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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis draws on multi-sited ethnographic interviews and observation in Jordan to argue for 

an infrastructure-based approach to literary production, circulation, and reception. I argue that by 

focusing on the material and social conditions that undergird the literary sphere we can begin to 

understand how individuals imagine possibilities for themselves within the field of literature and 

cultivate connections with broader communities. I address these questions by analyzing what I 

call literary infrastructure: a historically constituted set of interlinked actors, sites, pathways, 

practices, and technologies that enable and condition the movement of literary texts. I first 

examine the historical development of the infrastructure, focusing upon the lack of Jordanian 

state support for print literary culture as well as the linkages between Amman and other cultural 

hubs in the region. Secondly, I chart how individuals such as writers and booksellers create a 

literary infrastructure by traversing the cityscape of Amman, carrying out phatic labor, and 

identifying innovative uses of technology. Such practices are highly contingent and mediated by 

access to socioeconomic resources, positionality, and mobilities. Lastly, I analyze how the 

contingent nature of the infrastructure generates ontological instabilities wherein actors regularly 

engage in boundary-work to reify their definitions of legitimate literary practice and stake a place 

for themselves within the literary field. Building on this infrastructural approach, I examine a 

sense of placelessness articulated by my interlocutors for whom “Jordan” does not constitute a 

meaningful category to understand literary practice. I argue that regular breakdowns in the 

infrastructure and the lack of robust state support structure local possibilities for literary practice 
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and often forestall a sense of belonging. Engagements with broader transnational networks for 

literature in locales like Cairo and Beirut further shape perceptions, highlighting the lack of 

opportunities within the local milieu and the absence of a state-supported infrastructure. In sum, I 

argue that attachments to a place or community—Jordanian or otherwise—are not purely 

symbolic or discursive creations. Rather, the material conditions and social networks involved in 

production, circulation, and consumption—the infrastructure—are central to understanding how 

individuals make sense of literary practice, cultivate a sense of belonging, struggle against 

placelessness, and imagine themselves as part of a community.  
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INTRODUCTION: TOWARDS AN INFRASTRUCTURE OF LITERATURE 

‘No Jordanian Literature’ 

“There is no such thing as Jordanian literature,” he told me. I paused, momentarily 

speechless, as I had not been expecting this unequivocal response. It was 2016, and I was 

speaking with a master’s student in the Faculty of Arabic Language and Literature at the 

University of Jordan. At the time, I had been organizing a small workshop with a few colleagues 

who were interested in translating local literature into English. I reached out to authors, literature 

students, and avid readers I knew to solicit some recommendations on notable works by local 

authors. It was in this context that I first heard the claim of Jordanian literature’s non-existence.  

My interlocutor then elaborated upon his initial response. In his view, there were two 

main issues. The first, discussed further below, related to literary merit. Works by authors from 

Jordan, in his estimation, did not display the depth or quality necessary to be deemed “literature.” 

Secondly, there existed certain works of merit that were technically written by Jordanian 

nationals, but those authors could not rightly be called “Jordanians.” For instance, the critically 

acclaimed novelist and short story writer Ghalib Halasa could not be called a Jordanian author,1 

considering that he lived most of his life abroad as an exile.2 In many of his works, he wrote 

 
1 With regard to translation and transliteration, I follow the general guidelines of the International Journal 

of Middle Eastern Studies (IJMES) with a few adjustments. I utilize commonly accepted English spellings for 

certain place names such as the governorates of Jordan. Another notable exception is the names of writers who have 

published works in English. In such cases, I utilize the commonly accepted transliteration of the authors’ names. 

 
2 Ghalib Halasa (1932-1989) was born in the village of Mā’īn (Madaba governorate) in what was then the 

Emirate of Transjordan. He fled the country in 1955 for Egypt after being imprisoned due to his involvement in the 

Jordanian Communist Party. He would later be exiled from Egypt during the rule of Anwar Sadat due to his political 

leanings and protest activities. He subsequently lived in Iraq, Lebanon, Libya, Germany, and Syria. He passed away 

in Damascus, and his remains were subsequently repatriated and buried in Mā’īn. See Staif (1998) for further 

biographical details.  
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dialogue in Egyptian dialect.3 Thus, in the words of my interlocutor, he was “an Arab writer 

from Jordan.” Meanwhile, a writer like Ibrahim Nasrallah, who won the International Prize for 

Arabic Fiction in 2018, could not be called Jordanian.4 Though he was born in Amman and lived 

in Jordan for much of his life, he considers himself a Palestinian writer, and his novels are 

indelibly linked to the Palestinian cause.5 

My curiosity piqued by this initial conversation, I continued to inquire about “Jordanian 

literature.” I discussed the topic with a group of writers who met weekly to discuss literature at a 

cafe tucked into an alleyway off a major thoroughfare in Amman. I chatted with the booksellers 

whose kiosks, stacked to the brim with paperbacks, lined the streets of downtown Amman. These 

conversations, at times, revolved around certain writers or literary works; however, they almost 

always veered beyond the traditionally defined realm of literary analysis. What ensued were 

discussions about such topics as the negotiation of local and Arab identities, social media’s 

pervasiveness, and the lack of state support for literature and the arts. Though these discussions 

varied in subject and scope, the claim of literature’s marginality, or even absence, became a 

familiar refrain. It seemed that Jordan did not have a place in literature, nor did literature—or, at 

 
3 Despite varied literary experiments with colloquial dialects, the vast majority of published Arabic-

language literature utilizes Modern Standard Arabic (MSA). However, it is common practice for novelists and short 

story writers to rely, partially or entirely, upon colloquial dialects when writing dialogue between characters. 

  
4 The International Prize for Arabic Fiction (IPAF) is an international competition for Arabic-language 

novels and one of the most prestigious literary accomplishments in the Arab world. IPAF, which began in April 

2007, receives its funding from Abu Dhabi’s Department of Culture and Tourism. Despite pushback from IPAF, the 

prize is often called the “Arab Booker” in media and common parlance. See IPAF (2020) for further information.  

 
5 The poet and novelist Ibrahim Nasrallah was born in 1954 in Amman to parents who were expelled from 

Palestine in 1948. He was raised in the Al-Wahdat Refugee Camp in the capital. In his early life, he worked as a 

teacher in Saudi Arabia and subsequently worked as a journalist in Jordan. He won the 2018 International Prize for 

Arabic Fiction (IPAF) for his novel The Second War of the Dog. The IPAF website lists Nasrallah’s country of 

origin as “Palestine/Jordan.” See IPAF (2019) for further biographical information.   
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least, local literature—have a place in Jordan. Yet, two seeming paradoxes emerged from these 

conversations. 

First, these claims of literature’s non-existence seemed to conflict with other indicators of 

a functional, if not robust, literary sector in Jordan. For example, in 2019, the Qatar-based Katara 

Arabic Novel Prize received 573 entries from Jordan (Ammon News 2019). Two of the five 

winning novels that year were written by authors from Jordan: Laila al-Atrash and Majdī Daʿībis 

(ArabLit 2019). Aside from the Katara Prize, writers representing Jordan are regularly nominated 

for regional awards such as IPAF or the Al Multaqa Prize for the Arabic Short Story.6 The 

Department of the National Library, a subdivision of the Ministry of Culture, lists roughly 120 

active publishers based in Jordan (DNL n.d.). In theory, there are several possible explanations 

for this initial paradox. While the National Library’s statistics point to a plethora of publishers, 

the works released by these presses might not be considered “proper,” “real,” or “highbrow” 

culture as was the case with the literature student at the start of this chapter. These value 

judgments of literature or articulations of “taste” are grounded in a host of factors such as 

upbringing, educational level, and class (Bourdieu 1987). As for literary awards, I would learn 

during my field research that these regional prizes such as the Arab Booker do not necessarily 

hold the same currency among writers, publishers, and critics that they do for lay audiences.  

 The second paradox was more resilient, requiring greater effort to resolve. It related to 

the contexts and locales in which my conversations about literature took place. A bookseller 

would tell me that few people in Jordan were interested in reading as we stood only a few feet 

away from his kiosk, where patrons and passers-by dug through stacks of patinated paperbacks. 

 
6 The Al Multaqa Prize for the Arabic Short Story, sponsored by the American University in Kuwait, 

releases a longlist of nominated short story collections followed by a short list before announcing the winner of the 

20,000 USD prize (Qualey 2016).   
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A cadre of writers explained that Jordan lacked a literary scene as they sat around a table 

clutching the book that they would be discussing that evening like they did each week. The 

forms in which these conversations took place seemed to belie their contents. I could not grasp 

how these authors, readers, and booksellers could claim that literature did not have a place in 

Jordan. Through hawking books or organizing reading groups, they were creating a place for 

literature in Jordan. 

 It is these literary places—the pathways between them, the rhythms of activity and 

practices that take place within them, the individuals who populate them—that this thesis aims to 

understand. To be clear, my ultimate goal is not to locate or demarcate a Jordanian literary 

canon. Rather, my aim is to draw on a ground-level analysis of production, circulation, and 

consumption to understand literature in Jordan as a set of institutions, practices, discourses, and 

pathways. I argue that such an approach can inform our understanding of how individuals engage 

with literature, negotiate a sense of belonging, and imagine a place for themselves within the 

literary milieu, both at a local level and more broadly. 

 This thesis puts forth an infrastructure-based approach to examine literature and the ways 

in which individuals experience literary culture in relation to particular times and spaces—

whether local, national, or transnational. In my methodology, conceptual framework, and 

analysis, I ethnographically construct and analyze what I will call literary infrastructure in 

Jordan. In this context, infrastructure is broadly defined as “built networks that facilitate the flow 

of goods, people, or ideas and allow for their exchange over space” (Larkin 2013, 328). As will 

subsequently be discussed, particularly in Chapter Two, literary infrastructure connotes the 

interlinked actors, practices, pathways, technologies, and sites that enable and condition the 

movement of literary texts. By tracing the ways in which individuals such as authors, 
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booksellers, and readers inhabit and move between sites of production, circulation, and 

reception, I demonstrate how these actors, through their movements and practices, create the 

linkages that form an infrastructural system of literature.  

 Infrastructure, which will be further discussed below as an anthropological concept, 

provides a fresh lens for understanding how the seemingly mundane processes that facilitate the 

movement of texts from writer to reader are central for understanding broader phenomena such 

as feelings of emplacement and placelessness, definitions of artistic practice, or the cultivation of 

communal ties at multiple scales. Writing about infrastructural approaches to the Middle East, 

Amina Nolte and Ezgican Özdemir note: “The technological, operational and political processes 

that surround the work of infrastructure-making not only mediate how people relate to these 

technical and mundane systems, but also give us insights about their sense of belonging to the 

state or nation” (2018, 9). In the case of Jordan, I argue that breakdowns in the literary 

infrastructure and the contingent nature of infrastructure-making can also foreclose feelings of 

belonging to the nation-state and engender a sense of placelessness within the local literary 

landscape. 

In the first chapter of this thesis, I begin by drawing upon important junctures in the 

historical constitution of Jordan’s literary infrastructure to highlight the shifting relations 

between cultural production and the Jordanian state apparatus in addition to Amman’s position 

within a broader transnational network of literary production, circulation, and consumption. In 

Chapter Two, I trace the variegated practices and pathways through which actors construct 

literary infrastructure while focusing on how access, positionality, and mobility make for a 

highly contingent process of infrastructure-making. I then discuss how entanglements with other 

cultural hubs in the region and the perceived absence of state support concomitantly shape 
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perceptions of and attachments to the local literary sphere. In Chapter Three, I address how the 

provisional nature of the infrastructure fuels anxieties about “proper” literary practice, piracy, 

and one’s place within the literary sphere, necessitating processual gatekeeping and boundary-

making. I then explore how this regular process of demarcating boundaries and categorization 

raises questions of why “Jordan” is not a meaningful category or boundary through which actors 

apprehend literary practice. Through ethnographic analysis, I demonstrate that engagements with 

local and transnational infrastructures of literature can and do engender, shape, and foreclose 

actors’ abilities to find a place for themselves within the literary sphere and to imagine 

themselves as part of a literary community.  

In the case of Jordan, I specifically hone in on a sense of placelessness articulated by 

several of my interlocutors, a disconnect or feeling of estrangement from the local environs that 

should normatively be their home base. From their perspectives, the lack of state support and the 

“dysfunctional” nature of the local literary infrastructure forestall a feeling of emplacement. 

Authors, who typically pay printing costs, struggle to finance the publication of their works. 

Publishers describe how they lack the resources and capacity to carry out distribution. Therefore, 

certain authors distribute their work by hand to booksellers to garner a local readership. 

Bookshops, as a result, are often well-stocked with novels and short story collections imported 

from publishers abroad, but their local selections are largely lacking. Those with the necessary 

mobility and resources seek out opportunities for publication and distribution in nearby hubs like 

Cairo, Beirut, or Abu Dhabi and, thus, tap into transnational literary networks. These historically 

rooted and extant ties with cultural hubs in the region, moreover, inform expectations of how 

literature should work and what role the state should play in the process. For many, these 
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transnational engagements—whether physical or virtual—underscored the lack of possibilities 

within the local infrastructure and further fueled this emergent sense of placelessness.  

Building off these conclusions, I argue that identifications and attachments with a literary 

place or community—“Jordanian” or otherwise—are not purely symbolic or discursive. The 

material conditions and social networks involved in production, circulation, and consumption—

the literary infrastructure—are central to understanding how individuals locate opportunities to 

engage in literary practice, cultivate a sense of belonging or struggle with placelessness within 

the literary sphere, and imagine themselves as part of a community. 

Literature and the Nation 

In creating the Emirate of Transjordan in 1921 and the Hashemite State of Jordan in 

1946, King Abdullah and his grandson Hussein, aided by the British, built roads, put in 

telephone lines, expanded the educational system… [but] just as importantly, they also 

started constructing a national narrative for the new country. 

—Betty Anderson, “Writing the Nation: Textbooks of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan” 

 

In explaining the absence of literature in Jordan, several of my interlocutors relied on the 

lens of the nation-state. In their view, Jordan was an “invented” or “fabricated” nation and, thus, 

could not produce a notable literature. Such remarks evoked the scholarship of Benedict 

Anderson, who argues that the nation is “an imagined political community—and imagined as 

both inherently limited and sovereign” ([1983] 2006, 6). He contends that the historical 

development of print-capitalism, particularly the spread of novels and newspapers in vernacular 

languages, was a crucial step toward developing a sense of national community.7 These forms of 

print culture cultivated a sense of “simultaneity,” a cultural conceptualization that other members 

of the imagined community are living their lives in the same national space-time (B.R. Anderson 

 
7 Anderson interestingly remarks, though without much elaboration, that newspapers in their manipulation 

of time and space are essentially literary and fictive cultural products. ([1983] 2006, 32-33). 
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[1983] 2006, 24-26). As Partha Chatterjee notes, Anderson privileges the historical trajectory of 

the Global North, leaving post-colonial nationalisms to choose from “‘modular’ forms already 

made available to them by Europe and the Americas” (1993, 5).8 Nevertheless, Chatterjee—

much like Anderson—grants special importance to print culture in his conceptualization of post-

colonial nationalism. Specifically, he traces how an “institutional network of printing presses, 

publishing houses, newspapers, magazines, and literary societies… outside the purview of the 

[colonial] state” provided a space for the cultivation of a “modern” national culture (Chatterjee 

1993, 6-7). Thus, both formulations of nationalism stress the importance of print culture in 

general and literature in particular.  

The notion of an imagined national community as articulated by the likes of Anderson 

and Chatterjee has been a bedrock of much social scientific scholarship on Jordan over the past 

two decades. While historical and anthropological studies have addressed a wide array of cultural 

forms, few have turned their attention to print literary culture.9 Perhaps, the central reason for 

this trend is the tendency of anthropologists and historians to focus on the state’s curation and 

deployment of Bedouin cultural forms—such as dress (Layne 1994), folklore and song (F. Adely 

2012), or oral history and poetry (Shryock 1997)—to craft a normative Jordanian identity and 

 
8 For a detailed survey of scholars who have critiqued Anderson’s theory as well as a reformulated notion 

of the “modularity” of nationalism, see Goswami (2002).  

 
9 A notable exception is Betty Anderson’s (2005) history of the rise and fall of the Jordanian National 

Movement in the 1950s, which draws on Chatterjee’s conceptualization of nationalism as a theoretical framework. 

While she utilizes memoirs and newspapers as historical sources, she also highlights the importance of print 

media—book collections at cultural clubs (105), party newspapers (80), and literary periodicals (51)—in shaping 

social and political solidarities in Jordan. Still, Anderson largely focuses on the outcomes of these publications in 

raising political awareness among young Palestinian and Jordanians without providing much detail about their 

production. 
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national narrative.10 Particularly since the 1990s, such scholarship has sought to critically 

deconstruct the equation of the monarchy with the Jordanian nation-state by interrogating the 

Hashemite narrative as well as the reception of that narrative in the constellation of institutions 

through which it is disseminated (B.S. Anderson 2003, 197). For example, Betty Anderson 

(2001) and Fida Adely (2012) have both analyzed the relationship between nationalism and 

education in their respective research on state-produced textbooks and Jordanian girls’ schooling. 

Joseph Massad (2001), meanwhile, traces how British colonists and post-colonial leadership 

utilized legal and military institutions to fashion and foreground a distinctive Jordanian identity. 

In conversation with Chatterjee, Massad (2001) argues that women and Bedouin communities 

occupy the “spiritual realm,” the space wherein post-colonial movements create a national 

identity that is distinct and separate from the colonized, material world. Within the military, for 

instance, national identity emerges through Bedouin symbols and cultural forms such as dress, 

custom, and song.  

To be clear, this scholarly trend does not mean that Bedouin communities are the sole 

interlocutors in this body of research or that they maintain a homogeneous set of cultural 

practices. Fida Adely (2012) highlights how cultural forms, namely patriotic folk songs, can 

undermine the state legitimacy they were intended to convey to broader national publics.11 Linda 

Layne (1994), meanwhile, traces how the Jordanian-cum-tribal identity undergoes a constant 

process of construction and reconstruction at multiple scales—from the interpersonal to the local 

to the national—in dialogue with an array of competing definitions. Moreover, Bedouin cultural 

 
10 Notable exceptions to this trend in the social sciences include research at the nexus of neoliberalism, 

labor, NGOs, and urban development—particularly in the capital city Amman—as well as research on social 

movements and Islamism. 

11 See Chapter Three on the reception of young girls from al-Khatwa Secondary School to the patriotic 

performances of Jordanian folk songs. 



10 

 

forms are also broadcast to transnational audiences in addition to national publics, as Sally 

Howell (2003) demonstrates in her work on mansaf, tourism, and the performance of identity.12 

These ethnographic works attest to the institutional and geographic fluidity of the nation-state 

and its production in far-flung and variegated sites outside the traditionally defined bounds of the 

state apparatus (Trouillot 2001). In this vein, Andrew Shryock critiques Joseph Massad’s focus 

on the law and military as sites of nation-building and argues for sustained anthropological 

attention towards “mass media, popular culture, education, civil society, political movements … 

[that] often have more peculiar, and less obvious, effects on the social construction of nation-

states” (2006, 479). As previewed in this section, there have already been crucial interventions in 

this regard.13 Scholars of Jordan like Betty Anderson (2005) have also produced nuanced 

historical and literary critical treatments of cultural and literary figures such Muṣṭafa Wahbi al-

Tal, the oft-considered national poet of Jordan more commonly known as ʿArar.”14 Nevertheless, 

print literary culture remains unstudied. 

