arab lands. Loyal to the new creed of iltizam/
commitment the magazine insisted that words can and should change the 
world. Early theoreticians of committed literature (al-adab al-multazim) 
declared that “commitment should be the essence of each work of litera-
ture and the mission of each writer.” That was the purpose of the “existen-
tially committed” writer, one who is “connected to his surroundings, 
close to the people and their feeling,” and never separated from the big 
“questions of his generation” (al-Maʿdawi 1953, p. 12). And so, since its 
early articulation, iltizam emerged as a doctrine of cultural action and a 
framework of thought that could organize, systematize and rationalize 
the quest for post-colonial culture. As one committed commentator 
boasted: “The idea of committed literature dominates the Arab world 
now.”6 But this dominance was somewhat misleading as two different 
ideological camps bitterly fought to control it.

Propelled forward by the unmistaken post-colonial character of the 
1952 Revolution in Egypt and by Nasserism’s many early political suc-
cesses (for instance in nationalizing the Suez Canal in 1956), Idris har-
nessed the culture of iltizam on behalf of pan-Arab nationalism and the 
vision of a unified regional culture. Concomitantly, on the other side of 
the ideological divide, opposition thinkers like Mahmud Amin al-ʿAlim, 

6 Indeed, Iraqi writers who published in Beirut at about the same time confirm this diagnosis. See 
for instance the commentary of Iraqi literary critic Nahad al-Takarli (1953a, b, 1954) and al-ʿAzmi 
(1952).
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who were in fact victims of Nasserism, made a deliberate attempt to 
appropriate Sartrean iltizam and submerge it in a Marxist-Leninist 
schema and the aesthetics of Socialist Realism. At stake was the sphere of 
individual freedom. While Suhayl Idris and his group wanted the writer 
to stay “connected to his surroundings, close to the people and their feel-
ing,” and never separated from the big “questions of his generation” 
(al-Maʿdawi 1953, p. 12). Communist theoreticians envisioned a writer 
that acts on behalf of the party and its doctrine. These were fundamental 
differences with regard to the function, purpose and scope of artistic and 
intellectual freedom. Indeed, they spoke of different intellectual models 
of action and responsibility. With both groups claiming ownership of 
iltizam and struggle to establish some measure of control over its recep-
tion and usage, the culture of commitment became forever divided 
between these two opposing camps and their opposing sources of inspira-
tion: Paris and Moscow. The only thing they shared was a critique of Taha 
Husayn and his generation.

Between these two poles, iltizam was articulated as a moral imperative 
that divided the entire Arab intellectual field to good versus bad, just 
versus unjust, true versus false and progressive versus reactionary. Thus, 
drawing on Sartre’s basic question What do we write, why do we write, and 
to whom do we write?, Arab intellectuals narrowed the act of writing down 
to a political act. In doing so they defined literature and literary criticism 
as the symbolic field of cultural decolonization. In the long run, the 
authoritarian post-colonial Arab state was able to appropriate pan-Arab 
iltizam as a tool of civic cooptation and, simultaneously, liquidate 
communist- style commitment.

 Counter-Culture

The 1950s rise of the trans-regional pan-Arab state of Egypt, the most 
hegemonic state in the Arab world, ushered in the tendency to monopo-
lize culture and buy the loyalty of intellectuals in whatever means possi-
ble. This pan-Arab state was predicated on a collective notion of freedom 
that overrode personal rights and minimized individual freedom. In that 
context, the notion of iltizam as political work in the field of culture was 
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appropriated as a form of commitment, in fact a demand, to sacrifice 
without reservations on behalf of any state-led cause. This was a far cry 
from Sartre’s original idea and in due date, when visiting Cairo, he would 
directly comment on this problem (Al-Kutab yunaqishun Sartar 1967, 
p. 12). But the hegemonic drive to rectify the individual in the body of 
the state did not pass without the response of intellectuals who draw on 
existentialism as philosophy of freedom in order to point out the dangers 
of authoritarianism. In Baghdad, which was known at the time as the 
capital of Arab existentialism, poets, writers and artists forged an infor-
mal, and largely oral, counter-culture that declared its skepticism toward 
any collective project. Dissenting and non-committed voices were also 
heard elsewhere in the region.