In reviewing the scholarship on Jordan, we can discern a complex matrix wherein varied 

institutions and cultural forms work to symbolically and discursively produce a Jordanian 

national community at various scales. How then can we reconcile this phenomenon with the 

“invented nation” argument that opens this chapter? Such claims seemingly invert the 

 
12 Mansaf is a dish in Arab cuisine consisting of lamb that is cooked in a sauce made from dried yogurt and 

served a bed of rice (or bulgur). It is commonly considered the national dish of Jordan.  
   
13 Though not an exhaustive list, notable scholarly contributions include Fida Adely’s (2012) monograph 

on education, Laila Prager’s (2014) ethnographic study of Bedouin soap operas, and Pénélope Larzillière’s (2016) 

research on social movements and political activism. 

14 Muṣṭafa Wahbī al-Tal (1899-1949) was born in the city of Irbid in 1899. He then traveled to Damascus in 

1912 for his studies but was soon exiled to Beirut by the officials of the Ottoman empire due to his oppositional 

political stances. He served as the governor of several provinces across Jordan and as an official in several 

government ministries and courts. His poetry and political activity articulate a staunch anti-colonial nationalism. See 

Alhawamdeh and Almazaidah (2018) for further biographical information. 



11 

 

Andersonian paradigm of nationalism. The Jordanian nation-state does not engender a sense of 

simultaneity; in its artifice, it fails to come across as a natural form for organizing social, 

cultural, and political life. It stands to reason that the country would then lack the necessary 

conditions—e.g. the social networks, print-capitalism—to cultivate a sense of national 

community. Such claims orient us towards a new line of questioning. Rather than look to the 

symbolic and discursive production of the nation-state, let us turn our attention instead to the 

social and material conditions that generate or foreclose this sense of simultaneity and national 

belonging. Manu Goswami (2004) makes a similar proposal in her historical work on India, 

arguing that nationalism cannot simply be relegated to the realm of discourse and subjectivity; it 

must also account for the particular material, social, and cultural processes that engender 

intelligible formations of the nation-state to emerge. To do so, we must look for the deeply 

intertwined “socioeconomic structures, state practices, cultural forms, and collective agency on 

multiple spatiotemporal scales… [in addition to] the experienced contradictions and lived 

practices of individuals and social groups” that allow or foreclose the possibility of imagining the 

nation-state as a bounded entity (Goswami 2004, 5-6).   

 In the epigraph above, Betty Anderson (2001, 8) emphasizes the Hashemite monarchy’s 

construction of a national narrative to interpellate a national public and legitime their position at 

the helm of the state.15 Rather than focus on the discursive and symbolic dimensions of Jordan’s 

“imagined community” and print literature’s role—or lack thereof—in its production, I argue 

that we might instead look at the material conditions and social arrangements that make this 

imagination possible. How might we think of print literary culture in relation to Betty 

 
15 The historical and geopolitical conditions that necessitated such a rigorous process of self-legitimization 

are further discussed in Chapter One.  
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Anderson’s initial mention of roads and telephone lines or, in other words, infrastructure? In this 

thesis, I aim to reorient the study of literature from the abstract, discursive realm of the nation-

state and instead choose as my starting point the everyday networks and dynamics of literary 

practice. In doing so, I approach literature as a product of everyday movements, social 

operations, and technological improvisations that enable the production, circulation, and 

consumption of texts. Moreover, I posit that the most fruitful lens to examine the creation, use, 

and experience of these spatiotemporal processes is infrastructure, the focus of the next section. 

Infrastructures and Literature 

 In this thesis, I put forth a new conceptual framework to approach literature and the ways 

in which individuals experience literary culture in relation to particular times and spaces at 

multiple scales, from the local to the transnational. I draw upon a range of different disciplines, 

methodologies, and regional foci to understand how material and social networks shape 

engagements with and perceptions of literature in Jordan. The first, as discussed in the previous 

section, is a series of historical and anthropological inquiries into the symbols, narratives, and 

struggles that underlie the production of the Jordanian nation-state. The second relates to 

scholarship within the often overlapping subdisciplines of literary anthropology, literary history, 

and sociology of literature in addition to anthropological scholarship on expressive culture in the 

Arab world more broadly.16 However, this thesis is most firmly anchored within a growing body 

 
16 In the context of this thesis, “literary anthropology” denotes analysis whose object of analysis is the 

social and cultural dynamics of producing, publishing, distributing, reading, and/or discussing literary or cultural 

texts. The phrase “literary anthropology” can also denote scholarship that utilizes literary texts as a source to 

understand historical, social, or cultural phenomena. The term can also refer to the use of literary registers and styles 

in writing ethnography, often in a self-reflexive manner. See Wiles (2018) for a discussion and review of the three 

main branches of literary anthropology. 
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of ethnographic scholarship and anthropological theory related to infrastructure as a material, 

conceptual, and symbolic object of study.17 

A central contention of this thesis is that an infrastructural approach allows for a nuanced 

understanding of the social and material linkages that indelibly tie together production, 

circulation, and consumption. Literary critics, historians, and anthropologists have already made 

much progress in tracing the linkages that facilitate the movement of cultural texts such as films 

in Nigeria (Larkin 2008) or television melodramas in Egypt (Abu-Lughod 2005). A notable 

example is Elliot Colla’s (2009) article on the canonization of Muhammad Husayn Haykal’s 

Zaynab as the first Arabic novel, wherein he traces the text’s creation, its distribution as a book, 

its adaptation into two separate films, and its reception among literary critical and academic 

circles in Egypt. Despite these exceptions, social scientific approaches to literature and 

expressive culture more broadly tend to segment production, circulation, and reception into 

separate spheres of analysis (Childress 2017).   

This tendency toward segmentation can be seen in the scholarship of Pierre Bourdieu 

(1993) on literature and the literary field. The main drawback of dividing production, 

distribution, and reception into separate areas of analysis, as Clayton Childress skillfully argues, 

 
17 Several developments have already transpired at the intersection of literature and infrastructure within the 

fields of post-colonial studies and literary theory. In conversation with anthropological theory, Rubenstein et al. 

(2015) call for an “infrastructuralist” approach to literary criticism that grapples with the fictional representations of 

the function and dysfunction of infrastructure in everyday life. Boehmer and Davies (2018), meanwhile, argue that 

literature—particularly when written in a post-colonial context—allow for new possibilities when it comes to 

conceptualizing, navigating, and inhabiting the infrastructures of the urban cityscape. Through analysis of three 

post-colonial works, the authors contend that literary texts can and do interrogate a city’s infrastructure, particularly 

the structural violence enacted by those built networks. This interrogation, in turn, allows for alternative modes of 

understanding and engaging with the built environment. Though the authors posit that literature is both “a mode of 

conceptualizing the world and…a cultural material practice,” their focus lies squarely on the former (Boehmer and 

Davies 2018, 397). While they acknowledge the ability of literature to enact changes in cultural, social, and material 

practices, their scholarship is largely unconcerned with the production of literature as a material practice in itself. 

Thus, it is important to emphasize that while these scholars are attuned to the significances of infrastructure within 

literature, they do not conceptualize the literature as infrastructure as this thesis will do. 
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is that it obscures the ways in which these arenas are interconnected though not seamlessly 

integrated: “Novels travel through hands and across place and time, and in and out of different 

fields occupied by people with different orientations, experiences, needs, constraints, 

expectations, and preferences (2017, 4). Bourdieu’s methodological approach thus elides these 

moments of transition, or “translation,” that occur in the interstitial spaces between the processes 

of production, distribution, and reception (Childress 2017, 11).  

Nevertheless, Bourdieu’s (1993) notion of “the field of cultural production” has rightly 

been a salient theoretical approach that scholars of literature and expressive culture more broadly 

have utilized to understand the sociocultural practices, economic patterns, and power dynamics 

of art-making (Jacquemond 2008; Winegar 2006). While I primarily engage with infrastructure 

studies in this thesis, the literary field certainly provides valuable analytical concepts: the literary 

field as a constellation of historically constituted positions; literature as a field of possibilities 

wherein members compete for dominance utilizing social, cultural, economic, and symbolic 

forms of capital; and the consideration of authors’ positions and practices in relation to one 

another. While Bourdieusian field theory remains a fruitful analytic, an infrastructural approach 

provides a means to reunite production, circulation, and consumption into a single framework.  

 The concept of literary infrastructure that I construct through this thesis bears 

resemblance to other frameworks articulated in scholarly analyses of literature and expressive 

culture. For example, Howard Becker develops the notion of “art worlds” to approach the 

production, circulation, and reception of art objects: “All artistic work, like all human activity, 

involves the joint activity of a number, often a large number, of people….The forms of 

cooperation may be ephemeral, but often become more or less routine, producing patterns of 

collective activity we can call an art world” (1982, 1). Terry Eagleton (1976), meanwhile, 
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analyzes “the literary mode of production,” the varied actors, technologies, objects, and social 

forms that underpin the production, distribution, and consumption of literary texts. In her 

anthropology of Irish literature, Helena Wulff (2017) describes the “rhythms of writings,” the 

trajectories and tempos of writers’ private lives as they interrelate with the public venues of 

literary culture. These scholars have made significant and theoretically robust frameworks for 

approaching literature and the arts, begging the question: why focus on infrastructure? 

 Throughout this thesis, I note how an infrastructural framework provides an array of 

operative concepts for understanding how individuals engage with and negotiate their 

relationships with literature in Jordan. First, engagements with literary infrastructure are both 

highly localized and enmeshed with broader transnational networks of cultural production within 

the region (Graham and Marvin 2002). In Chapter One, I focus upon how the transnational 

linkages that facilitated the flow of people, ideologies, and literary texts between Amman and 

hubs such as Beirut, Cairo, and Baghdad are crucial for understanding the historical constitution 

of literary infrastructure in Jordan. Chapter Two, meanwhile, emphasizes how both localized 

communities of practice and broad transnational networks—though constantly being 

reconstituted—are crucial components for understanding the literary sphere in Jordan. This 

intersection between the particularities of local practices and the broader forces of transnational 

cultural production concomitantly shape how diverse actors negotiate their relationship to 

infrastructure, literature, and the nation-state. 

 Scholars of infrastructure often note how these built networks in everyday parlance are 

typically associated with physical structures such as roads, pipes, and wires—things that allow 

other things to move (Larkin 2008; Simone 2004; Star 2002). These material substrates facilitate 

movement, allow for the provision of services, and generally undergird the activities of everyday 
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life. These infrastructures, however, are not bounded and distinct entities but rather intertwined 

with or “embedded” in other structures, technological networks, and social organizations (Star 

1999). This facet of built networks provides an important basis for subsequent discussions of 

literary infrastructure in Jordan, namely its embeddedness in roadways, pre-existing social 

networks, and technological systems like social media.  

While infrastructure has opened the door for scholars to analyze material assemblages 

and the agency of objects, others have underscored the centrality of human actors, social 

practices, and collaborative relations in the construction and function of infrastructures. The 

social construction of infrastructure becomes particularly important in vulnerable and 

marginalized communities, areas grappling with legacies of colonial and/or state violence, as 

well as regions bearing the brunt of global capital’s uneven distribution. As Nolte and Özdemir 

emphasize: “In the so-called Global South including the MENA region, it is increasingly 

observed that infrastructural arrangements cannot be assumed as fully functional, or even fully 

presented or established” (2018, 10). As an illustrative example, AbdouMaliq Simone (2004) 

frames his scholarship around the notion of “people as infrastructure,” the contingent 

improvisations, collaborative practices, and provisional solidarities across multiple identities 

through which marginalized residents of Johannesburg open new spaces for economic and 

cultural exchange.18 In this thesis, I specifically rely on the work of Julia Elyachar (2010, 2014) 

and her concept of “phatic labor.” Drawing upon ethnographic research in Cairo, she argues that 

economically disenfranchised women engage in phatic labor, everyday communicative practices 

like chatting or gossip that have no particular aim in mind. Through everyday language, they 

 
18 Also see Fredericks (2018), who analyzes participatory infrastructures—informal youth labor networks 

for recycling and trash disposal—in Senegal in the wake of structural adjustment as well as corresponding shifts in 

the reproduction of social relations, moral and communicative practices, and experiences of embodied precarity. 
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establish communicative networks or social infrastructures upon which other infrastructures can 

be built (Elyachar 2010, 453-457). I foreground these social, communicative networks as an 

essential component of Jordan’s literary infrastructure in Chapter Two. Moreover, I address how 

such infrastructures, often improvised and contingent, raise important questions about visibility, 

durability, and the role of the state. 

Literary infrastructure and built networks more broadly are complex entities—multi-

layered palimpsests, complicated configurations of human actors and objects, a collection of 

systems embedded within other systems. They are not fixed, stable entities. Built networks can 

fluctuate, require maintenance, suffer from neglect, break down, and face demolishment. Grids 

and channels are constantly being established, maintained, and reconstituted through their use, 

seeing as “infrastructure both shapes and is shaped by the convention of practice” (Star 1999, 

381). As such, infrastructures are often marked by their volatility, fragility, or vulnerability 

(Larkin 2004; Mitchell 2014). I am particularly interested in how dysfunctional infrastructures or 

the absence of infrastructure raise questions of who should be responsible for provision and 

maintenance. The networks created by literary actors in Jordan are highly individualized and 

contingent; therefore, it is often difficult to engage in practices and make connections that 

congeal into a durable infrastructure, and this contingency raises questions of why the state does 

not provide an infrastructure for literature and the arts. I expand on this facet in the third chapter 

by focusing on infrastructure’s susceptibility to corruption as well as the varied practices and 

discourses through which actors demarcate proper from improper use and establish boundaries to 

preserve the built network.  

 Lastly, I utilize infrastructure as a central framework due to its mundanity. Susan Leigh 

Star remarks that “many aspects of infrastructure are singularly unexciting” (1999, 377). 
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However, I argue that it is the seemingly trivial aspects of literature—the everyday people, sites, 

practices, movements, and technologies—that play an active role in enabling and foreclosing 

relationships with literature, attachments to place, and communal ties. In many cases, essential 

components of literary infrastructure are not traditionally considered to fall in the realm of 

literary practice: navigating the city, communicating through social media, or brief conversations 

near street corners and cafes. How might local journeys along roadways in downtown Amman 

from printing press to printing press or international traversals between Amman, Beirut, Abu 

Dhabi, and Cairo form an individual’s perception of publication or circulation? How do everyday 

sights like a government cultural project in disrepair or the available selection at one’s go-to 

bookshop shape feelings of literary community? I contend that by turning our attention to literary 

infrastructure in all of its minutiae, we can arrive at a better understanding of the literary 

structure and work toward a humanistic approach that accounts for individual and collective 

experiences of that built network (Seberger and Bowker 2020). 

 From its onset, the field of infrastructure studies has largely drawn inspiration from 

science and technology studies, namely scholarship on technological and knowledge systems 

(Jensen and Morita 2017). Over the past two decades, the field has witnessed a remarkable 

expansion with scholars deploying and developing the framework of infrastructure to an array of 

topics from discards and waste management (Fredericks 2008; Stamatopoulou-Robbins 2019) to 

media and piracy (Larkin 2004, 2008) to unexploded ordinances in post-conflict zones (Kim 

2016). Social scientific treatments of infrastructure are therefore highly diverse in their 

methodologies, epistemologies, and theoretical elaborations. This thesis engages with literary 

infrastructure utilizing approaches that are varied though not, in my estimation, incompatible. In 

the first chapter, I analyze the historicity of Jordan’s infrastructure with a particular focus on its 
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transnational constitution, the role of the state, and complex spatiotemporal formation. In the 

second chapter, I turn to the social-material production and reproduction of infrastructure in 

contemporary Jordan, focusing on the role of human actors and social practices as conditioned 

by positionality, mobility, and resources. Lastly, I hone in on the vulnerabilities of the 

infrastructure and ways in which its contingencies shape emergent conventions and discourses of 

practice. Across the chapters, I aim to maintain a humanist approach that considers how these 

engagements with infrastructure condition one’s ability to adapt to and imagine new forms of 

literary practice, community, and a sense of belonging. My analysis addresses two central 

questions: 1) How do individuals such as readers, writers, and booksellers create and navigate 

the sociomaterial pathways that comprise Jordan’s literary infrastructure? and 2) What can the 

spatial and temporal dimensions of these processes tell us about how individuals negotiate their 

relationship to literature, infrastructure, and the nation-state? 

Methods and Methodology 

Methodology: Actors, Texts, and Infrastructures 

A central methodological question posed by this research is how one can see 

infrastructure. A recurring theme of infrastructure scholarship is the notion that built networks by 

their very nature become visible only upon breakdown (Star 1999, Robbins 2007). Other 

scholars, such as anthropologist Brian Larkin, have instead argued against this ontological 

invisibility and instead posited that infrastructures regularly perform symbolic work by serving 

as everyday testaments to technological modernity (Larkin 2013, 336). In his study of colonial 

and post-colonial Nigeria, he argues that infrastructures such as bridges and radio systems abided 

by a “representational logic” in that they came to project the technological supremacy of colonial 

rulers and, subsequently, the political triumphs of post-independence leadership (Larkin 2008, 7-
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8). While Larkin’s critique is sound and generative, I would contend that an ethnographic 

approach to infrastructure nevertheless requires a degree of what Susan Leigh Star calls 

“surfacing invisible work” or “backstage work” (1999, 385-386).  

In the case of Jordan’s literary infrastructure, the backstage work is the labor carried out 

by various individuals to link the sites of literary production, circulation, and consumption. This 

thesis aims to trace the social and material linkages that emerge through this work and, with that 

in mind, is methodologically grounded in multi-sited ethnography: “a mobile ethnography [that] 

takes unexpected trajectories in tracing a cultural formation across and within multiple sites of 

activity…it also ethnographically constructs aspects of the system itself through the associations 

and connections it suggests among sites” (Marcus 1995, 96). Through interviews and 

observations, I sought to “ethnographically construct” and make visible the pathways, sites, and 

practices that comprise the literary infrastructure.  

Before discussing the methods of this research, it is important to note the limitations of 

this methodological approach. First, this thesis does not deeply engage with text-based, literary 

critical approaches and largely sidelines such concepts as plot, character, poetic devices, and 

language. To put it plainly: If this is a study of literature, why doesn’t it talk more about books? I 

do not consider this thesis an anthropological analysis of literary texts nor is it strictly an 

ethnography of authors, though it does contain elements of each. In its focus on infrastructure, it 

privileges the practices of individuals, the sites of literature, and the movements of texts across 

space and time. Yet, I do not completely eschew literary critical approaches. Instead, this thesis 

treats the text as unbounded and focuses on how certain thematic, narrative, or formalistic 

aspects of a text might carry out sociocultural functions that facilitate or hinder its movement. 

For example, in Chapter Two, I analyze the launch of a novel entitled My Name is Yousef by 
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author Ayman Al Otoom. The novel is a fictionalized narrative based upon the Quranic story of 

the prophet Joseph, specifically his imprisonment as a result of the false accusations of the 

Egyptian pharaoh’s wife Zuleika. I discuss how the use of Quranic Arabic and the religious 

overtones of the novel shape the possibilities for circulation and reception of the work. The 

representational space of the text thus interlinks with the spatial and temporal constitution of 

Jordan’s literary infrastructure in its mobilization of certain reading publics and facilitation of the 

author’s passage into particular cultural spaces. 

A second limitation relates to the notion of genre and the tendency of my observations 

and interviews to focus upon producers, publishers, and consumers of prose, specifically novels 

and short stories. This trend derives from my interest in the movement of print literary texts. 

While one can easily find printed poetry collections in Jordan, the production, circulation, and 

consumption of poetry consist of distinct sites, practices, pathways, and technologies. A 

treatment of poetry thus requires a separate methodology and set of analytical concepts—e.g. 

orality and performativity—both of which are outside the scope of this thesis. While I 

interviewed authors who also write poetry, publishers who printed poetry collections, and readers 

who read verse, my questions and analysis largely privilege genres of the short story and the 

novel.   

A third limitation of this methodology is that it thins the ethnographic description and 

analysis of both the sites of literary production as well as the actors who operate within them. 

Unlike traditional single-site ethnographic studies, I did not carry out any long-term observations 

at a particular site or institution for literary production, circulation, or reception. I also did not 

carry out multiple interviews with most of my interlocutors, though this decision also stemmed 

from time constraints. My ethnographic research focused upon the backstories of my 
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interlocutors—their biographical trajectories, their professional and educational status, their 

socioeconomic and geographical position—as well as their everyday engagements with 

institutions like publishing houses and bookstores. However, the primary aim of my research is 

to understand the contexts in which literary individuals, practices, and sites both constitute and 

navigate the infrastructure of production, circulation, and consumption. Thus, this thesis is more 

concerned with how interlocutors draw upon their previous experiences, learn from past 

mistakes, narrate their backstories, and activate longitudinal relationships to create or circulate 

literary work in the here and now.  

The use of multi-sited ethnography to trace the contours of the literary infrastructure 

certainly results in limitations, as discussed above. However, the methodological underpinnings 

of this research also articulate an argument about how we understand literature in the social 

sciences. The focus upon literary infrastructure reflects my contention that questions of content 

or form cannot fully capture the complex calculus by which individuals and communities 

cultivate relationships with literature across varied spaces and times. Rather, I argue, we should 

look at the intersecting pathways that actors and texts shape and navigate or, in other words, the 

infrastructure in which they are emplaced. This thesis, therefore, constitutes an ethnography of 

infrastructure, namely the built networks of production, circulation, and reception of literature in 

Jordan.  

Methods and Data 

This thesis is based upon ethnographic fieldwork conducted in Jordan for roughly two 

and a half months between June and August 2019. I also draw upon observations made during 

my time living and working in Amman, Jordan from 2015 until 2018 during which I regularly 



23 

 

attended literary and cultural events. I collected the ethnographic data through three methods: 

semi-structured interviews, observation, and participant-observation.  

I conducted 33 interviews during the summer of 2019 on the topic of literary production, 

circulation, and reception. All but two of the interviews were conducted in Arabic and almost all 

were recorded. While the majority of my interviews were with writers, my interlocutors also 

included publishers, booksellers, a former Minister of Culture, literary critics (both academic and 

journalistic), and book club organizers. It should also be noted that there exists a large degree of 

porosity between the categories of interlocutors above. A publisher might also fulfill the function 

of a bookseller. Publishers and booksellers often had written and published literary work. At 

certain establishments, booksellers might also serve as a cultural official or book club organizer. 

The combinations are too numerous to list here, but rather will be explained on a case-by-case 

basis as I introduce interlocutors throughout this thesis. My interlocutors consisted of 17 men 

and 16 women and widely varied in age. As it is nearly impossible to earn a living wage in 

Jordan from literary production alone, all of the writers with whom I spoke were working or had 

worked until retirement in such fields as education, journalism, engineering, and humanitarian 

aid, among others.  

I sought interviews with individuals I had met at literary events and also conducted 

preliminary site visits wherein I met bookstore and publishing house owners. I also contacted 

writers, publishers, and book club organizers through promotional social media pages, while also 

arranging interviews through mutual acquaintances. While I sought out diversity with regard to 

such factors as age, gender, and area of residence, my primary aim was to capture a broad swathe 

of sites and pathways traversed by individuals through the processes of production, circulation, 

and consumption. I spoke with press owners about the operation of privately-owned publishing 



24 

 

houses and discussed government-funded publication and distribution initiatives with a former 

Minister of Culture. I met with writers who published their works domestically in Jordan, authors 

who had published abroad, and individuals who had experienced both. Several of my 

interlocutors had explored social media, crowdfunding, and e-book publishing in order to 

promote their literary work, while others relied upon more traditional methods such as word-of-

mouth and in-person events.  

 The questions and formats of my interviews varied in keeping with the diversity of my 

interlocutors. However, there was one avenue of inquiry that remained largely consistent across 

all my conversations. I asked my interlocutors to explain to me, step-by-step, how a work of 

literature goes from the writer’s desk to the reader’s hands. Each interlocutor had blind spots 

based upon their position within this system and acknowledged their inability to speak to certain 

segments of the process. However, even in these cases, I encouraged my interlocutors to explain 

how they understood or perceived those different parts of the process—whether the physical 

printing of the book or the organizing of a book launch—to take place. These ethnographic 

interviews, in turn, became “mobile” (Marcus 1995) as I followed the narratives of my 

interlocutors from writing workshops to publishing houses to book launches to reading clubs. I 

asked each individual about the different literary organizations or sites that they had previously 

interacted with such as book clubs, the Ministry of Culture, the Jordanian Writers Association 

(JWA), and privately funded cultural organizations such as the Abdul Hameed Shoman 

Foundation. I also inquired about more quotidian engagements with literary sites such as the 

bookstores where my interlocutors shopped or the places they might go to discuss a book. In 

doing so, I sought to discern the “invisible work” (Star 1999) that these individuals carried out to 

establish the sociomaterial linkages of the literary infrastructure. 
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In addition to ethnographic interviews, I also attended 15 different literature-focused 

events in the capital city of Amman. I sought out these events to observe the particular times and 

places wherein the pathways of different individuals involved in literature—such as writers, 

readers, publishers, and literary critics—intersected. I listened to semi-heated discussions about 

topics ranging from the politics of historical representation in fiction to whether readers should 

consider an author’s life story when interpreting a text.19 With regard to selection, I aimed to 

capture a cross-section of the varied event formats and venues within the city. I observed lifetime 

achievement ceremonies for authors, book launches, reading groups, literature symposiums, and 

book bazaars, among other events. While at these events, I took notes on the format and content 

with a particular focus on the framing of the events, introductory remarks, and engagements 

between different participants such as the Q&A section of a book launch or conversations 

between customers at a book sale. In addition to these observations, I also participated in a three-

week writing workshop on historical fiction at the invitation of one of my interlocutors. 

Additionally, I regularly attended an informally organized club attended mostly by writers and 

literary critics who meet weekly at a coffee shop to discuss literature, writing, and other daily 

aspects of their lives.20 At these meetings, I listened to the group’s conversations about the 

progress of their respective writing endeavors and reactions to books they were reading. 

However, these conversations were not limited to literature and often veered off into subjects 

such as the educational system in Jordan, Islamic philosophy, or daily frustrations with the 

construction of new bus lines in Amman. When in attendance, I contributed to these 

 
19 This topic is discussed further in the third chapter. 

 
20 I had previously attended this club while living in Amman in 2017 and discussed the topic of literature in 

Jordan with the attendees at that time. Upon returning to Amman in the summer of 2019, I informed the club that I 

was carrying out research for a thesis about the topic of literature in Jordan and was interested in discussing the topic 

with them in more depth. I additionally conducted a one-on-one ethnographic interview with one of the attendees. 
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conversations by discussing works I had recently read and speaking about my experiences at 

literary events that I had attended in the city. My interventions in the conversation helped 

maintain a rapport that I had cultivated with this group of writers and readers for several years. 

Secondly, my contributions also served to establish my familiarity and interest in the topic of 

literature in Jordan. Lastly, as this club was previously familiar with the nature of my research, I 

felt more comfortably explicitly engaging them in conversation about the questions with which I 

had been grappling. On one occasion, for example, one of the writers in attendance, Qasim, 

mentioned that the publication of his newest short story collection had stalled at the book design 

stage. I began to ask him as well as the others in attendance about book design as I was interested 

in how this step fits into the larger process of production. Who typically supervised the design 

process? How much say did the author have in the design? Through conversations such as these, 

I sought to learn from the diversity of my interlocutors’ experiences so as to ethnographically 

trace the sites and linkages of the literary infrastructure.  

Research Site 

The focus upon the infrastructure of literary production, circulation, and reception also 

informs my focus on Amman as the primary geographic site of my ethnographic research. The 

capital city is the central hub of publishers, distributors, bookstores, and cultural organizations in 

the country. This is not to say that all of my interlocutors were originally from or even resided in 

Amman. I spoke with individuals who resided in the governorates of Ajloun, Madaba, Jerash, 

Al-Zarqaʾ, and Irbid. While I inquired about literary events and organizations in the cities or 

towns where they resided, most informed me that their public engagements with literature—

attending a book launch, purchasing books, or going to a book club—largely took place in the 

capital. In my focus upon Amman, I do not wish to convey the capital is the sole location for 
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literary culture. Rather, my geographical focus is informed by the fact that the main sites of 

production, circulation, and distribution fall within the capital’s bounds.21 Amman serves as a 

locus where the pathways of various individuals intersected; therefore, the contours of the 

country’s literary infrastructure materialized and came into view in the capital. Nearly all of my 

interviews and observations took place in the capital. The main exceptions were an interview 

with the owner of a bookstore, the largest outside Amman, in the city of Madaba as well as an 

interview with a writer based in Irbid who organizes a series of events in the city. 

 The centrality of Amman in this thesis certainly raises certain political and ethical 

questions. First, the choice of Amman as the central research site runs the risk of reinforcing the 

metropole as the dominant site for cultural and knowledge production at the expense of the 

periphery. This methodological focus also may unwittingly reproduce the image of Amman as a 

modern, cosmopolitan metropolis in comparison to the common portrayals of Jordan’s 

governorates as traditional or outmoded. While the focus on Amman throughout this thesis is 

grounded in methodological reasoning, the lack of ethnographic data gathered in other cities and 

governorates certainly casts a shadow on my analysis and will inform future approaches to field 

research. As for the descriptions and analysis that follow in this thesis, I attempt to draw out as 

much as possible the connections between Amman as a central node of the country’s literary 

infrastructure and other regions of Jordan. 

Anonymity 

A central issue that arose during my fieldwork related to anonymity. I had initially 

planned to anonymize all of my interlocutors except for those speaking in an official or public 

 
21 According to statistics released in 2018 by the Department of the National Library, a subdivision of the 

Ministry of Culture, 95 percent of all books in Jordan released during the year were published in Amman. Irbid in 

northern Jordan was the only other city with a significant publishing sector at roughly 4 percent (“Publishers,” n.d.). 
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role, e.g. a government minister. This decision was grounded in a desire to ensure the comfort 

and safety of my interlocutors throughout the interview. The interview questions did not broach 

particularly sensitive topics but did touch upon subjects that might generate some hesitation or 

discomfort on the part of interviewees such as censorship, economic status, and perceptions of 

the Jordanian government. Moreover, my interview questions often prompted my interlocutors to 

relay anecdotes or express critical perceptions of other writers, publishers, or organizations in 

their field. Thus, my decision was also spurred by a desire to ensure frank conversations even 

when an interlocutor was speaking about peers or organizations with which they regularly 

collaborated. 

In the latter stages of my fieldwork, I began to notice several interrelated issues related to 

anonymity, particularly with regards to authors. One particular interview provides insight into 

these issues. In explaining my fieldwork to a potential interlocutor, he expressed some frustration 

that I would not identify him by name in my writing. I explained my reasoning for anonymizing 

my interviewees. He responded by saying that he had previously been interviewed for academic 

studies, all of them literary criticism, and that it was his right to be identified by name. I clarified 

my ethnographic approach to my research but, nevertheless, he considered his inclusion in this 

study of literature to be both a testament to his knowledge of the field and an accomplishment. 

Thus, he should be duly cited. The questions and critiques he raised were certainly pertinent and 

significant, particularly in light of this project’s origins. How might my use of anonymization 

reproduce the marginality of authors in Jordan? Interestingly, several authors I had interviewed 

prior to this point provided me with a verbal or written list of their publications and 

accomplishments. These curricula vitae often included mentions of the various pieces of literary 

criticism, theses, and dissertations that had analyzed their literary work. Moreover, even though 
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textual analysis is not a major component of my methodology, the anonymization of my 

interlocutors forecloses the possibility of bringing their work into the realm of analysis, at least 

in direct relation to their interview responses. Lastly, my grappling with both the ethical and 

methodological implications of anonymity also spoke to the nebulous definition of “public” and 

“official” in categorizing which of my interlocutors would be identified by name and which 

would not. Based on their responses, several of the authors that I spoke with seemed to consider 

themselves as speaking in a public capacity in their role as an intellectual or cultural official. My 

presumption that these roles were unofficial or informal is certainly grounded in my particular 

sociocultural background and personal biases. How might my presumed notions of what 

constitutes “public capacity” differ from those of my interlocutors? 

I do not believe these questions can be neatly resolved, and I do not consider it sound or 

tenable to retroactively provide my interlocutors with the option of being identified by name. 

That being said, two interlocutors explicitly asked to be identified by name and were speaking in 

a role that they considered public. Therefore, I will respect their wishes when they appear in this 

thesis. Both had expressed a desire to not be anonymized after reading a full project description 

and asking any questions they wished about the design, implementation, and future use of the 

research. My grappling with the issue of anonymity, particularly in relation to ethnographic 

research on cultural producers, will certainly inform my approach to ethnographic practice in 

subsequent fieldwork. 

Positionality  

There are numerous aspects of my positionality that shaped my access to different spaces, 

my interlocutors’ willingness to participate in the research, and the nature of my interactions 

over the course of my fieldwork. The vast majority of the time, I considered myself as having a 
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privileged position for arranging for interviews, accessing particular spaces, and interacting with 

interlocutors as a male, American of Jordanian descent. While it is difficult to fully trace how 

these facets shaped my fieldwork, I can say that I had a degree of physical mobility both inside 

and outside of Amman afforded to me as a man. As a native English speaker and American 

citizen, I did not struggle to access particular spaces that might be exclusionary for others, e.g. a 

literary ceremony that was held in a luxury hotel chain. However, my privileged position came 

most clearly into view through my affiliation with a university in the United States that had a 

high degree of name recognition in Jordan.22 My connection to this university, for example, 

seemed to be one reason why the former Minister of Culture was willing to set aside time to 

speak with me. Several interlocutors inquired about potential connections I might have to 

academic institutions through which they might publish their writing or have their work 

translated. To avoid any possibility that my assistance would be construed as a quid pro quo, I 

clearly informed them that I had no connections to translation or publishing organizations but 

that I could point them toward some informational resources online. Interlocutors occasionally 

expressed a hesitation to speak with me or to speak with me about certain topics due to potential 

ties I might have with the United States government. However, I clarified that I did not have any 

government connections and such hesitations were rare.  

Chapter Synopses 

This thesis consists of three chapters. The first relates to the historical conditions from 

which contemporary literary infrastructure in Jordan emerged. The second draws heavily upon 

ethnographic evidence to trace the contemporary contours of this infrastructure. The final chapter 

 
22 Both the current monarch, King Abdullah I, and the Crown Prince Hussein both hold degrees from 

Georgetown University, while the king’s daughter Princess Iman is currently completing her studies at the same 

institution.  
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highlights how this infrastructure shapes the boundaries around and the relationships between 

individuals, literary practices, and texts.  

The first chapter begins by laying down some crucial groundwork for understanding the 

creation and navigation of literary infrastructure in Jordan. It focuses on the development of 

several of the institutions and infrastructure that underpin the literary sphere throughout the 

country’s history, going back to the establishment of the Emirate of Transjordan as a British 

mandate in 1921. Specifically, it focuses on how literary culture has historically intersected with 

institutions such as the press, education, and political activism, both on a local and transnational 

level, as well as urban development and the state apparatus. However, the development of 

Jordan’s literary infrastructure is not simply a linear timeline wherein various components 

accumulate until the present day. The chapter, therefore, focuses upon the temporal complexity 

exhibited by these historical iterations of the literary sphere in Jordan. Certain intersections, such 

as literature and the state, are relevant for understanding the current literary landscape. However, 

other linkages, such as the history of literary activity among political activists, exist more as a 

vestige. The chapter will conclude with an examination of how certain forms might even 

“anticipate,” per Eagleton’s (1976) formulation, future literary modes of production.   

The second chapter draws upon ethnographic data and anthropological scholarship to put 

forth the framework of literary infrastructure. Specifically, this chapter argues that various 

actors—authors, booksellers, publishers, and readers—inhabit and move between sites for 

production, circulation, and reception of literature. The linkages between these sites emerge 

through sociomaterial practices such as walking in downtown Amman or cultivating long-term 

social relationships. The intersecting pathways of these actors, moreover, are thoroughly 

embedded within other material, social, and technological networks. However, this infrastructure 
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is not a purely material network that exists separately from those individuals who navigate it. 

Rather, it is indelibly intertwined with the spatially and temporally contingent practices of actors 

such as writers and booksellers. They simultaneously create and navigate the infrastructure.  

The focus upon infrastructure as a set of spatiotemporal practices provides a lens to 

understand how an individual’s ability to create and navigate these sociomaterial pathways are 

conditioned by their positionality, mobility, and access. The potential for use and movement—as 

is the case with most infrastructural networks—depends upon factors such as geographic 

proximity, gender, citizenship, religiosity, class, and political affiliation. Furthermore, the 

questions of mobility and access are not limited to Jordan as a bounded geographic entity. One’s 

engagement with literary infrastructure at a local level is often informed by entanglements with 

other literary infrastructures in the Middle East more broadly. An individual’s relationship with 

literature and infrastructure, in turn, involves grappling with local and transnational movement, 

positionality and mobility, as well as the sociomaterial practices of everyday life. It is through 

this complex calculus that individuals with a vested interest in the production, circulation, and 

consumption of literature seek out a place of their own.   

The third chapter builds upon the framework elaborated in the previous chapter to 

explore some of the consequences of Jordan’s contingent and fragmented literary infrastructure. 

It draws upon Brian Larkin’s (2008, 2013) notion of corruption to analyze anxieties and practices 

related to the “proper” use of literary infrastructure. The practice-based nature of the 

infrastructure, the lack of institutionalization, and the rarity of financial remuneration for writers, 

among other factors, all accentuate the lack of definitional stability around notions such as 

authorship, piracy, and interpretation. As a result, diverse actors such as novelists and 

booksellers often engage in various forms of “boundary-work” (Klein 1996, Ganti 2012), 
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practices and discourses that demarcate legitimate use of the literary infrastructure. The chapter 

focuses upon several examples of boundary-work with a focus upon how various actors 

manipulate flexible notions such as sociality and materiality to both position themselves as 

proper users of the infrastructure and to exclude what they perceive as the corruption of the built 

network. 