One famous incident of defiance took place in Cairo. During the 1958 
Congress of Arab Writers President Gamal ʿAbd al-Nasser presented the 
quest for pan-Arab unity as a truthful cause that demands total compli-
ance (al-Nasir 1958, p. 3). Embraced by the champions of iltizam this 
message dominated the circulation of print (Idris 1958, p. 1). By that 
point, the tendency to delegitimize the opposition and minimize the 
various political freedoms that enabled it became a political norm. 
Indeed, the general mood in the Congress did not welcome disagree-
ments and critical reflection on the means and ends of pan-Arabism. The 
guests came to celebrate the will to sacrifice or what Suhayl Idris described 
as “the right kind of iltizam” (Idris 1958, p.2). Clearly, the top tier of 
Arab thinkers voted for intellectual syndicalism. That is, all except one, 
the Tunisian externalist playwright Mahmud al-Masʿadi whose commit-
ment to individual freedom could not be undone by the collective drive 
toward national liberation and the syndicalist culture of thought. Drawing 
on his training in phenomenology and his experimentation with existen-
tialist play writing, he produced a dramatic rebuke of pan-Arab urges and 
a courageous validation of freedom and radical individualism (Omri 
2006, p. 42).

Standing out among the non-committed was the Lebanese female 
writer Layla Baʿalbakki, who at age 22 released her debut teen-angst 
novel Ana Ahya (I Live!) whose 19-year-old girl-woman Lena exhibits an 
insatiable thirst for freedom. Lena’s female radical individualism is a 
counter-point to the collectivist spirit of pan-Arab nationalism:
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Frankly, I do not have the mind to find a solution to the problems of 
Palestine, Kashmir, or Algeria … What worries me … is how to walk for 
the first time with my high-heeled shoes that raise me seven centimeters 
above the ground. Will they break as I rush into the street? (Baʾlabakki 
1963, p. 45)

Known at the time as the “Françoise Sagan of the Arabs,”7 she was blamed 
for nihilism, radical individualism and egoism. Eventually, her tirade 
against patriarchy and her call for sexual liberation became an all- 
encompassing Arab affair, when, for the first time in Lebanese history, the 
state brought charges against an author for “offending public morality” 
(she was acquitted) (Aghacy 2001).

There were many others too. Yusuf al-Khal and Adonis (ʿAli Ahmad 
Said) published Shiʿr, or Poetry, a new journal that followed an unapolo-
getic anti-iltizam agenda that was wrapped around the freedom of the 
individual and the condition of his or her existence. They paid significant 
attention to a prevailing, yet denied sense of alienation (ghurba), anxiety 
(qalaq), rejection, (rafd), disintegration (tamazzuq) and loss of identity 
(dayaʿ).8 Responding to the internal needs of decolonization as well as to 
those of state authority, existentialism became dominant in much of the 
poetry, prose and theatre of the late 1950s and 1960s. Thus, classic exis-
tentialist themes such as anticipation of death, absurdity, angst, estrange-
ment and revolt were proven to be very effective in addressing the 
concerns of the time. In addition to Mahmud al-Masʿadi, who published 
The Dam, a work that cast doubt on the hubris of human economic and 
technological development (Ostle 1977), one can also find established 
writers such as Naguib Mahfouz, Mustafa Mahmud and, much later, 
Sonallah Ibrahim.9 Syrian writers and playwrights such as Hani al-Rahib 
with Mahzumun (The Defeated), Jurj Salim with Fi-l-Manfa (In Exile) 
and Saʿd Allah Wannus with al-Maqha al-Zujaji (Glass Café) followed 

7 Sayigh (1958, p. 59). The Arabic translation of Segan’s Aimez-vous Brahms was published by al- 
Adab in 1961.
8 See for instance: Saʿid (1961) and Habashi (1957). For an elucidating take on Shiʿr’s intellectual 
environment see Creswell (2012) and Giordani (2010).
9 For a standard literary survey see: Gordon (1990), Jad (1983, pp.  295–307), Mehrez (1994, 
pp. 39–57), Meyer (2001, p. 16), al-Musawi (1991, pp. 202–227).
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suit.10 The Palestinian writer Ghasan Kanafani published Men in the Sun 
(Rijal fi-l-shams), a short novella that drew on themes such as “anxiety” 
and “facing death” in order to achieve authentic clarity and account for 
the traumatic expulsion from Palestine and their continuous estrange-
ment by fellow Arabs. Collectively, they explored questions of alienation 
and estrangement as a counter-point to the dominant culture of 
state-iltizam.