In the conclusion, I draw upon all three chapters to examine a sense of placelessness 

articulated by several of my interlocutors and move to contextualize this affect within the 

particular infrastructural conditions of literary production, circulation, and consumption in 

Jordan. I also note several of the limitations of this research and future directions for 

anthropology research at the nexus of literature and infrastructure. I conclude by recounting a 

brief vignette that points to the potential for literary infrastructure in Jordan both to cement into a 

durable structure and to extend beyond the traditional node of Amman.  
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CHAPTER ONE: THE HISTORIES OF LITERARY INFRASTRUCTURE 

Histories of the Literary Mode of Production 

In July 2019, I sat down with Jeris al-Samāwī, a poet who had briefly served as the 

Minister of Culture, for a lengthy discussion about his experience in the ministry and his 

thoughts on the state of literature in Jordan.23 Al-Samāwī spoke to me about the City of Culture, 

a ministry initiative that devotes funding and focus to cultural activities in one Jordanian city 

every year on a rotating basis. The conversation then veered toward another project entitled 

“Maktabat al-Usra” (The Family Library), wherein the Ministry of Culture prints a variety of 

books from novels to plays to historical tomes to be sold during public events at the affordable 

price of 35 piasters, or roughly 0.50 USD. He then moved to the cutting-edge printing 

technologies available in the country, the possibilities for “literary tourism,” the translation of 

works by famous literary figures from Jordan into foreign languages, and the popularity of large-

scale cultural events such as the annual Jerash Festival in northern Jordan. In light of all these 

initiatives, I asked al-Samāwī how can we make sense of the common claim that there is little 

interest in reading and literature in Jordan. “It is an issue,” he responded, because “we [the state 

of Jordan] came about less than 100 years ago.” He continued: 

Illiteracy had been at a high percentage. In modern years, after establishing the state in 

1921, the education system flourished, and illiteracy in Jordan became much lower, 

unlike Egypt for example. But there is a cultural illiteracy. You find that people write and 

read, but there is a cultural ignorance. Why? The main reason is that people lost interest 

in literature, in poetry, in the word itself because politicians in the Arab world, since the 

1930s, did not give their word honestly. So, there was a split between what a word means 

and what it does. Words, books, newspapers are not representing the truth. There is a lack 

of trust between the reader and the writer. 

 
23 The short duration of al-Samāwī’s tenure, roughly three months, comes in the context of protests 

occurring across Jordan in 2011. Jordanian Prime Minister Marouf Bakhit, under whom al-Samāwī served, resigned 

in October 2011. King Abdullah II then appointed as his successor Awn Khasawneh, who formed a new cabinet of 

ministers. 
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We might divide al-Samāwī’s response into three component arguments. First, his immediate 

reply relates to Jordan’s recent existence, a common theme that emerged across my 

conversations with interlocutors. Jordan always seemed to be late: to the community of nations, 

to the development of a press, to the world of higher education, and to the literary scene. In other 

words, Jordan’s marginal location in Arab culture, its spatial placement on the peripheries, could 

be explained temporally through its perpetual lack of punctuality. Al-Samāwī then moved to his 

argument about the state, literacy, and education, which together generate possibilities for 

individuals to engage with literary texts. However, the former minister notes that literacy and 

educational institutions are not sufficient to generate a knowledgeable, literary community in 

Jordan. In his final argument, he touches upon the use and misuse of print technologies by 

individuals and institutions in power that in turn molded the politics of reading and writing. He 

posits that the lack of political trust extended to a lack of trust in the printed text. 

 In this chapter, I aim to trace a rough historical outline of literary culture in Jordan while 

also interrogating a few normative approaches to this history as encapsulated by al-Samāwī’s 

response. This historical survey will focus upon several spheres crucial for understanding the 

development of print literary culture in Jordan: the creation of state institutions and 

infrastructure; the development of Amman as the capital city; literacy and the education system; 

the development of the press; and the imbrication of political contestation and literary culture. As 

it is difficult and relatively counterproductive to treat these themes in isolation, my analysis is 

largely chronological. My historical chronicle is not intended to provide a full history of Jordan 

or even the history of cultural production. Rather, it zeroes in on the development of various 
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institutions and political arrangements, practices and discourses, as well as pathways and 

networks that are central for understanding literary infrastructure in present-day Jordan. 

 This chapter is loosely organized around four historical periods. I begin with the 

establishment of the Emirate of Transjordan (1922-1948), honing in on the transformation of 

Amman into a capital city, early state-building initiatives, and the cultivation of a national 

narrative by the first Hashemite monarch Abdullah I. The historical narrative then moves to the 

mushrooming of political parties, press activity, and educational institutions that marked mid-

century Jordan (1948-1967). I then shift to the Jordanian state’s authoritarian turn, which began 

in the late 1950s but became clearly discernible in the aftermath of the Six Day War of 1967 and 

continued well into the 1980s. In this section, I emphasize the simultaneous emergence of state-

supported cultural institutions, the relocation of leftist writers and intellectuals from Jordan to 

other locales in the Arab world, and the impact of government policies on the domestic literary 

sphere. Lastly, I take a brief look at the major transformations that have marked Jordan since 

1989, namely rapid urban and cultural development in Amman as well as political liberalization 

efforts. In this last section, I also gesture to several political, demographic, and technological 

trends that are currently reshaping the country’s literary landscape and, in my estimation, will 

continue to mold trends in literary production, circulation, and consumption for years to come.  

 My literary historical analysis of salient institutions, practices, and networks in 20th 

century Jordan underscores several themes. A primary aim of this chapter is to complicate the 

narrative of Jordan’s “late arrival.” Universities, presses, and literary periodicals certainly 

emerged in neighboring countries such as Palestine, Lebanon, and Syria well before Jordan. 

However, this late arrival paradigm elides the historical mobilities and collaborations between 

individuals residing in Jordan and other educational, literary, and political milieus within the 
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region. For example, the first institution of higher education in the country, the University of 

Jordan, was founded in 1962, nearly a full century after missionaries founded the Syrian 

Protestant College—now the American University of Beirut (AUB)—in Lebanon. Yet, AUB was 

a common destination for Jordanians to pursue higher education, particularly in the early years of 

the emirate, so they could obtain posts in state institutions or government schools. In short, while 

the number of universities, newspapers, and publishers in Amman paled in comparison to those 

of Beirut, Cairo, Damascus, and Baghdad, the institutions in these regional hubs played a 

constitutive role in the emergence and shaping of literary production in Jordan. Secondly, I raise 

questions about the sharp distinction made by al-Samāwī between a rigid, technical definition of 

literacy—tied to formal educational institutions and Arabic-language instruction—and a 

nebulously defined “cultural literacy.” In tracing the shifting relations between varied 

institutions, my analysis highlights the historical connectedness of education, the press, and 

political activism to literature. Third, I look at instances of cultural planning by the Jordanian 

state, specifically in promoting and inhibiting the production, circulation, and consumption of 

literature. Lastly, this chapter devotes attention to the complex relationship between literature 

and politics. While al-Samāwī posits that frustration with political leadership dampened the 

interest of Jordanians and Arabs more broadly in reading and literary culture, such a claim 

obfuscates the fact that literary production and circulation were often central venues through 

which residents of Jordan have communicated with one another, organized protests, and staged 

actions in response to those political frustrations. 

 In Criticism and Ideology, Marxist theorist Terry Eagleton identifies what he calls “the 

literary mode of production” (LMP), which is constituted by “structures of production 

distribution, exchange and consumption.” (1976, 45). This literary mode encompasses 
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relationships between diverse actors, materials, technologies, the literary product itself, and the 

processes of printing and publishing as social forms. These components of production and the 

relationships between them shape and are shaped by the concomitant forms of distribution, 

exchange, and reception of literature (ibid. 45-46). Various literary modes of production coexist 

at any given historical juncture depending upon the material and social context. LMPs may 

become marginal with the emergence of a more dominant mode, e.g. the overshadowing of oral 

literary modes by written ones or the dominance of capitalist LMPs over those predicated on 

relationships of patronage. However, the development of literary modes of production is not 

simply a linear historical progression in which one system succeeds and erases its predecessor. 

Historical forms of literary production remain even when eclipsed by more dominant modes, 

while certain modes might remain marginal as they are “anticipating” future forms of literary 

production (ibid. 46.). Therefore, “a particular LMP, then, may combine elements or structures 

of other past, contemporary or ‘future’ modes” (ibid. 46-47). 

 Eagleton’s argument highlights the temporal and social complexity of the literary mode 

of production and, thus, serves as the theoretical basis for this chapter. The current literary 

infrastructure in Jordan is historically constituted; however, its development cannot be neatly 

mapped onto a timeline starting from the establishment of Transjordan in the early 20th century. 

Rather, to borrow from Eagleton, “it is a complex unity in itself” (1976, 47). Spatially, the 

literary infrastructure and those who constitute it have been thoroughly tied to literary production 

elsewhere in the region, necessitating consideration of local, national, and transnational scales. 

Temporally, the varied practices, technologies, and sites for literary production have persisted 

into contemporary times as historical vestiges, mutated over time into new forms, or anticipated 

future forms of literary production. This chapter, therefore, surveys the last century of Jordanian 
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history to hone in on the historical constitution and shifting relations between various 

institutions, practices, actors, and literary texts that shaped Jordan’s contemporary literary 

infrastructure as well as its spatial and temporal dynamics.  

 Table 1. A Timeline of Key Events in Jordanian History  

1922 The Council of the League of Nations recognizes the Emirate of Transjordan 

as a British mandate. 

1946 The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan is recognized as an independent nation by 

the United Nations with the end of the British mandate. 

1947-1950 An estimated 700,000 Palestinians are expelled or flee their homes during the 

Nakba. Between 230,000 and 350,000 Palestinians flee to the West Bank while 

70,000-100,000 flee to Jordan. 

 

Jordan assumes control over the West Bank and East Jerusalem in the 

aftermath of the 1948 Arab-Israeli War. 

1951-1952 King Abdullah I is assassinated in Jerusalem. His grandson Hussein becomes 

king after the heir apparent, Talal, is declared mentally unfit to lead the 

country.  

1957 British troops carry out a complete withdrawal from Jordanian territory.  

1967 Jordan suffers major military and economic losses in the Six Day War of 1967 

with Israel, including losing control of the West Bank and East Jerusalem. An 

estimated 220,000 to 250,000 Palestinians flee to Jordan.  

1970 The Jordanian regime, alarmed by the growing autonomy of Palestinian 

guerrillas in the country, launches military offenses to expel the groups in what 

is often termed “Black September.”  

1989 Uprisings begin in southern Jordan and spread across several governorates in 

response to lifted subsidies and spikes in living costs. Protestors call for the 

end of corruption, the lifting of martial law (in place since 1957), electoral 

reform, and the lifting of restrictions on expression and the press. King 

Hussein responds by dismissing the government, organizing the first 

parliamentary elections since 1967, and setting into motion a series of political 

liberalization efforts. 

1991 An estimated 300,000 Jordanians, the vast majority of Palestinian origin, 

return to Jordan due to the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. 

1994 Jordan signs a peace treaty with the state of Israel.  

1999 King Abdullah II succeeds his father King Hussein. 

2011-2012 Large-scale protests erupt in Amman and across Jordan demanding economic 

and political reform in the country. 
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The ‘Late’ Establishment of Amman and Jordan (1920-1948) 

When Emir Abdullah I and British colonial officers chose Amman as the capital of the 

fledgling Emirate of Transjordan, it was a rather unusual decision. The nearby city of Al-Salt 

seems to have been the more intuitive option. It had been a district capital during the years of 

Ottoman control, so bureaucratic offices and residences had already been built. Al-Salt was also 

the most populous settlement in Transjordan at that time (Wilson 1987, 56; Rogan 1996, 58). 

When Transjordan was established as a British mandate in the wake of World War I, the 

estimated population of the region was no more than 230,000 (Wilson 1987, 3). Amman 

accounted for a small fraction of that population with 3,000 to 5,000 estimated residents (Hacker 

1960, 59). The inhabitants of the new capital, moreover, were primarily migrants and refugees: 

Circassians who had fled the Caucasus region, merchants from varied locales in the Levant, and 

political dissidents who sought refuge in Transjordan from nearby cities such as Damascus. 

Amman completely lacked essential infrastructure and services; it did not boast a bank, a 

hospital, a hotel, a formal school, a mosque, telephone lines, an electricity grid, or running water 

(Rogan 1996, 61). As Eugene Rogan has argued, the centrality of Amman can be understood in 

the context of Emir Abdullah’s push in conjunction with his British colonial backers to maintain 

and project power over Transjordan: 

The notion of centrality is one of reach rather than of absolute geography, of the state’s 

ability to radiate its rule of law from the decision-making centre to the limits of its 

territorial frontiers. With a railway link connecting Amman to all of the population 

centres the length of Transjordan, as well as to Damascus and the Hijaz and, via the Dar’a 

spur, to Palestine, and with an air base to permit surveillance of those areas beyond reach 

of roads and rails, as well as air links with Iraq and Palestine, Amman had clear 

advantages. (1996, 60) 

 

The choice of Amman, thus, was a matter of prioritizing certain infrastructures over others. 

While it lacked amenities, the city’s position at the center of a transportation, communication, 
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and military infrastructure—in the form of the nearby airfield to the north—provided the grounds 

for Abdullah I to consolidate his rule over the newly established emirate. 

 Emir Abdullah’s move to consolidate his authority over Transjordan also comes in the 

context of his tenuous position at the helm of a new state. While the contours of the polity had 

previously existed as an administrative unit before the establishment of the British Mandate, 

Transjordan as a bounded territory held little significance other than as a waystation on 

pilgrimages to Mecca. As Kamal Salibi notes: “To Arab travelers coming from Arabia, the 

territory of present-day Jordan was masharif al-Sham—literally, ‘the approaches of Syria.’ To 

those travelling back to the peninsula, it was masharif al-Hijaz— ‘the approaches of the Hijaz’” 

(1993, 6). For the settled and nomadic residents of Transjordan, family units, lineage lines, and 

kinship loyalties were far more salient touchstones for organizing political, social, and economic 

life (Wilson 1987). As several scholars have emphasized (Layne 1994; Shryock 1997; Massad 

2001; B.S. Anderson 2005), Abdullah I and subsequent Hashemite monarchs were tasked with 

creating a nation-state, both materially and symbolically, where none previously existed. This 

task was particularly challenging as the Hashemite family did not originally hail from within the 

borders of modern-day Jordan but rather trace their roots back to the Hijaz region. 

In the first decade of the emirate, the British-backed monarchy cultivated support by 

laying infrastructures, providing services previously absent from the region, and skillfully 

deploying salient symbols with resonance among Transjordan’s residents at the time (Rogan 

1996; B.S Anderson 2001, 2005). Despite dwindling funding from British colonial authorities 

(Wilson 1987), the state apparatus constructed roads, established postal and telegraph offices, 

and increased investment in education, including the inauguration of the first government 

secondary school in Al-Salt. It would remain the only public secondary school in the entire 
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emirate until the early 1930s, and many of its graduates would go on to fill positions within the 

new government bureaucracy (Salameh 1998). Moreover, young men were able to obtain bursary 

scholarships to pursue higher education at regional institutions such as AUB on the condition 

they return to work as a government bureaucrat or school instructor upon graduating (B.S. 

Anderson 2016, 248).  

 In his study of the Jordanian novel, Fahd A. A. Salameh writes: “With the creation of the 

East Jordan Emirate, Prince ‘Abdallah strove to give the country, besides its political entity, 

social, economic and cultural infrastructures. Nevertheless, the creation of such infrastructures 

required much more time than the creation of the political entity” (1998, 22).24 However, such a 

description plays into the “late arrival” narrative and obscures the social, educational, and 

cultural networks that allowed for the flow of people, information, and printed materials between 

urban centers such as Amman or Al-Salt and Beirut, Cairo, Damascus, and Baghdad. Moreover, 

it elides the presence of an existing cultural infrastructure that pre-dated the establishment of 

Transjordan itself.  

  When the Emirate of Transjordan was established in 1922, the dominant literary mode of 

production was largely oral and corresponded to the long-standing poetic tradition in the region. 

This oral literary mode was not limited to nomadic or newly settled Bedouin communities but 

also urban residents in the new capital Amman. The figure that perhaps most clearly embodies 

the predominance of this literary mode is the poet and political leader Muṣṭafa Wahbi al-Tal, or 

‘Arar. Part of the burgeoning class of educated urbanites, ‘Arar worked as an Arabic instructor in 

 
24 Later in his literary study, he adds: “Other factors that delayed literary production in Jordan during the 

early years of the twentieth century were the widespread illiteracy and the scarcity of schools, together with the 

absence of institutions of higher education and research centres. Under such difficult circumstances, the Jordanian 

writer had to produce his or her work, taking into consideration the limited readership, and the scarcity of printing 

and publishing centres. With all these handicaps in operation, together with the instability of the region under the 

British mandate (1920-1948), it is difficult to expect a literary renaissance” (Salameh 1998, 25).  

 



43 

 

Al-Karak, a governor in southern Jordan, and as a judge in Al-Salt. However, the poet could 

often be found—particularly later in his life—in the capital Amman, where he developed a 

rapport and rivalry with Abdullah I:  

The story of Arar is largely the story of the personal relationship between himself and 

Prince (later King) Abdullah. Both men were poets, probably the leading Jordanian poets 

of their day. Within their time and culture, poetry held an importance…frequently 

memorized and recited, poetry fulfilled the function of history text, newspaper and 

political speech. It was, in short, the major vehicle for formulating cultural identity in 

response to historical events. As leading Jordanian poets of their time, Prince Abdullah 

and Arar could have been considered responsible for formulating alternative visions of 

their country’s identity and future.25 (Taylor 1988, 44; cited in Anderson 2005, 48). 

 

In the historical relationship between Abdullah I and ‘Arar as well as their contemporaries, we 

can see the prominence of a literary mode of production during the decades of the emirate—an 

infrastructure that was thoroughly intertwined with prevailing sociopolitical networks and the 

urban fabric of the new capital. Writing about his childhood in Amman in the 1940s, Abdel 

Rahman Munif notes: “If Mustafa Wahbi al-Tal, who was known as ‘Arar, was absent or could 

not be heard…then there was the Ikhwaniyat poetry, which was jointly written by several 

different poets, who exchanged verses or harmonized them until a poem was completed… 

Amman was full of poetry during that period (Munif 1996, 259).  

The case of ‘Arar and the culture of poetry in which he was a fixture shed light on how 

political frustrations fueled literary output rather than stemming it. His verses serve as artifacts of 

the political targets of his era: the relocation of local power to Amman under Abdullah I, British 

imperialism, and Zionism (B.S. Anderson 2005, 45-48; Alhawamdeh and Almazaidah 2018). As 

‘Arar’s verses fueled an alternative political imaginary for Transjordan’s future, Emir Abdullah 

 
25 As Betty Anderson notes, it is important to clarify that though ‘Arar voiced an alternative political vision 

to that of Abdullah I and put forth a conception of a Transjordanian identity, his poetry was far more concerned with 

the cultural ties to local landscapes, family lineages, tribal relationship, and linguistic registers rather than a unified 

and bounded nation-state (2005, 47-48).  
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was also deploying literary culture to bolster his own vision. Betty Anderson highlights the role 

of the Emir’s Association and the offshoots of this cultural forum in crafting a nationalist 

narrative during the decades following the emirate’s establishment.26 These spaces served as 

venues to hear lectures or to discuss the sciences and literature, and “clearly, the Hashemite state 

hoped to use this association and its affiliates for disseminating a Hashemite Transjordanian 

cultural ethos” (B.S. Anderson 2005, 55). 

 With the expansion of Transjordan’s formal education system in the 1930s and 1940s, we 

can also see the workings of transnational networks for the flow of people, ideas, and literature. 

This infrastructure becomes far more visible through the migration of men from Amman’s new 

urbanite class to universities in Damascus, Beirut, and Cairo (Munif 1996, 108; B.S. Anderson 

2005, 63-68). Upon completing their education abroad, these young men would return to 

bureaucratic posts, many of them in schools, and begin to circulate political ideologies and 

cultural forms from elsewhere in the region. In his memoirs, Munif recalls how his instructors at 

the Islamic College in Amman incorporated literary works from Taha Hussein and Tawfiq al-

Hakim into the curriculum after returning from institutions of higher education abroad (1996, 

227). He also notes that these mobile urbanites were tasked with shuttling books and literary 

periodicals from abroad: “Even those who returned with sheep and horses also carried back 

many books without knowing their contents” (Munif 1996, 258). Schools, thus, served as major 

nodes in a transnational network through which Amman’s young bureaucrats, political ideologies 

and literary texts moved in the decades preceding Jordan’s independence.   

 Oral poetic form, though it was the dominant literary mode of production during the 

emirate, was not mutually exclusive with print literary production, circulation, and reception, as 

 
26 The Arab Catholic Youth League was founded in 1922 in Madaba, the Okaz Club in Ajloun in 1929, and 

the Jordan Club in 1941 (B.S. Anderson 2005, 55).  
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Munif’s account demonstrates. Local authors would publish poems and stories in two influential 

Cairo-based publications, Al-Risāla and Al-Thaqāfa, founded in 1933 and 1939 respectively 

(Munif 1996, 260; Hafez 2017, 24). By the 1940s, literary periodicals arrived regularly in 

Amman from Cairo and Beirut along with newspapers, and consumption of these texts was not 

necessarily limited to the literate: “The day on which the newspapers and magazines arrived had 

a special flavor. In addition to being purchased by the educated and the politicians, they were 

bought by a number of merchants and prominent personalities! Some of these were illiterate, so 

they had to be read to them usually by their sons or other educated persons” (Munif 1996, 109). 

Alongside magazines, local and regional newspapers served as vehicles for the circulation and 

consumption of literary texts in the early decades of the emirate. Al-Haq Ya’lu (The Right 

Prevails) is one of the first documented newspapers in the area. A handwritten broadside, the 

newspaper was published in Ma’an—a southern Jordanian city that served as Abdullah I’s base 

of operations prior to Amman—and subsequently circulated in Syria, Lebanon, and Palestine 

(Khamis 2018, 94). The newspaper often included verses of poetry by the Emir alongside 

religious verses and regional news (Khamis 2018, 94). However, the paper only ran for five 

issues—four published in 1920 from Ma’an and one in 1921 from the new capital Amman—as it 

relied on support from individuals who aimed to express public support for the British-backed 

Arab revolt against Ottoman forces (Ayalon 1995, 101; Khamis 2018, 94). Al-Haq Ya’lu was 

soon followed by Al-Sharq al-‘Arabi (The Arab East), which would later transform into an 

official government gazette (Ayalon 1995, 102). By 1927, the emirate would witness the 

establishment of its first private paper Al-Urdun (The Jordan), which was initially founded four 

years earlier in Haifa and subsequently transferred to Amman by its owner Khalil Nasr (Ayalon 

1995, 102). In addition to the government gazette and Al-Urdun, an array of newspapers and 
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cultural periodicals emerged during the 1930s and 1940s though only for short-lived stints 

considering the small readership in Amman—estimated to be roughly 1,500 people—and 

concomitant lack of revenue (Ayalon 1995, 102; B.S. Anderson 2005, 127). It would be during 

the 1950s that the newly independent Jordan would witness a mushrooming of its population, an 

expansion of the school system, and a burgeoning sphere of opposition politics, all of which 

contributed to a more vibrant literary sphere and more durable infrastructure for the production, 

circulation, and consumption of texts.  

 Despite challenges for cultural production, we cannot discount the early decades of the 

emirate as a negligible period in the historical constitution of Jordan’s contemporary literary 

infrastructure. The years following the establishment of Transjordan as a British mandate saw the 

early developments of an educated urban class of men who would go on to constitute the base of 

a public readership. The establishment of schools was part and parcel of the Hashemite political 

project, which also established Amman as the central node for newly established state 

institutions and infrastructures. In these early decades, we can also clearly see how literature and 

periodicals circulated through transnational networks that allowed for the movement of 

bureaucrats seeking education and political ideologies. This flow of print literature co-existed 

and co-mingled with the pre-existing oral poetic mode of production. Several literary scholars 

trace the earliest works of novelistic prose by a Jordanian author to Muhammad Subhi Abu 

Ghanimah, a contemporary of ‘Arar. Considering the scarcity of printing presses in Transjordan 

at the time, he published Aghānī al-Layl (Songs of the Night), an intertwined collection of realist 

stories, in Damascus in 1922 (Salameh 1998). The lack of institutional support and the 

dominance of poetic form, however, meant that such print literary works would garner little 

critical attention and readership for several decades.  
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Education, the Press, and Political Contestation (1948-1967) 

Amman has historically been and continues to be a space populated by migrants and 

refugees from across the Middle East and beyond. The city’s first modern inhabitants were 

Circassian refugees, soon followed by merchants and political dissidents from elsewhere in the 

Levant. From 1947 to 1948, an estimated 700,000 Palestinians were expelled by the Zionist 

militias of the nascent state of Israel or fled during the Nakba, with an estimated 70,000 crossing 

east into what would henceforth be known as the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan (Brand 1995). 

Two decades later, more than 250,000 Palestinian refugees would flee to Jordan in the wake of 

the Six Day War of 1967 (Brand 1995). In the final decades of the 20th century and continuing 

into the 21st, Jordan would witness the arrival of refugees and migrants from Iraq, Sudan, 

Somalia, Yemen, and Syria.  

Built in a valley among seven hills, the mushrooming population in the capital during the 

mid-20th century was accompanied by a gradual expansion of residences and infrastructure, 

branching out from the city center towards the hilltops of Amman. However, the downtown area 

would remain—as it is today—a locus of cafes, printers, publishers, and public protest. In 

downtown Amman, the first bookshops would open, and the area would be the go-to locale to 

find periodicals and newspapers, many of them with attached literary supplements, which still 

circulated modestly at that time with an estimated daily readership of 7,500 (Ayalon 1995, 103). 

The influx of Palestinians into the West Bank, which the Hashemite monarchy took control over 

after the 1948 War, also meant a drastic reshaping of the press landscape. In the middle of the 

20th century, the press in Jordan was dominated by three main dailies: Falastin and Al-Difa’a, 

which both moved to Jerusalem from Jaffa, and Al-Jihad, founded in Jerusalem in 1953 (Khamis 

2018, 95).  
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As in the era of the emirate, it is crucial to note the role of transnational networks in 

shaping the social, political, and ideological climate in Jordan at the time. The forcible expulsion 

of Palestinians, who had benefited from a more robust press and formal education system, into 

Jordan played a major role in shaping the country’s educational system, press circulation, and 

popular political consciousness. Yet, various ideological and cultural currents were moving in 

and out of Jordan from multiple directions. Party-affiliated newspapers began to emerge from the 

Jerusalem-based Tahrir Party, the Syrian Ba’ath Party, and the Community Party, though their 

operations in Jordan were short-lived due to government censorship (B.S. Anderson 2005, 127; 

Khamis 2018, 95). Arab nationalist periodicals from Egypt regularly circulated in Amman, 

though their consumption was clandestine due to the regular anti-Hashemite sentiments 

expressed in their pages (Khamis 2018, 96). 

These publications, despite their brief or precarious existences in Jordan, speak to a 

flourishing of the educational, literary, and political spheres of the country. Amman served as an 

organizational center for periodicals and parties whose ideologies had growing resonance in 

Jordan and the region as a whole—Arab nationalism, communism, and Ba’athism. In the capital, 

urban residents of Jordanian and Palestinian origins rallied around these ideologies and engaged 

in strikes, demonstrations, and protests in opposition to Zionism and imperialism. The 

multiplication of cultural forums and educational institutions discussed in the previous section 

became central venues for such political activity: “the schools, social and literary clubs, the 

media, the political parties, the streets of the cities, as well as the hall of government came to be 

creative arenas for nationalist growth and the dissemination of new ideas” (B.S. Anderson 2005, 

14).  
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By 1956, the leftist political parties in Jordan had gained so much traction that King 

Hussein, crowned monarch four years earlier, allowed them to form a governing coalition, the 

Jordanian Nationalist Movement, in 1956 under the leadership of socialist Sulayman al-Nabulsi. 

Despite vibrant party politics, leftist governance in Jordan did not last long. Within a year, the 

monarchy would dissolve the government amidst moves by al-Nablusi’s government toward 

Arab unification and the opening of relations with the Soviet Union, both moves contradicting 

the king’s stances. Rumblings of an alleged coup against King Hussein by a Free Officer 

movement in the military proved to be a turning point. The Hashemite monarch dismissed al-

Nablusi and his government, imposed martial law, and ramped up censorship of newspapers and 

periodicals. Political parties were banned and their headquarters were shuttered as members of 

the Jordanian National Movement were either arrested or fled the country to Damascus and 

Cairo. The fleeting heyday of Jordanian leftist politics gave way to authoritarian rule that would 

persist well into the 1980s. During the Six Day War of 1967, King Hussein would dissolve 

parliament with no elections taking place until 1989, when martial law was finally lifted.  

Despite their brevity, the political movements of the late 1940s and 1950s ushered in 

major social and political transformations for Jordan that remain relevant for analyzing the 

workings of its contemporary literary infrastructure. The growth of an urban, politicized class 

was accompanied by the inauguration of presses that published local works as well as 

translations of international literary and intellectual texts into Arabic (Salameh 1998, 30). These 

new publication sites provided opportunities for local writers to voice their political concerns 

through literary practice. For example, Muhammad Sa’īd al-Junaydi’s Shams al-Ghurūb (The 

Setting Sun) published at Manshūrāt al-Ruwwād (Pioneer Publishers) in Amman in 1957, 

critiques the presence of the British in the region and their extractivist policies as well as the 
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broader exploitation of peasant classes. The expansion of schools and rising literacy rates in the 

1950s and 1960s also fueled local literary production and the circulation of periodicals in 

Amman. For instance, the University of Jordan, the first institution of higher education, was 

established in 1962. As local infrastructures for literature began to take root, so too did the 

transnational linkages between literary and ideological spheres around the region. These 

transnational networks became even more cemented with the Jordanian state’s crackdown on 

leftist leaders that pushed writers, journalists, and intellectuals who had escaped imprisonment to 

flee toward Damascus, Beirut, Cairo, and Baghdad. The pursuit of educational opportunities 

abroad reduced in frequency but remained a common practice. However, these connections are 

not only educational and socioeconomic but also thoroughly imbricated with the cultural, 

literary, and political, and economic. Mulham, a novelist and short story writer from Irbid, 

described his experiences tapping into the cultural and literary scene in Iraq after moving to 

Baghdad to attend university: 

It was the wonder of a lifetime. Cultural phenomena completely new to me, theatre 

completely different from what I’d known in Jordan. They had big musicians, symphony 

orchestras from Western countries. They would host the Russian ballet. I would attend 

and be amazed by the music. All of these phenomena attracted me to the world of 

literature, art, poetry, and music. It also pushed me toward the cultural circles in Iraq. 

Maybe it was from these circles that I emerged a Communist…At the time, there was 

something illuminating for me, and I published my first story in a newspaper when I was 

a student in Baghdad. 

 

Upon returning to Jordan in 1977 and enrolling in Yarmouk University in Irbid, Mulham was 

imprisoned for his membership in the Communist party. Herein, we see an important shift. While 

writers from Jordan became more embedded with the political and literary movements elsewhere 

in the region, the state’s authoritarian turn made political activity within Jordan itself far less 

tenable. This political repression also impacted literary activity as many writers of that era were 

affiliated with censured or banned political parties and ideologies.  
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 The challenge posed by the Jordanian Nationalist Movement and leftist politics in the 

1950s also had major ramifications for the state’s maintenance of its legitimacy. “From the 

creation of a comprehensive social safety net, to the writing of school textbooks, to the opening 

of museums of ‘national heritage,’ the state brought people under its wings, both physically and 

ideologically” (B.S. Anderson 2005, 194). Concerted state-led cultural initiatives accompanied 

educational expansion. In the mid-1960s, the Jordanian state launched the first institutionalized 

body to oversee culture life in the country: The Ministry of Culture and Information. The 

establishment of the ministry also came in response to the Conference of Arab Ministers of 

Education, which emphasized the importance of cultural affairs, as well as the Arab Cultural 

Unity Pact and the Statutes of the Arab League’s Education, Cultural and Scientific Organization 

(Khamis 2018, 42). Amidst arrests and censorship of perceived dissidents, these educational and 

cultural initiatives aimed to communicate that citizens owed their gratitude to the largesse of the 

Hashemite-led state. This national narrative would be reified within the realm of cultural 

production throughout the decades to come.  

Authoritarianism, Intellectual Production, and Cultural Development (1967-1989) 

 The regional ideological currents that had taken root in Jordan’s political scene during the 

1950s would lose much of their currency in the wake of the Six Day War of 1967. The Israeli 

victory over the combined forces of Jordan, Syria, and Egypt constituted a major setback for the 

Hashemite Kingdom in terms of territorial control over the West Bank and Jerusalem. Atop the 

military losses, the forfeiture of control over the West Bank in particular translated into a major 

economic hit for Jordan. The reverberations of these defeats were certainly felt within the realm 

of literature. Echoing al-Samāwī’s claim at the beginning of the chapter, literary critic and 

historian Roger Allen explains that “as several writers ruefully observed, the word itself had 
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become totally discredited” (2001, 208). However, this dissolution of trust in political writing did 

not mean a dearth of literary output. It is in the years following 1967 that we can see print 

literary culture crystallize along with the proliferation of periodicals and publishing houses: 

On the literary scene, a wide-ranging debate took place on the pages of literary journals 

and in newspapers on the causes of the appalling defeat, and the press became the 

battlefield whereupon conflicting ideologies and attitudes could meet. Poets felt the need 

to leave their traditional preoccupation, and address themselves in particular to the 

catastrophe of 1967. (Salameh 1998, 40) 

 

It is in the years after 1967, as Salameh notes, that we can discern a clear recalibration of the 

literary modes of production, a shift towards print literature as a central vehicle for cultural and 

political expression. At this juncture, some of the most critically acclaimed prose works by 

authors from Jordan emerge, notable among them Anta Mundhu al-Yawm [You as of Today] by 

Taysīr al-Subūl.27 Like many of his contemporaries writing in response to 1967, al-Subūl 

published his experimental work in Beirut, which had accumulated “international stature” in the 

preceding decades for its intellectual freedom and publication of controversial works (Tuéni 

2004). The fragmented narrative of the novella follows the everyday life of a disillusioned youth 

named ‘Arabi, collocating moments of his drunkenness and philandering with political ideology. 

In a telling scene, the protagonist remarks to his drinking companion that “he despised listening 

to political speakers and poets who stomped their feet while reciting political poems, bearing in 

mind that colonialism, which they were angry about, was not under their feet” (Al-Subūl 2016, 

 
27 The life trajectory of Taysīr al-Subūl (1939-1973) resonates with several of the themes discussed in this 

chapter. Born in the provincial region of al-Tafilah, he pursued secondary education in the northern city of al-Zarqa .̓ 

He then received a government scholarship to study administration at the American University of Beirut, though he 

soon left Lebanon to enroll in the University of Damascus. In Syria, he briefly joined the Arab Socialist Ba’th Party 

but was dismissed for his harsh criticism of their policies. During his time in Damascus, he also began to publish his 

writing in Syrian and Lebanese literary magazines such as al-Adab. After a brief period working in the Gulf, he 

returned to Jordan where he worked in broadcasting until he committed suicide in 1973. See Majdoubeh (2001) and 

Akhtarkhavari (2016) for further biographical details.  
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25). Critiquing political poetry and the hollow ideologies that underpinned it, his novella 

embodied the skepticism that marked much of the cultural production of the time. 

 As writers from Jordan penned critically acclaimed and widely circulated works, the 

state’s authoritarian measures meant that the country was still inhospitable for many of the 

authors and intellectuals of the day, who instead sought opportunities elsewhere in the region. As 

Khamis notes, during the 1980s, the Jordanian state banned more than 400 books including 

academic studies of Islam and politics as well as an array of literary works, among them several 

works of fiction by Ghalib Halasa (2018, 102). Literary and cultural organizations deemed 

threatening to the Jordanian state were shuttered. A notable case was the dissolution of the 

Jordanian Writers Association in 1987 due to its political activities and refusal to collaborate 

with the Ministry of Information and culture (Rabinovich and Shaked 1989, 492).28 The press 

similarly came under fire with dailies Al-Dustur and Al-Difa’a both suspended during 1970 for 

publishing reports that criticized the Jordanian state for its assault on Palestinian guerilla groups 

(Khamis 2018, 96). Stringent press regulations extended until the end of the 1980s, when the 

government further entrenched its control by purchasing majority shares in the four main dailies 

published in Jordan (Khamis 2018, 96). 

 While journalists and writers faced stringent constraints in Jordan, the state embarked 

upon its own project of cultural production, which largely centered around Arab/Hashemite 

history, Bedouin symbolism, folklore, oral poetry, and archeology. In 1966, the Jordanian state 

established the Department of Culture and Arts, which would later become an independent 

ministry in 1977. The department published three monthly magazines including the literary 

 
28 Rabinovich and Shaked add: “The association’s relationship with the authorities had been troublesome 

since its foundation in 1974. Many members of the association had encountered difficulties in having their work 

published or distributed in Jordan, and some had even been arrested for various political offenses” (1989, 492).  

 



54 

 

periodical Afkar as well as a handful of literary and academic works. During this era, we can see 

that many of the titles worked to reify a distinct Jordanian national identity grounded in Bedouin 

imagery as well as the Hashemite role in the Arab revolt (Khamis 2018, 49). Similarly, Jordan’s 

annual Jerash Festival was inaugurated in 1981 and included “among its many international and 

local cultural activities, groups of young Jordanians who wear ‘traditional’ costumes and 

perform ‘folkloric’ dances” (Layne 1994, 130). While it is challenging to establish a causal 

timeline, it is similarly difficult to disentangle this cultural emphasis on folklore and Bedouin 

poetry from the confrontation with Palestinian revolutionary groups in the 1970s as well as the 

growing “Jordan is Palestine” rhetoric by the Israeli government (Massad 2001, 74).29 By the 

1980s, the newly established Ministry of Culture proposed more ambitious plans to support and 

promote local literary production such as projects to incorporate local literature into curricula, to 

award more literary prizes, and to provide fellowships and social benefits to writers; however, 

“there were in fact many declared aims that were never applied in reality” (Khamis 2018, 55).  

Despite these unrealized plans, we cannot completely discount the additional resources 

and development of cultural projects in Jordan in the 1970s and 1980s. This growing cultural 

sector, particularly in Amman, came in the context of broader social, economic, and urban shifts. 