However, above all forms of critique was Baghdad’s existentialist 
carnival. There, beginning in the late 1940s, a vibrant, if small, artistic 
scene of writers, poets, painters, students and teachers began to address 
the problem of freedom in multiple terms, some of which were decidedly 
existentialist. In this environment, “existentialism competed with 
Marxism, and the two ways of thinking intersected … Yet, the troubling 
awareness of freedom, the freedom of the body and of opinion, were 
associated here with the intellectual desire to achieve romantic isolation 
from society or the desire to confront society in words and deeds” 
(Mohsen 2012, p.  12). Feeling estranged in the midst of a collective 
nationalist drive, this young and diversified community insisted on 
“doing its own thing.”11

Casting themselves as social rebels, bohemians, misfits and politically 
indifferent individuals whose lives were saturated in alcohol, tobacco and 
sex, Baghdadi existentialists were alienated from the established order 
and exhibited a profound distaste for authoritarianism. Seeing society at 
large with its values, codes of behavior and cultural expectations as the 
alienator, they mirrored this established order by spontaneously forming 
an amorphous community of alienation. Especially in comparison with 
the discipline and passion of Iraqi Communists, they were politically dis-
engaged, yet artistically active and innovative. Thus, withdrawing to the 
artistic, they insulated themselves from the prevailing moral climate and 
created something of a counter-culture in which rather than reading and 
engaging philosophy, the prime emphasis was on “performing existential-
ism” in the service of everyday freedom. Undeniably, for this small and 

10 Other important playwrights were Walid Ihlasi, Farah Bulbul and ʿAli ʿUqla ʿUrsan (Machut- 
Mendecka 2000, pp. 86–96; Muhammad 1982, pp. 62–165).
11 For other treatments of this theme see Hanoosh (2012) and Davis (2005, pp. 82–147).
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informal community of alienation to be free meant to be determined 
neither by national causes nor by social norms but only by the ability 
think and act for oneself. This was Baghdad’s spirit and echoes of it could 
be found in the literature and conduct of intellectuals all over the region.

As some novelists later joked, Baghdad’s carnivalesque allowed many 
of these disengaged artists and intellectuals to pretend that they were liv-
ing in Paris. They could easily imagine themselves listening to Sartre 
delivering his passionate defense of freedom in a packed and smoky cin-
ema where, along with hundreds of others, they crowded out to hear his 
foundational lecture “Existentialism Is a Humanism” (a text, by the way, 
which was translated to Arabic in 1954 but almost for certain Baghdadis 
never read). Sadly, as the political violence of the 1950s and early 1960s 
repeatedly and dramatically reminded them, they were not living in Paris. 
However, they owned the point about humanism and freedom which 
they embraced as hard, and as desperately, as they could.

 Universal Emancipation

Intellectually connecting to the cause of the Global South was another 
significant domain that was profoundly influenced by existentialism. 
During the 1950s, Arab public speech was characterized by a fiery rheto-
ric of sovereignty, sacrifice and armed resistance. It paired nicely with 
politics but its one-dimensional outward orientation (physical liberation) 
did reduce decolonization to the power-play of anti-colonial politics, 
thus falling short of addressing the inner sphere of self and culture. 
Furthermore, while the language of anti-colonial nationalism was enough 
in order to meaningfully tie the Arab world to the international collective 
that formed in Bandung, it was not enough in order to connect it to the 
more sophisticated spirit and struggles of the 1960s. For that connection 
to happen, Arab publics needed to revisit the ways in which phenome-
nology and existentialism were processed by like-minded allies from the 
French colonies.

Mostly, they needed to familiarize themselves with the accumulative 
work of anti-colonial humanism which began with Sartre but included 
writers such as Frantz Fanon, Aimé Césaire and Léopold Sédar Senghor. 
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This body of work went beyond the obvious politics of anti-colonial 
nationalism to expose the process by which epistemic racism dehumanized 
groups, rendered them subhuman and pushed them into a hopeless zone 
of nonbeing where they were routinely suppressed, tortured and violated.

Initially, Sartre’s anti-colonial humanism was not so much about 
activism as pure thought. As such, it consisted of texts such as Anti-Semite 
and Jew (1946) and Black Orpheus (1948) which introduced key post-
colonial notions such as Otherness, authenticity and alienation.12 In the 
context of decolonization, these notions became critical in “Spelling out 
the relationship between existential freedom and political freedom” 
(Arthur 2010, p. 69). “Black Orpheus,” for example, “represents a clear 
shift in Sartre’s politics in this period: In it, he synthesized ideas on 
freedom, collective Otherness, and the concrete situation that had been 
brewing since Being and Nothingness” (Arthur 2010, p. 30) This text was 
a result of his close collaboration with the Négritude movement of Aimé 
Césaire and Léopold Sédar Senghor as well as with the Black American 
writer Richard Wright who introduced Sartre to American racism and 
slavery. By virtue of this collaboration the notion of Otherness developed 
from being a problem which nests in outcast individuals (as Sartre 
theorized in Anti-Semite and Jew) to a problem that infects entire 
communities and is hence collective in nature as in slavery and colonialism. 
Drawing on this body of work, intellectuals from the French colonies 
published key anti- colonial texts such as Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks 
(1952) and Césaire’s Discourse on Colonialism (1955). Beginning in the 
early 1960s, these foundational ideas about the link between race, 
Otherness, humanism and decolonization were taken very seriously. 
Though many Arab intellectuals read these works in French, by the mid-
1960s, available material in Arabic showed the many ways in which Sartre 
“recognized outright the legitimate subjectivity of colonized peoples—
not as a potential, but as a fact. His arguments in support of their right 
to self-determination were analogous to existentialist arguments 
concerning individual freedom” (Arthur 2010, p. XIX).

12 Another critical text, Notebooks for an Ethics, was written during 1947–8 but was published 
posthumously and hence was not available.
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At play too was the connection between dehumanization and torture 
in Algeria. Illustrating how Otherness, alienation and race coalesce to 
make the subhuman, Sartre went on to show that once stripped of its 
very humanity, the Algerian is subjected to the most inhumane forms of 
torture. The fact that Sartre, Beauvoir, and the French left committed 
themselves fully and publicly to an Arab struggle with universal implica-
tions made a huge and long-lasting impact on Arab audience (see for 
instance: Shukri 1960). It also encouraged the Arab left, and with it the 
public as a whole, to move toward a more universal position in which the 
fight in Algeria constitutes an important battle in an otherwise long war 
for Third World liberation in areas such as Congo, Cuba, Rhodesia, 
Vietnam and, most importantly from an Arab perspective, Palestine. 
Inspired by Sartre, intellectuals began writing about the big ideas of the 
1960s, such as racism, neo-colonialism, settler colonialism, Otherness, 
subhuman existence, human dignity, hegemony, justice and the emanci-
pating possibilities of guerilla warfare. By adopting this global system of 
meaning making, the revolutionary Arab world acquired the ability to 
understand, connect and identify with distant and seemingly irrele-
vant events.

Against this background, intellectuals like the Syrian Jurj Tarabishi 
made a serious effort to reconcile existentialism and Marxism as two 
locally practiced traditions that prepare the ground for a Third World 
socialist revolution; a revolution that was itself informed by these two 
traditions.

every revolutionary is in need of a theory … and the only possible 
revolutionary theory today is Marxism. But this does not at all mean that 
we need to understand Marxism as orthodox Marxists want. The 
contemporary Arab revolutionary needs to discover the living Marxism 
rather than the dogmatic and frozen one. The prime virtue of Sartrean 
existentialism is that it achieved this re-discovery of Marxism. (Tarabishi 
1964, pp. 13–14)

Thus, for Tarabishi’s revolutionary generation, Sartre embodied the 
promise of a global humanistic left, a movement that was to deliver them 
from the post-colonial state of being to that of global citizenship. In order 
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to be able to participate in this project from an Arab standpoint it was 
crucial to dispel any doubts about the incompatibility of Marxism and 
existentialism (Tarabishi 1964, pp. 11–12). Tarabishi’s work did precisely 
that. Drawing on the rich tradition of Arab existentialism that the previ-
ous generation had laid, revolutionary theoreticians like the Syrian Mutaʿ 
Safadi envisioned a new ethical subject of the left whose horizons of 
action were global (Safadi 1961). This new subject was not a peaceful and 
law-abiding bourgeois citizen but a revolutionary whose scope of analysis 
and action far surpassed the geographical limits of the Arab nation-state. 
Thus, by the early 1960s, Arab thinkers created an intellectual web that, 
in conjunction with concrete political engagements, allowed the inhabit-
ants of the region to see themselves in a new universal light not simply as 
Arab subjects but as universal citizens who are committed to a global 
struggle against injustice and, following that, true liberation. They soon 
asked Sartre to recognize this development by supporting the cause of 
Palestine, something which much to their distress he failed to do.