In the so-called “boom years” of the 1970s and 1980s, Amman rapidly expanded with the arrival 

of hundreds of thousands of Palestinian refugees in 1967, the high rates of socioeconomic rural-

urban migration, and the influx of remittances from migrant workers in Gulf states that were 

reaping massive oil revenues (Potter et al. 2007, 9). Arab Bank, which moved to Amman after 

 
29 As Joseph Massad elaborates: “Whereas the 1970s was the decade to assert Bedouin culture as the basis 

for Jordanianness internally, the 1980s, in addition to continuing the same trend, became the decade to assert that 

identity internationally. This strategy was engineered to achieve multiple goals: defying Israeli claims that ‘Jordan is 

Palestine,’ distinguishing Jordan as a proud carrier of ‘ancient’ Arab culture within the modern Arab world” (2001, 

74).  
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closing its branches in the West Bank and Jerusalem in 1967, created the Abdul Hameed Shoman 

Foundation in 1978, which remains a major cultural and literary hub in the Jordanian capital 

today (Abdul Hameed n.d.). Such transformations molded Amman into the cultural hub it is 

today. As Seteney Shami writes, Amman “became a town only after 1903 and a capital city only 

since 1921, and it is only since the 1970s or 1980s that most of its cultural facilities and activities 

were established” (2007, 213).  

 In the two decades after 1967, notable for inhospitable conditions faced by many writers 

and journalists, we can trace several important phenomena and trends that constitute Jordan’s 

contemporary literary infrastructure. The continued growth of publishers and periodicals, both 

locally and regionally, provided the conditions for a further shift in the literary mode of 

production toward print. Economic and urban expansion in addition to a state-led program 

bolstered cultural events and institutions. However, the continued political arrests, the exile of 

many prominent authors, and literary censorship meant that the strong relationships between 

political activity and literary production in the Hashemite Kingdom quickly began to dwindle. 

Even the political liberalization reforms of 1989 would do little to reverse this trend. After the 

Jordanian Writers Association was reinstated by the government, for example, new regulations 

such as the refusal of membership to any writer charged with a felony or misdemeanor “were 

presumably intended to keep out undesirable political activists” (Rabinovich and Shaked 1989, 

492). This forcible depoliticization of literary activity continued to push many to seek spaces and 

opportunities elsewhere in the region.   

 Momentarily setting aside the question of motives, the period between 1967 and 1989 is 

also notable for the unprecedented, systemic involvement of the Jordanian state in the realm of 

cultural production. However, despite laying the groundwork for large-scale literary and cultural 
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projects, many of the government’s aims failed to crystallize. When I spoke with Ahmad, a short 

story and lecturer at Jerash University, about the Ministry of Culture’s initiatives, he said that it 

would be best to provide a concrete example: 

[In 2016] the Ministry carried out a project called “The Forest of Creativity.” They put 

together a forest, planting trees on Jordan Street [in northern Amman]. Each creative 

Jordanian figure had a tree with their name on it. A tree for [the authors] Ghalib Halasa, 

Hashem Gharaibeh, Samiha Khreis, Mu’nis al-Razzaz. They brought the prime minister 

to the opening of the project, advertised it, and spent 100,000 JOD [~140,000 USD]. 

Then, after four months, it was a barren desert.  

 

Ahmad’s anecdote reflected the views of many interlocutors toward the Ministry of Culture’s 

initiatives. Both historically and contemporaneously, the state-supported cultural infrastructure 

was either inaccessible or not durable. In the case of “The Forest of Creativity,” it was both: a 

project in the northern reaches of Amman far from any central hub of the city and short-lived due 

to lack of state maintenance.  

A Shifting Literary Landscape (1989- ) 

Honestly, I don’t know what the situation is like in America or other places. Here, the  

state should sponsor this infrastructure. They should care about this infrastructure that  

allows for culture to be a means to make a living. An intellectual needs to eat, drink, and  

live, but most of the opportunities are outside the country. Most of the sources are in the  

Gulf—Emirati, Qatari, or Saudi. This makes for a poor situation in Jordan as you end up  

making a living off the conflicts of others. 

        —Ahmad 

 

In the past 10 years, women’s writing has been the center as opposed to the margins, and  

there has been an opening and the fact that the strength of women’s writing has imposed  

itself on the scene. 

                —Sameera 

 

Amman is not a center in the Arabic cultural and intellectual movement. But, now, it’s  

starting to come to the surface...there’s nowhere left but Amman. 

—Badr  

 

As I noted in the introduction to this chapter, the historical constitution of Jordan’s 

literary infrastructure is not a smooth, linear progression but rather a complex process wherein 
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the past, present, and future intermingle. Rather than reducing literary development to 

explanations like the “late arrival” narrative or “cultural illiteracy,” we can arrive at a more 

nuanced view by analyzing how networks and institutions of the past have created the conditions 

for the emergence of the literary infrastructure as it exists today and continue to shape future 

transformations.  

As will be elaborated upon further in the next chapter, it is nigh impossible to discuss 

literary production and circulation in Jordan without considering the role of nearby cultural hubs 

like Cairo and Beirut. These transnational networks, predating the establishment of Transjordan 

itself, were greatly cemented as young men pursued higher education abroad and returned with 

political ideologies and literary texts. While the proliferation of both public and private 

universities in Jordan in the latter half of the 20th century has reduced the amount of education-

related travel, the flow of ideas and literary texts certainly remains strong. However, this network 

is not unchanged. Baghdad, which once served as a central cultural and literary hub, as was the 

case with Mulham, has seen its role in the literary scene fade in the wake of the United States’ 

destructive invasion in 2003. As Ahmad notes in the epigraph to this section, new cultural hubs 

and venues for literary activity have established themselves in the current literary landscape of 

the Arab world. The once apt saying “Cairo writes, Beirut prints, Baghdad reads” now fails to 

encompass the fellowships, writing workshops, and literary prizes organized and bankrolled by 

the United Arab Emirates and Qatar or the book festivals in Morocco and Tunisia. Abdelfattah 

Sisi’s crackdown on the press and cultural institutions in Cairo, the economic turmoil in Beirut, 

and instability in post-2003 Baghdad have also shifted the regional balance of literary labor and 

provided openings for cities like Amman to assume a more prominent role, as Badr highlights. 

Even more broadly, Amman now hosts varied cultural initiatives sponsored by Germany, the 
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United Kingdom, and France, among others, further stretching the scope of transnational cultural 

networks. 

Though a curious choice of capital in the early 20th century, Amman anchored itself as a 

center of cultural production, both domestically and internationally. Due to the relative stability 

of Jordan and its capital, Amman is now a remarkably multicultural city and home to prominent 

writers and artists from Palestine, Iraq, and Syria, among others. Darat al-Funun, today a 

prominent art space and cultural forum in Amman, was established in 1988 under the guidance 

of Suha Shoman, who then was directing artistic activities at the Shoman Foundation (Darat al-

Funun, n.d). During its early years in particular, Palestinian, Iraqi, and Lebanese artists and 

intellectuals—many of whom sought refuge in Jordan from conflict or repression—were vital to 

the development of its cultural programming including lectures, exhibitions, and symposia 

(Rogers 2013). Though the Jordanian state strove to lay the groundwork for its particular brand 

of cultural production in the 1960s, much of the support for literary and cultural initiatives 

prominent in today’s literary infrastructure comes from the private sphere. We see some vestiges 

of this push, such as the Jerash Festival and small Ministry of Culture programs to fund writers. 

The free-market reforms and government cutbacks rapidly ushered in by King Abdullah II after 

1999 have further pushed cultural programming toward the private sphere. 

While many of the cultural and political periodicals that historically facilitated the flow 

of literary texts and ideas in Jordan and more broadly have faded away, the press remains a 

central vehicle through which literature is disseminated and received. The two main dailies in 

Jordan today, Al-Rai and Al-Dustour, each run weekly supplements with literary texts, critical 

reviews, and announcements of cultural events. Yet, the era of robust political-cultural 

newspapers has largely dissipated. While authors and writers certainly remain politically active, 
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the institutionalized linkages between oppositional politics and literary activity pale in 

comparison to their former state. The Jordanian Writers Association, once a central venue for 

political activity, is today more known for its heated elections and internal politics.  

At the ground level, the very forms and demographics of reading and writing, as Sameera 

notes, have rapidly changed in the past decade and continue to shift. In recounting the history of 

education and political activity in Jordan during the 20th century, I have largely been chronicling 

the stories of men. However, returning to Eagleton’s emphasis on “anticipating” future literary 

modes of production, my interviews with writers, booksellers, and publishers all point to the 

centrality of women in the current trajectory of Jordan’s literary infrastructure. For the past 

decade, women have had higher rates of secondary and tertiary education than men and higher 

literacy rates among youth aged 15-24 years (UNESCO, n.d.). Moreover, booksellers and 

publishers overwhelmingly target young women as a major, if not the major, audience for 

fiction, particularly novels. Writing by Jordanian women has also been the most highly decorated 

and critically acclaimed in recent years such as Kafa al-Zou’bi’s White Cold Sun, shortlisted for 

the International Prize for Arabic Fiction in 2019, and Samiha Khreis’ The Slaves’ Pistachio, 

awarded the Katara Prize in 2017.  

The ubiquity of internet access, smartphones, and social media platforms are also rapidly 

reshaping the ways in which residents of Jordan read, write, and communicate about literature.30 

The Amman-based company Abjjad, launched in 2012, provides a social media network for 

readers to read e-books, rate their favorite books, and track their reading habits. The Swedish 

audiobook and e-book company Storytel also maintains its Middle East headquarters in Amman. 

 
30 A 2017 study by the Ministry of Information and Communication Technology found that approximately 

90 percent of Jordanian households had a smartphone or internet access, an 8 percent jump from just the year earlier 

(Jordan Times 2018). 
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In addition to these online platforms, a panoply of websites allows visitors to download pirated 

PDF copies of literary texts. For those desiring physical copies, Jamalon, a major online book 

retailer founded in 2010, also maintains its headquarters in Amman. 

In the following chapter, I elaborate upon an infrastructure-based approach to the present-

day dynamics of literary production, circulation, and consumption in Jordan. The varied 

practices, networks, technologies, actors, and sites that comprise this infrastructure are 

historically constituted and must be contextualized within the historical trajectories of social and 

cultural institutions as well as the political and economic trends that have shaped Jordan and the 

region more broadly. I also discuss how Amman’s position within a broader cultural network in 

the region—shaped over decades by educational, cultural, and political migrations—structures 

the possibilities for and perceptions of literary practice in Jordan. I analyze how actors with 

sufficient resources and mobilities tap into transnational literary infrastructures that were 

inscribed throughout the 20th century by those who pursued higher education abroad, desired 

publishing and distribution opportunities unavailable at a local level, or sought refuge due to 

their censured political affiliations. These historical migrations to Beirut, Damascus, and 

Baghdad, as well as contemporary journeys to Abu Dhabi and Qatar, undergird expectations of 

how the literary infrastructure should work in Jordan. Engagements with publishing and 

distribution sectors in cities like Cairo, moreover, made and continue to make palpable the 

absence of support for literary production by the Jordanian state. In my historical overview, I 

note how the Hashemite monarchy’s nation-building project, marked by concerted investment in 

cultural production during the 1970s and 1980s, did not necessarily provide sufficient resources 

and opportunities for print literary culture. Despite ambitious plans for promoting literary 

production, many of its initiatives went unrealized. Ahmad’s anecdote about the “Forest of 
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Creativity” captures a sentiment expressed by many of my interlocutors that the state does not 

provide a durable infrastructure for literature, whether due to lack of investment or poor 

maintenance. By charting the state-society relations in the realm of cultural production and 

transnational cultural networks, we can begin to see how historically constituted material and 

social arrangements might hinder the ability of individuals to imagine a place for themselves 

within Jordan or rely on the nation as a meaningful category to understand literary practice. 

These historical shifts provide the basis for understanding how present-day sociomaterial 

structures and spatiotemporal configurations continue to shape the practices, mobilities, 

experiences, and perceptions of those actors invested in producing, circulating, and consuming 

literature. In the next chapter, I further expand upon the complexity of the literary infrastructure 

in Jordan by interrogating how spatial and temporal contingencies of its everyday use and its 

embeddedness in broader transnational networks shape how individuals articulate their 

relationships to the state, infrastructure, and literary practice. 
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CHAPTER TWO: INFRASTRUCTURAL PRACTICES AND PATHWAYS 

From Writer to Reader 

Nadine prefers to stumble upon new books fortuitously. She slowly meanders through the 

bookstores and kiosks that cluster along a stretch of road in downtown Amman. The first stops 

are Al-Ahlia and Dār al-Ṣafḥāt, a pair of bookstores accessed through staircases off of the main 

street. What these shops lack in square footage, they make up for through an economy of space. 

Shelves stretch from floor to ceiling while books are piled high upon pallets in the center of each 

room. Then, Nadine passes by Al-Jāḥiẓ and Al-Thaqāfa, two kiosks near the main intersection in 

the area. “I hate recommendations. I like to discover,” Nadine told me in July 2019 over a cup of 

coffee. “I like to look at the title and the cover, to read a little bit.” It was through these 

happenstance encounters that she ended up reading her two favorite books, Isabelle Allende’s 

Ines of My Soul and Haruki Murakami’s Kafka on the Shore. Allende’s portrayal of strong 

women across generations and the magical realism of Murakami would both largely influence 

Nadine’s first novel. 

 Nadine is a 40-year-old novelist and visual artist who makes a living through her position 

at a government office in Amman. She has published two novels, the first in 2017 with an 

Amman-based publisher and the second in Beirut. She is currently at work on her third. This 

chapter begins by chronicling her story of writing, publishing, distributing, and promoting her 

first novel. Her experiences, interspersed with those of other interlocutors, provide a glimpse into 

the pathways and practices through which literary texts and the individuals with a vested interest 

in them move through time and space. Their experiences also speak to some of the challenges 

that various individuals face in attempting to engage in literary practice: the steep costs of 

publication that authors struggle to pay, the lack of a smooth local network for distribution, and 
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the relatively small market for literary presses and bookstores. By drawing on these testimonies, 

I do not mean to represent the totality of literary production, circulation, and consumption in 

Jordan. Rather, I aim to capture a range of experience while also honing in on recurrent practices 

and pathways that emerge as a result of the configuration of the literary sphere.  

My interlocutors’ movements between different sites, the ways in which their pathways 

crisscrossed, and their repertoires of practice—from building social networks to exploring new 

technologies—are the conditions in which the literary infrastructure emerges. It is through their 

stories that we can analyze this infrastructure, its spatiotemporal dynamics, its embeddedness, its 

dependence on everyday practices, and its inherent link to positionality, mobility, and resources 

at both a local and transnational level. Drawing on the experiences of Nadine and others 

navigating the literary sphere, I demonstrate how actors construct and use the local literary 

infrastructure in Jordan by mobilizing social ties, improvising new uses of technology, and 

playing upon the spatial and temporal flexibilities of the literary sphere. Yet, these practices and 

pathways are highly contingent and individualized, rarely cementing in a cohesive structure. 

Moreover, an individual’s access to resources, social ties, and mobility shape the possibilities for 

literary practice they see open to them, both within Jordan and the region more broadly. In this 

chapter, I argue that the scarcity of state resources and the contingent nature of the literary 

infrastructure in Jordan—its absence or tendency to break down, particularly in comparison to 

robust literary hubs abroad—shape engagements with and perceptions of literature in Jordan. In 

addition to experiences at a local level, entanglements with literary hubs elsewhere such as Cairo 

or Abu Dhabi shape expectations about how the process of literary production, circulation, and 

reception should work. It is through these everyday breakdowns, the felt absence of a durable 

infrastructure, the interplay of the local and the transnational, and the varied patches or 
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workarounds necessary to engage in literary activity that we can see how a sense of placelessness 

might emerge.  

 
 

Figure 1. Al-Ahlia Bookstore in Amman, Jordan, March 2017.31 

 

Writing and Reading 

 The authors with whom I spoke each began their narrative of how they became a writer at 

a different starting point. Authors like Sameera, a 52-year-old short story writer originally from 

the city of Al-Salṭ, spoke of how they had received encouragement from parents to write at a 

very young age. Novelist and short story writer Mulham, meanwhile, remembered his enjoyment 

of the writing exercises that one of his primary school teachers had assigned. Sinan, an Amman-

based author who runs a dental practice in the city, told me that his attachment to writing began 

within the political and intellectual milieu of the university. As for Nadine, she traces her 

 
31 Al Dar - Al-Ahlia Bookstore. 2017. “Our Bookstore.” Facebook. March 21, 2017. 

https://www.facebook.com/AlAhliaBookstore/photos/a.369966173202497/599691743563271/?type=3&theater. 

https://www.facebook.com/AlAhliaBookstore/photos/a.369966173202497/599691743563271/?type=3&theater
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pathway toward writing and publishing her first novel back to 2007. It was a few years after she 

moved to Jordan with her family, who were returning to Amman after decades living in the 

United Arab Emirates. But that was not the year she began to put pen to paper. Rather, it was 

when she began to read her environs, exploring the areas of the city that would be the backdrop 

of her novel: 

During that first stage, before I even began writing, I walked. If I had owned a car, I 

wouldn’t have been able to take in the streets. After all, writing is observation. I began to 

ponder the names of the streets. Al-Baouneyah Street—who is this Baouneyah? Paris 

Circle? Why Paris? When I began to write, I returned to Jabal al-Lūwaybda with a pen 

and paper. I took notes. I looked. I stood. I sat on sidewalks and reflected on this street or 

that. 

Several of my interlocutors, in addition to emphasizing the importance of reading to the craft of 

writing, specifically echoed Nadine’s sentiments above. These individuals emphasized the 

importance of reading the city, being attuned to the textuality of historical neighborhoods, 

roadways, and public landmarks. As Jihan, a language instructor and unpublished writer with a 

doctoral degree in Arabic literature, explained: “I am not for reading that leads to 

isolation…When you look out through a dirt-smudged window at how the street looks, that is 

also a text.” The text of the city, as well as her readings in feminist and magical realist literature, 

would eventually fuel Nadine’s novel writing. Her job at a government office provided her with 

a fixed schedule with evenings and weekends free to write. But before starting her novel in 

earnest, Nadine told me, she first enrolled in a writing workshop.  

The Workshop 

In 2013, Nadine entered a short story competition organized by the press that would later 

publish her novel. She was awarded sixth place and, as a finalist, she was invited to participate in 

a writing workshop hosted at Darat al-Funun in Jabal al-Lūwaybda. This multi-week workshop, 

which was primarily attended by young women, provided Nadine with an opportunity to devote 
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time and attention to her craft. In addition to writing exercises, the workshop also consisted of 

lectures by visual artists and cinema directors on how various art forms might inform literary 

practice. For Nadine, this workshop was also a space where she could connect with writers of her 

generation as well as the two well-established authors who had organized the workshop. “If it 

wasn’t for this workshop,” Nadine explained to me, “I wouldn’t know them and they wouldn’t 

know me…It’s like they’re living in a castle over there, we’re in this castle over here, and there 

is a river between us. [The workshop] was the bridge.” In my fieldwork, I spoke with five 

attendees of this workshop, all of whom emphasized the importance of these workshops not only 

for the practice of writing but also for facilitating a sense of collectivity among writers, 

particularly across generations. 

The experiences of Nadine and her colleagues are somewhat unique in comparison with 

my other author interlocutors, who rarely mentioned collaborative opportunities of this sort. By 

and large, the writers with whom I spoke felt there were too few spaces where such in-person 

collaborations could take place or there was little information about such opportunities. Writing, 

publishing, and circulation seemed to be, by default, solitary pursuits unless actors had 

developed or tapped into literary-cultural circles or could scope out rare possibilities for 

collaborative work.32 

Finding a Publisher 

When Nadine had completed her first novel manuscript, she decided to go to the Ministry 

of Culture. The government body offers a modest amount of full or partial grants for publication, 

particularly for unpublished authors. “There was so much bureaucracy,” Nadine explained to me, 

 
32 Not all of my interlocutors, moreover, believed that literature should be social activity. I further discuss 

this topic in the next chapter.  
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“and they told me ‘we have a set reading period so you’ll have to wait at least six months.’” 

Nadine did not want to wait, and her interactions with the officials did not inspire much 

confidence in the process. In discussions of state-supported publication, a common claim I heard 

from interlocutors was that pursuing publication with the Ministry of Culture was in many ways 

a dead end due to the lack of any accounting and distribution mechanism. In such cases, the 

ministry holds onto the majority of the copies to sell at affordable prices during government-run 

cultural events around the country. Several interlocutors underscored that this distribution is 

highly dysfunctional if it occurs at all. Basma, an author from Al-Mafraq, explained that she 

mistakenly gave away the last of the author copies she received after publishing her novel with 

the Ministry of Culture. She has been unable to obtain another from the ministry, meaning that 

she no longer has a copy of her own book. I myself attempted to track down a copy during one of 

my visits to the Ministry of Culture to no avail as there was no itemized list of where 

publications were kept in the storage room of state-funded publications. 

Frustrated with the prospect of state-supported publishing, Nadine returned to the 

publisher she had met three years prior. He owns a medium-sized printing press along University 

Street, one of Amman's main roadways. While Nadine had happened to meet her publisher at the 

writing workshop, other writers with whom I spoke met their eventual publishers in other ways. 

Sameera, for example, met her publisher, Saleem, through her regular purchases at the bookstore 

that he owned in the Jabal al-Hussein neighborhood of Amman. Other authors, as will be 

discussed in detail below, made the rounds, going from publishing house to publishing house to 

find a place for their literary work. 
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Editing, Proofreading, and Design 

“The publisher was cooperative,” Nadine told me. The publishing house employed an 

editor who provided her with notes on the language and narrative structure. A proofreader, 

meanwhile, checked for typos and grammatical errors. It is important to note that for most of the 

authors with whom I spoke, there was virtually no editing or proofreading by the publisher. The 

author could seek out an editor and/or proofreader and cover the cost of those services out of 

pocket. For instance, Yazan, a Syrian novelist and journalist who has lived in Amman since 

2004, expressed his frustration upon finding a large number of errors in his first novel. He had 

paid an Arabic language university professor 100 JOD (~140 USD) to proofread his book, but he 

is always “on the lookout for someone better.”  

When I asked Saleem, the owner of a small press, about the editing services offered by 

his publishing house, he responded somewhat defensively: “I know what you mean with this 

question.” He then explained editing was an issue for Arab presses across the Arab world. “If 

someone says they have an editor, it’s not accurate…Maybe if the publisher is not just a 

businessman… he’ll pass it along to a specific critic or friend that he trusts. But this isn’t fixed. 

It’s not like an employee at a press. So that’s my answer to your question. There is no editor.”  

As for the book design, my interlocutors rarely had a major role in the process. The 

publishing house typically oversees the design and will send a proof to the author for approval. 

Nadine consulted on the design of the book cover, but this was a unique case as she happens to 

also be a visual artist.  

Printing, Distribution, and Promotion 

Once Nadine had approved the final proof of the novel, it went to press. When I asked 

her about her experience with the printing and distribution, she went on to explain: 
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Of course, I paid the money for printing. They gave me my copies [250 of 1000 total]. 

What they sell I’m not involved in. Publishing is a deal. You’re the client, not the writer. 

There’s a big difference. I was the one who marketed. I took my novel and went around 

to the bookstores. If I didn’t, no one would know about it. I would organize television 

appearances, I ran to the papers, set up meetings, distributed.  

Nadine’s reference to publishing as a “deal” and the writer as a “client” reflected a widespread 

sentiment that I heard in my fieldwork. One of the most common descriptors used to characterize 

the publishing and distribution process, often imbued with a certain exasperation, was tijārī 

(transactional or commercial). In Jordan, the vast majority of writers were expected to pay the 

cost of printing at least for the first few literary works they published and many described the 

situation as exploitative from their vantage point.33 Yazan, for example, relayed how one 

publisher asked him for 1250 JOD (~1750 USD) to print 1000 copies, and he would only receive 

300 author copies. For writers without established reputations, the cost of publication is the main 

barrier for entry though the exact figures depend on a host of factors such as the publisher, social 

connections, and the genre of the book.  

The cost of publication, moreover, did not include promotion or marketing, which writers 

often handled themselves as will be discussed in detail further below. However, Saleem sees this 

arrangement as a financial reality that does not necessarily conflict with his aim of publishing 

quality literature that conveys a message to the public. “A writer might be excellent, but it’s their 

first time publishing, so they haven’t made a name for themselves on the market,” he explained 

to me at his office in Amman. “To pay for the printing and release this book into the market, you 

are taking a gamble. Your financial abilities are limited so if you continue along this path, you’ll 

end up shuttering the press.” Thus, what writers saw as exploitative economic practices were 

viewed as harsh economic realities by publishers.   

 
33 To be clear, this does not necessarily reflect the publishing process writ large in Jordan but specifically 

characterizes the printing of literary works.  
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Book Launches and Signings 

Nadine’s first book signing was at a large book fair in the United Arab Emirates. She was 

able to organize the appearance with the fair’s coordinators and could not pass up the 

opportunity. Nadine had gone to the same book fair in the Emirates when she was young, and it 

seemed fitting to her that she should launch her novel at an event that evoked fond childhood 

memories of buying and reading literature. In Jordan, she organized a book launch and signing at 

the Talal Abu-Ghazaleh Knowledge Forum, a privately funded cultural center in the capital.  

The book launch and signing was the inaugural event of the publication process. They 

often took place at libraries such as the Abdul Hameed Shoman Foundation, unions such as the 

Jordanian Writers Association (JWA), or art spaces such as the Gallery & Hanger in the Rās al-

Ayn area of Amman. These events might be jointly organized by the publisher and writer; 

however, the launch could also be an individual effort by the author. For many of the writers 

with whom I spoke, this event was a time and place where they could finally share the product of 

their creative labor with family, friends, and readers. Writers like Amal, a 31-year-old author 

who works in media and content creation, used the book launch as an opportunity to contact 

media outlets in an attempt to garner some coverage of their work’s release. For others, it was a 

venue where they might sell a few copies of their book or give them away for free. However, not 

all of my interlocutors saw value in the book launch. For example, Rasha, a writer who attended 

the same writing workshop as Nadine, explained that: 

I’d chop off my hand if a publisher ever said to a writer that they should be patient and 

develop their capabilities a bit. It’s ‘hurry, hurry, hurry’ . . . I don’t want them to put 

together a book signing for me that no one but my father and mother will attend. I don’t 

want to be able to put on Facebook that I did a book signing and to preface my name with 

‘the writer.’ That is the most you’ll get. Who has read [the book]? Maybe no one. 
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For Rasha, the book launch was hollow if publishers and other institutions did not invest 

resources in developing writers’ abilities and expanding the market of readers. Nevertheless, for 

most writers, the book launch was a milestone. 

Reception Networks and Feedback 

While it is difficult to fully capture the reception of a novel among readers, in the case of 

Nadine, we can look at three particular sites and modes of reception: published journalistic 

reviews, in-person public events, and online venues. The release of the novel was followed by a 

positive review in Al-Ghad, one of Jordan’s main dailies. The review begins with a succinct 

description of the main protagonist, secondary characters, and the central themes of the novel. It 

then praises Nadine’s artful bricolage of references to French existentialist philosophy, Islamic 

thought, and literary traditions from the Arab world and Europe. After the initial book launch, 

Nadine was asked to speak at an event during the annual Amman International Book Fair. She 

then coordinated with Nādī al-Sayyadāt, a women’s reading group, to appear at the book club for 

a Q&A session the week that they read her novel. The author described her surprise at how the 

book club participants wished to delve into the more technical details, such as poetic language, 

rather than focus on plot and themes. Despite these numerous public appearances, however, 

Nadine told me that much of the feedback and thoughts she garners about the novel come from 

the Facebook page that she set up for herself. Her readers, particularly young women, message 

her with their takeaways from the novel or pictures of a passage that lingered with them. For 

Nadine, “this is something priceless.” While Nadine did benefit from an editor and proofreader at 

the press, many of my interlocutors relied on critical reception or feedback—from friends, fellow 

writers, online forums, or book clubs—to develop their craft. Nothing could be changed at that 

point, but notes on style, plot, theme, or character might be incorporated into future publications. 
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Practices, Sites, and Flexibilities of Literary Infrastructure 

 By virtue of its narrativization, Nadine’s experience takes on a certain temporal linearity 

and maps onto a fixed set of geographic sites. However, even in her story, we can glimpse the 

potential for both spatial and temporal flexibility in literary production, circulation, and 

consumption. She and her future publisher connected at a writing workshop that took place well 

before Nadine had even begun writing her novel. Her experience contrasts with that of other 

author interlocutors who sought out a press and met their publisher only after completing a full 

manuscript. Moreover, even though Nadine had written and published her work in Jordan, her 

first book launch took place at a fair in the United Arab Emirates.  

This spatial-temporal flexibility is not limited to Nadine. For Yazan, a novelist of Syrian 

origin who has lived in Jordan since 2004, the difficulty he faces finding an affordable and 

qualified editor means that much of his workshopping and editing takes place after his novels 

have been published and read. After publishing each of his three novels, he garnered feedback 

from friends and colleagues in-person as well as through social media. He then returned to those 

passages, meditated on his use of language and narrative style, and worked to incorporate 

comments into his subsequent writing projects. In other words, the typical absence of an editor or 

proofreader at the press—which both authors and publishers described to me as a major issue—

in itself has the potential to reshape experiences and expectations of how the process should 

occur. The lack of an editor means that authors do not typically rely on publishers to develop 

their style or target a readership but rather depend on their social networks or open up 

communicative channels through social media to garner feedback. Thus, a writer like Yazan does 

not just oversee a single stage in the literary process, handing off his text to a publisher to 

continue the process. His position is nodal and connected to publishers, readers, and cultural 



73 

 

institutions. Moreover, his knowledge that his previous publications do not necessarily reflect his 

most polished work shape his temporal experience of the process. The circulation and reception 

of his previous novels and his past experiences with publishers or freelance editors bleed into 

and shape the production, circulation, and consumption of future writing endeavors. While these 

are not necessarily unique phenomena, this possibility of spatiotemporal flexibility does 

complicate attempts to fix literary production, circulation, and consumption into a neatly 

organized timeline or map.  

 The flexibility of these processes, their resistance to being fixed in a schema, reflects how 

literary production, circulation, and consumption are linked to a set of sociomaterial practices 

that are both spatial and temporal. Thus, we might instead think of Nadine’s story as a series of 

practices along pathways, e.g. walking around the bookstores of downtown Amman to distribute 

her novel. These practices link various physical sites such as the publishing house or the 

bookstore where the pathways of various individuals intersect. By being thoroughly linked to 

practices, moreover, these pathways and intersections are inevitably temporal. It is often through 

an event—a pitch meeting, a book launch, a reading club session—that these pathways of 

practice intersect and the temporal rhythms of actors synchronize. In thinking through the 

spatiality and temporality of these practices as well as the linkages they engender between sites, 

we begin to glimpse the contours of a literary infrastructure. 

 In his discussion of walking in the city, Michel de Certeau writes about footsteps: “their 

intertwined paths give their shape to space. They weave places together...they are not localized; 

it is rather they that spatialize” (1984, 97). For de Certeau, the city is not an empty vessel that 

pedestrians simply populate or traverse; rather, their traversals are what create the city. The same 

can be said of certain infrastructures. In our everyday interactions with built networks, we might 
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think of two neatly bound categories. On the one hand, there is the infrastructural network and, 

on the other, there are the actors or objects that use or traverse that infrastructure. A system of 

roadways is the infrastructure while the cars and trucks carrying passengers and cargo are the 

users who traverse the network. Yet, this seemingly categorical divide can become blurry as seen 

in the illustrative example of the computer (Edwards 1998; Larkin 2013). The computer relies on 

two forms of infrastructure to function: the electrical grid and (at times) the internet. However, 

both the electrical grid and the internet are reliant upon a vast network of computers to function. 

This proverbial case of the chicken or the egg underscores the difficulty that can arise in trying to 

distinguish between the infrastructure and its users. The infrastructure emerges through the 

dialectic relationship between a material or technological object and its usage. 

 The case of literary production, circulation, and reception in Jordan similarly embodies 

this dialectical dimension of infrastructure or its “duality” as Larkin terms it (2013, 329). In other 

words, the various individuals involved in these processes are both users and constitutive 

elements of the literary infrastructure. Through their literary practices—writing, walking, 

distributing, hawking—they simultaneously create and navigate Jordan’s literary infrastructure. 

In this light, we might take a note from AbdouMaliq Simone (2004, 407) and think of “people as 

infrastructure…extend[ing] the notion of infrastructure directly to people’s activities in the city.” 

For example, Majid, a 26-year-old physics teacher, had published his first novel a few months 

before we met in August 2019. When I asked him to take me through the publishing process, he 

described for me a tireless search for a press. He began with online research, scrolling through 

websites of publishers with an online presence. However, contact information was often 

unavailable, and Majid could not find important details about logistics and printing costs online. 

Thus, he resorted to a search through the cityscape: “I passed through 15 or 16 publishing houses 
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in downtown Amman. I would learn about the price of [printing] per copy, how much they 

charge, how many copies the publishing house would take.” Majid embarked upon a similar 

journey to distribute his book. In this regard, his story resonates with the experiences of Nadine, 

Yazan, and several other authors with whom I spoke. In fact, most of my interlocutors, including 

authors, publishers, and booksellers, characterized distribution as dysfunctional or, at times, 

nonexistent. Authors regularly emphasized that if they did not take care of distribution, then their 

books would remain piled up at the publisher’s warehouse gathering dust. When I asked Saleem, 

an author who owns a publishing house, about the issue of distribution, he spoke to me about the 

double bind he finds himself in: “I am a publisher but I cannot be a distributor because it’s a 

different mechanism and budget altogether. You are playing both roles.” Moreover, the fact that 

authors pay the cost of publication raises the question of what financial incentive a press might 

have to carry out widespread distribution. It was in this context that novelist Majid decided to 

distribute copies of his novel to bookstores in downtown Amman as well as stationery stores that 

stock small selections of books in the cities of Al-Zarqaʾ and Irbid. In lieu of a functional pre-

formed pathway for distribution, Majid’s movements laid the groundwork for the circulation of 

the novel.  
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Figure 2. Storage warehouse at the Ministry of Culture. Amman, Jordan. Photographed by 

the author in July 2019. 

 

Majid’s experience finding a publisher and distributing his novel highlights an important 

facet of the literary infrastructure and built networks more broadly: embeddedness (Star 1999). 

For example, a system of bus lines is embedded within a broader material infrastructure of 

roadways and depends on a network of computers to function punctually and efficiently. The 

routes and timetables of these buses may also be shaped by their placement within a more 

complex mass transit system. By physically distributing his novel, Majid himself served as the 

link between production and circulation of the literary work and crossed pathways with 

booksellers through that process. His creation and navigation of the literary infrastructure, 

moreover, was embedded within the walkways of downtown Amman and the highways that lead 

out from the capital to cities further afield.  
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 The literary infrastructure is not only embedded within material substrata but also pre-

existing social infrastructures constituted through “phatic labor” (Elyachar 2010). Anthropologist 

Julia Elyachar draws upon the works of Bronisław Malinowski and Karl Marx to develop the 

idea of phatic labor in her ethnographic study of women’s sociality, development organizations, 

and female empowerment programming in Cairo. She argues that socializing practices such as 

chatting, exchanging information, and gossiping create a series of communicative channels that 

coalesce into a social infrastructure, particularly among economically disenfranchised women. 

Non-governmental organizations subsequently ground their empowerment programming within 

these intersecting communicative channels, while telecom companies aim to capitalize upon 

these networks in designing mobile plans and products. Thus, “women’s practices of sociality 

become essential infrastructure in the political economy of Cairo” (Elyachar 2010, 456). It is 

important to distinguish between networking and phatic labor. The latter is not oriented toward a 

particular end, but rather lays the groundwork that different actors or institutions may attempt to 

activate at a later point in time with the aim of extracting value. Ahmad’s experience with 

distribution serves as an illustrative example. The 36-year-old doctoral student wrote and 

published his short story collection with Saleem’s publishing house in 2011. He then arranged 

for copies of the work to be sold at Al-Thaqāfa, a small book kiosk in downtown Amman owned 

by a man named Abu Ali. Ahmad had overlapped with the bookseller during his studies at 

Yarmouk University in the northern city of Irbid. Since that time, he has maintained a cordial 

relationship with Abu Ali by stopping by the kiosk for a chat whenever he passes through the 

downtown area of Amman on a visit from his hometown in the Jerash governorate. In doing so, 

he laid the social groundwork that he later activated to facilitate the distribution of his short story 

collection.  
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In Ahmad’s case, the individualized, practice-based nature of literary infrastructure again 

comes into view. It might be possible to “produce practically or reproduce theoretically” the 

diverse ways through which one might rely on urban navigation or social ties to produce or 

circulate a literary text; however, there is always room for spatial-temporal flexibility or 

“improvisation” in carrying out these practices (Bourdieu 1977, 10). This individualization of 

practice and the possibility of improvisation make it rather difficult to map the pathways of 

production, circulation, and reception. Once again, de Certeau provides some guidance: 

It is true that the operations of walking on can be traced on city maps in such a way as to 

transcribe their paths (here well-trodden, there very faint) and their trajectories (going 

this way and not that). But these thick or thin curves only refer, like words, to the absence 

of what has passed by. Surveys of routes miss what was: the act itself of passing by...They 

allow us to grasp only a relic set in the nowhen of a surface of project. (de Certeau 1984, 

97, emphasis added) 

 The emergence of Jordan’s literary infrastructure through practice also results in another 

important characteristic: a resistance to schematization. To be clear, individualized practices can 

become habitual over time. Authors, publishers, and booksellers, meanwhile, discuss their 

respective experiences with one another and exchange tips of the trade. It is not as if the wheel 

must be reinvented each time an individual wants to publish or distribute a book. If it was 

necessary to reassemble the entire network for each use, this system would cease to be 

infrastructure (Star 1999). The point is that it is difficult to disarticulate the infrastructural 

network from its users because of the inseparability of the spatial and temporal dimensions of 

literary practice. To disaggregate the network from user or space from time is to elide, as de 

Certeau highlights in the passage above, “the act of passing by” (1984, 97). Majid again provides 

an illustrative example. I only happened to meet the novelist through a felicitous alignment of 

time and place. In August, I attended a book club discussion hosted at the Abdul Hameed 

Shoman Foundation, a cultural center and lending library funded by the multi-national Arab 
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Bank in the capital’s Jabal Amman neighborhood.34 The library offers space to book clubs free 

of charge for their discussions.35 During my field research, the cultural center was hosting 

weekly meetings of three different clubs. The book club meeting I attended was organized by 

Bayt Ḥikma (“House of Wisdom”), a group that regularly discusses philosophical texts. 