 Conclusion

So, what was Arab existentialism? Reflecting on this unique phenomenon 
one can say that it was an extended and hopeful experiment in intellec-
tual bricolage that registered the intellectual specificity of Arab 
 decolonization, thus showing how diverse, multi-layered and even con-
tradictory the process really was. Within the immense cultural effort of 
decolonization, Arab existentialism took a central place as a variation on 
the influential theme of self-liberation. Serving as a major tool for indi-
vidual and communal retrospection and self-fashioning, the ethos of 
Arab existentialism revolved around the key issues of authenticity, sover-
eignty and freedom. In that, Sartre’s work was constitutive of the effort to 
forge a new Arab self, or as they called it, “A New Arab Man;” authentic, 
free and sovereign.

Authenticity was indeed a main cultural concern. Quite urgently, there 
was a fragmented and inauthentic cultural self to heal and because the 
colonial Arab self also contained within it the European Other, the poten-
tial of existentialism was immediately recognized as a possible bridge 
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between these two badly coordinated lobes. The project of authenticity 
was and still is on the minds of Arab intellectuals. The arcane philosophi-
cal experiments were indeed so arcane that authenticity was submerged 
in the seemingly general culture of pan-Arabism.

Initially, it was believed that addressing the challenges of authenticity, 
sovereignty and freedom would suffice in order to rehabilitate Arab life. 
The hegemonic notion of commitment, or iltizam, was foundational to 
this effort. No other concept during this era proved as versatile and appli-
cable to a host of situations and political constellations as that of iltizam. 
Its tasks were significant. The Arab revolutionary scene of the 1960s was 
a young one. And if there were no men of the nineteenth century calling 
the shots, it was partially, because the politics of iltizam aggressively 
retired these men. The phasing out of the udabaʾ, against their own will, 
was the work of young intellectuals who invoked iltizam in order to 
expose the degree to which the udabaʾ heavily relied on colonial human-
ism, especially in its French version.

Iltizam was also implicated in the battle for and against radical 
individualism. To whom is the new Arab Man committed, to society or 
to itself? Because it was entangled in the question of freedom and 
sovereignty this became a major question of the day. With the rise of the 
authoritarian Arab state and its sacrificial politics, iltizam assumed the 
properties of sacrifice on behalf of the nation as means of regaining col-
lective sovereignty. Being an existential effort that seeks to alter Arab 
ontology, the state defined the notion of iltizam as commitment to the 
sacred politics of collective sacrifice and rebirth. In this way, iltizam 
became the subject of pan-Arabism. Emptied of its original meaning of 
intellectual commitment to freedom as such, it gradually slipped into the 
traitorous trap of self-referential commitment to commitment. In this 
new role, it was used to justify horrendous acts of political terror against 
a long list of real and imagined internal enemies. Though existentialism 
equipped the authoritarian nation-state with an effective tool for the sup-
pression of freedom, it also endowed the opponents of this state with a 
rich intellectual repertoire with which to resist this oppression. In this 
role, it was especially useful for marginal groups and individuals who 
declined the reduction of decolonization to state sovereignty and imag-
ined alternative venues toward freedom.
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Another notable aspect of Arab existentialism was its smooth interface 
with Third Worldism and the revolutionary culture of the 1960s. If until 
the 1950s the main Arab perspective on world order was that of “East 
versus West,” the 1960s vertically reconfigured this order as one in which 
the “South” fights the “North.” Via the prevalence of existentialism, an 
actual political link was made to Sartre and his ethics of global action. 
Here what mattered was not lofty philosophy, but on-the-ground politi-
cal action against racism, settler colonialism, neo-colonialism, imperial-
ism and so on. The ethics that followed from this action were 
all-encompassing as they pertained to state, society and the self. Most 
importantly, they pointed toward humanity at large and hence toward a 
new form of universality. Subscribing to the idea that Middle Eastern 
battles were merely one front in a global war, the Arab Left developed an 
expectation that the difficult heritage of colonialism would find its reso-
lution via its attachment to a universal framework. Unfortunately for 
them, that did not happen as on the eve of the 1967 war Sartre appeared 
to be siding with Israel instead of with the Arab revolutionary project that 
was predicated on his thought. In what follows, Arab regimes lost the war 
and the slow process of cultural reckoning that started in its wake pointed 
to a future that was free of the universal message of Arab existentialism.
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