However, in August, they deviated from their typical format to discuss the philosophical 

resonances in Franz Kafka’s novel The Trial. At the beginning of the discussion, Majid stood up 

and told the attendees that he had just published a novel. He then circled the seating area of the 

library’s main hall and handed each person, myself included, a free copy of his book. On the 

cover, he had taped a small gift tag on which he had jotted his name, phone number, and a small 

note: “your opinion matters to me.” When I spoke with Majid three weeks later, he told me that 

he had previously met the two coordinators of Bayt Ḥikma at an event hosted at the Shoman 

Foundation. When he saw that their group was discussing a novel, a new potential pathway 

opened up to him. Frustrated by the lack of readers he had reached, Majid saw the discussion of 

Kafka’s novel as an ideal place to find an audience of engaged fiction readers in Jordan. His 

practices—the distribution of his novel and the construction of a feedback system by affixing 

notes to the covers—created the linkages between the sites of production, circulation, and 

reception. He would not necessarily be able to traverse this exact pathway again or, at least, for 

the foreseeable future, as Bayt Ḥikma reverted to discussions of philosophical texts rather than 

 
34 Arab Bank established the Abdul Hameed Shoman Foundation in 1978 in what the financial institution 

calls “an innovative move by the private sector to contribute to the initiation of a beacon of knowledge and 

innovation in Jordan and the Arab world.” The Shoman Foundation claims that its mission is “to invest in cultural 

and social innovation to positively impact the communities it serves through thought leadership, arts and literature, 

and social innovation. (Arab, n.d.) 

 
35 It should be noted that the Abdul Hameed Shoman Foundation does require that the book clubs provide a 

list of books they plan to discuss so as to receive approval from the organization’s administration. Lama, an 

organizer of a book club called Hawāmish (Marginalia), told me that the administration had vetoed one book her 

group proposed—a critique of capitalism by controversial French author Roger Garaudy. 
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novels. He might attempt to replicate this practice elsewhere; however, his connection with a 

particular readership, distribution of his work, and call for feedback hinged upon a particular 

context. His pathway, thus, became a “relic.” (de Certeau 1984, 97).  

 I am not arguing that literary infrastructure is mere ephemera, a set of sociomaterial 

practices that emerge in one instant and disappear in the next. Majid’s experience highlights the 

spatially and temporally contingent nature of these practices. However, “newly developed 

networks do not eradicate earlier ones but are superimposed on top of them, creating a historical 

layering over time” (Lefebvre 1991; cited in Larkin 2008, 6). Even the relics of practices that 

have passed by can still be unearthed, as illustrated by the case of Hadeel’s book club. In 2015, 

Hadeel, an audiobook producer from the city of Al-Zarqaʾ, decided to organize a reading club 

with a group of friends. Her idea was to read literature by local authors and then invite those 

writers to speak to the club members. However, Hadeel had concerns about garnering enough 

readers to participate in her initiative. She did not want to suffer the embarrassment of inviting 

an author to the club only to find that a handful of people were in attendance. She then came 

across the Facebook page of a defunct book club called “Kitāb ʿala Ṭāwila” (Book on a Table) 

that still had a relatively large number of online followers. She decided to use the same name for 

her new book club. When she and her friends announced their group online, Hadeel explained to 

me that “people would ask ‘Oh, Kitāb ʿala Ṭāwila is back?’ We would tell them that it hadn’t 

returned and that we were just using the name. But we are starting our own book club.” Hadeel’s 

story embodies how actors might capitalize on this stratigraphic layering of infrastructures by 

mining networks, even if defunct, for potential practices and pathways.  

Hadeel’s palimpsestic practice also highlights a point only mentioned in passing thus far. 

While actors navigate the urban landscape and cultivate social relationships in person, the 
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literary infrastructure also extends into virtual spaces like social media. For individuals like 

Yazan, who encountered material barriers to obtaining editing services, social media provided an 

alternate, more accessible pathway for garnering feedback. Platforms like WhatsApp and 

Facebook provide digital tools for “phatic labor” that might supplement or even supplant in-

person communication. As in Majid’s experience, these technologies can also inform navigations 

of the material cityscape, such as the search for a publisher. Thus, the literary infrastructure is 

embedded within technological networks like social media, virtual spaces that become 

particularly vital for actors with limited physical or socioeconomic mobility.  

Mobility and Access: Working Within, Around, and Outside the Infrastructure 

 In our daily engagement with infrastructure, we might choose to accept the centrally 

inscribed pathways, play upon the flexibilities within a built network, or choose to forgo the 

system altogether. While commuting during rush hour, we might perceive three broadly defined 

approaches or possibilities within this situation. We might drive along the main roads and, if 

need be, sit in the car as it inches along stretches of congested roadway. Alternatively, we might 

try to find a backroad or service street to reach our destination faster. Finally, we might forgo 

driving altogether and opt for walking or public transportation if those are tenable options. It is 

this triptych of possibilities that I will respectively call, in the case of Jordan, working within, 

around, and outside the literary infrastructure.  

Several individuals with whom I spoke generally lacked the desire or interest in exploring 

alternate pathways for production, circulation, and reception. These interlocutors worked within 

the pre-formed, institutionalized channels for the movement of literary texts. Naguib, for 

example, owns one of the oldest bookstores in Amman and specializes in rare, out-of-print 

works. Over the past ten years, he has seen the property rental prices dramatically increase in the 
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downtown area of the capital, both for his shop as well as the storage unit where he houses his 

collection of used books. Since 2017, he has tried to coordinate with different book fairs and 

cultural organizations to sell his books at public events in order to boost his profits and stay in 

business. However, the organizers of these events, he explained to me, are typically interested 

only in recent publications that have been released in the past two years. He said that he knows 

of a few bookstores in Jordan that began to rip out or doctor the pages of books that list the 

publication date. “What can you do? I am proud of the fact that we are unlike any other 

bookstore...it’s not my right to change the year. Even when a book tears, I won’t repair it. That’s 

its value, I say. Take it in your hands, smell it—it’s different.” Though frustrated with his 

situation, Naguib has resigned himself to working within the structure as it stands. This choice 

partially stems from his unyielding appreciation of old books, whose aura emanates from their 

unique materiality and sensorial appeal. However, his choice also comes from a sense of 

uncertainty as to how he might work the infrastructure to his advantage. He remarked that one of 

his customers, a college professor, asked him recently why he does not try to “make some moves 

[ḥaraka]” to revitalize his business. Somberly, he recalled: “I asked him: how?” 

We have already seen several cases of how individuals might work around the 

infrastructure through practices of distribution. Due to their knowledge or previous experience 

with the dysfunction of distribution, they chose to veer from the inscribed process and division of 

responsibilities. In the case of Majid and Bayt Ḥikma, the author partially sidestepped 

distribution to booksellers altogether by bringing copies and soliciting feedback directly from a 

targeted readership. The bookstores that Naguib criticizes for doctoring publication dates also 

play upon the network’s temporal flexibility to work around the norms and conventions of the 

infrastructure. 



83 

 

We have also previewed how an individual might choose to work outside of the 

infrastructure with the case of Nadine. While she published her first novel with an Amman-based 

publisher, she opted to publish her second novel at a press in Beirut. “I didn’t pay money [for 

printing] like I paid in Jordan. The marketing is better,” Nadine told me regarding her decision to 

publish her second book abroad. “Lebanon has a reputation for printing and distribution.” For 

Nadine, her decision was based on her first experience publishing in Jordan. However, I spoke 

with several writers who knew they wanted to publish abroad based purely on Beirut and 

Amman’s respective reputations for printing and distribution. Sinan, a 44-year-old writer and 

dentist in Amman, has published all of his short story collections at presses in Cairo and Beirut. 

When I asked him whether he had considered publishing in Jordan, he replied: “There are no 

professional publishers in Jordan. They ask you for money. It’s laughable. The book doesn’t ever 

leave Jordan and does not even get distributed in Jordan.” In Cairo, he explained, “they respect 

you.” Jordan’s literary infrastructure was found to be lacking particularly in comparison to Cairo 

and Beirut, which had a more robust history of publishing and a wider reach among regional 

markets of readers. 

Working outside of the infrastructure was not only visible in the case of writers but also 

booksellers. As Rawda, the owner of a press along University Street in Amman, explained: “the 

well-known bookstores in Jordan, like Al-Ahlia and others, could display our books but they 

don’t put out books by any Jordan publishers, only publishers outside Jordan...I don’t understand 

the logic but it’s their policy. Everyone is free to carry out their policies within their borders.” 

Several of my interlocutors, both authors and publishers, voiced a similar claim that booksellers 

rarely stocked Jordanian authors. “It’s not easy being a Jordanian author,” begins Jaber Jaber 
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(2015) in an article entitled “How Reading Jordanian Literature Has Become Nearly Impossible” 

published by the Amman-based media outlet 7iber. He continues:  

The true catastrophe is that the Jordanian reader can read the Brazilian author Paulo 

Coelho, the Egyptian author Naguib Mahfouz, the Algerian author Waciny Laredj, and 

the Lebanese author Rabee Jaber—as well as others not nearly as prolific or 

widespread—but cannot read a Jordanian author...we might say that it is a mere matter of 

a publisher cutting corners, but the truth is more dangerous than that: finding a book by a 

Jordanian author, despite the numerous authors with membership in the Jordanian Writers 

Association, truly requires a miracle. (Jaber 2015)  

I spoke with booksellers who articulated a more conscious choice to import books from abroad 

due to the popularity of the titles and the cheaper prices. In doing so, they opted to work outside 

the literary infrastructure in Jordan. However, others attributed the lack of local literature in 

stock to the dysfunction of distribution, either by criticizing publishers or echoing Saleem’s 

explanation that presses did not have the necessary capabilities to carry out distribution. The 

breakdown of the network in Jordan seemingly required them to work outside the local 

infrastructure, relying primarily on transnational networks, to keep their businesses afloat. 

 This trio of possibilities—within, around, and outside—is not always a given. The 

potential for actors to pursue literary practices and traverse alternative pathways largely depends 

upon their positionalities, mobilities, and resources. This mediated set of potentialities is a 

central facet of Pierre Bourdieu’s (1993) “field of cultural production,” a framework that 

analyzes literature as a constellation of historically constituted positions wherein members 

compete for dominance utilizing different forms of capital—social, cultural, economic, and 

symbolic. Much like the field, access to infrastructure is conditioned by positionality as well as 

an actor’s ability to mobilize resources to move through the network. Nikhil Anand’s (2011) 

ethnographic research on the (in)ability of Mumbai slum residents to obtain water resources 

highlights this overlap between mobility, positionality, and infrastructure. Mumbai’s slums are 

located on hilltops at the city’s peripheries, meaning that water must travel farther and traverse 



85 

 

more dramatic altitudes to reach residents in comparison with other areas of the city. Residents, 

in turn, develop alliances with local patrons who intercede on their behalf to petition for an 

expansion of the infrastructure to provide water to the slums. Thus, the ability of Mumbai’s slum 

residents to access—or to be a part of—the infrastructure involves the movement of material 

resources, geographic location, considerations of class, and a mediated form of sociopolitical 

mobility. In the case of literary infrastructure, those actors invested in literary production 

similarly must locate resources, carry out communicative labor, and develop partnerships to 

facilitate the movement of their texts. Yet, the ability to carry out this process is largely shaped 

by socioeconomic mobility and positionality. 

 In the case of Jordan’s literary infrastructure, the clearest barrier to access relates to 

socioeconomic resources, considering that most authors—at least at the beginning of their 

careers—pay the costs of printing as well as any editing or proofreading services. Yazan, 29, 

who moved to Amman from northeastern Syria in 2004, tried for years before he could publish 

his first novel. When I spoke with him in June 2019, a year had passed since the publication of 

his third novel. He told me that he had completed manuscripts for all three of the novels before 

he could find an affordable publisher and save up enough money to publish his first. While 

publishing is certainly the most prominent cost, other expenses hinder Yazan’s access to literary 

life. For the novelist, the cost of moving around the city is a heavy financial burden, as it is for 

many Amman residents. This material and economic barrier comes to the fore each September 

with the opening of the Amman International Book Fair. Though Yazan has lived in Jordan for 

fifteen years, he has only been able to attend the fair a handful of times as the event takes place 

at a convention center on the southern outskirts of the capital. Yazan, meanwhile, lives in the 

northern suburbs of Mārka and relies on public transportation, which runs sporadically on 
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weekends, for movement through the city. The book fair is a major event where the pathways of 

authors, publishers, and booksellers from both Jordan and the greater Arab world intersect. For 

writers like Yazan, however, it is often geographically and economically inaccessible. 

While positionality and mobility can foreclose possible engagements with literature, one 

might also mobilize certain identities or make manifest certain ideological stances to facilitate 

access. For example, I attended the launch of a novel entitled My Name is Yousef by Jordanian 

author Ayman Al Otoom in July 2019 at the Jordanian Engineers Association in Amman. The 

venue seemed a peculiar choice to me for an event of this sort, even though Al Otoom is a 

professor of engineering. I had never encountered any literary events at the association, either 

during my field research or during my three years living in Amman. However, the link between 

the site and event crystallized as the evening progressed. My Name is Yousef, published a few 

weeks before the launch, is a fictionalized narrative based upon the Quranic story of the Prophet 

Joseph’s imprisonment due to the false accusations of the Egyptian pharaoh’s wife Zuleikha. The 

launch consisted of three speakers—a journalist, a filmmaker, and a literary critic—reading 

papers they had prepared about the novel. All the speakers focused on two elements of the 

literary work: Al Otoom’s deft use of Quranic Arabic and the author’s ability to inject an 

emotional resonance into the Quranic story by carefully crafting his characters. These thematic 

elements resonated with Al Otoom’s real-life association with Islamic cultural initiatives in 

Jordan in addition to his involvement with Islamist political organizations. For decades, the 

Jordanian Engineers Association has been a hub for Islamist political activism and civil society 

(Larzillière 2012). Thus, Al Otoom was able to mobilize his credentials as a prominent member 

of Jordan’s Islamist movement to promote his novel, which targeted readers among Jordan’s 

pious Muslim youth. In short, the link between the event and the venue materialized through a 
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combination of the author’s sociopolitical and religious identities, the history of the association, 

and the nature of the literary work itself. 

 The case of Al Otoom’s book launch underscores that access is shaped by political and 

ideological affiliations in addition to material resources and barriers. For many authors in Jordan, 

these affiliations took on an added significance with the bifurcation of the Jordanian Writers 

Association (JWA)—a union for dues-paying, published authors—in the wake of the Syrian 

revolution. In 2011, as Syrian security forces resorted to increasingly violent tactics against 

protesters while President Bashar al-Assad decried the infiltration of “terrorists” in the country, 

Saʿūd Qubaylāt was serving as the president of the JWA. A staunch supporter of the Syrian 

branch of the Ba’ath party, Qubaylāt quickly voiced his support for Bashar al-Assad. He then 

released a statement on behalf of the JWA advocating for a continued crackdown on political 

dissidents (Khaberni 2011). These displays of support for the embattled Syrian regime resulted in 

a flurry of resignations. For example, Sameera, an established short story author, immediately 

resigned after seeing the JWA president’s response. “They let the association become a little 

political party,” she told me in August. The JWA, whose headquarters is a renovated home in 

Jabal al-Lūwaybda, was once a space where Sameera could attend events and meet other writers. 

Now, it is no longer open to her, and she is not willing to cross its threshold. While several 

writers and literary critics described this fallout as “factionalism,” others described the schism in 

explicitly spatial terms. Rasha, who aligned herself with Qubaylāt, told me that her pro-Assad 

stance has cut off many of the sites and pathways she can access for writing and publication 

opportunities: 

For us [young writers], when we write, we’ll publish anywhere and anything. You want 

people to know your name...When you are in the opposing camp of a certain newspaper, 

they won’t even look at you and you don’t really see them. There isn’t enough money 

and money for all of us in this camp that I’m a part of. There used to be a place, but for 
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two or three years now I haven’t really wanted to write because there isn’t space for both 

you and your colleagues. 

The space for literary practice now feels “crowded,” Rasha explained. Therefore, she felt unable 

to seek out pathways for publishing and circulating her work.   

 The cases above are not an exhaustive list by any means. There are numerous factors and 

salient hierarchies that shape an individual’s potential engagements with literary infrastructure 

such as nationality, gender, and place of residence, among others. These factors, moreover, do 

not exist in isolation but rather intersect in shaping an actor’s access and change over time. The 

aforementioned examples merely provide a glimpse of how one’s ability to engage in certain 

sociomaterial practices to link sites—that is to say, navigating and utilizing literary 

infrastructure—is mediated by mobility, resources, and positionality. There are two important 

addenda to this point. While these examples focus upon actors and sites in Jordan, resources and 

mobility are not only pertinent locally but transnationally as well. This is particularly significant 

as Jordan is located centrally within a geographic constellation of regional cultural hubs, namely 

Cairo, Beirut, and (pre-2003) Baghdad. An individual’s ability to work outside the infrastructure 

typically depends upon mobility and resources for transnational movement, which will be 

discussed in the next section. Secondly, it was in the context of these conversations about 

opportunities and barriers to access that individuals often invoked the state. However, my 

interlocutors did not wholeheartedly cast the state as the problem. In fact, some perceived the 

state as the solution.   

 In my fieldwork, I was surprised to hear rather enthusiastic support for a state-supported 

infrastructure for literature. A handful of authors unequivocally argued that the state should not 

intercede in the world of literature with, perhaps, the exception of copyright protection. 

However, many of my interlocutors—despite lambasting the Ministry of Culture as corrupt and 
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nepotistic—voiced their support for more robust state oversight of literary production, 

circulation, and consumption. These opinions were partially grounded in the belief that the 

Jordanian government could inject these creative industries with more financial resources. 

However, my interlocutors also expressed a subtler pointer related to the notion of visibility. As 

Rasha noted above, she could not see the venues wherein she might produce and circulate her 

literary work. Naguib similarly utilized a language of visibility in deriding the dysfunctional 

Ministry of Culture, namely The Family Library Initiative that prints and sells books at the 

affordable cost of 35 piasters (~0.50 USD). “You don’t find the book. It’s all for nothing because 

we don’t see them.” The issue was that the state’s attempt at a systematized infrastructure—

epitomized by the Ministry of Culture initiative—was dysfunctional and indiscernible. In a way, 

these interlocutors challenged the notion that infrastructures only become visible upon 

breakdown. It was the very breakdown of the state’s attempt at a systematized infrastructure that 

precluded visibility and, thus, left literary actors to chart out their own pathways. Despite their 

criticisms, these interlocutors articulated a belief that the state had the capacity to provide a 

functional, systematized—and, thus, visible—infrastructure for literary production, circulation, 

and consumption. This panoptic view of the literary infrastructure, as de Certeau posits of the 

city, might be a fiction. Regardless, such responses speak to how actors navigating the 

infrastructure felt like “the ordinary practitioners of the city [who] live ‘down below,’ below the 

thresholds at which visibly begins” (de Certeau 1984, 93). Through individualized practices, they 

established their own pathways in the absence of a system that laid the way forward. While I 

previously highlighted the difficulty of mapping the literary infrastructure for ethnographic 

purposes, the spatially and temporally contingent nature of the network also makes it difficult for 

writers or publishers to chart their own trajectories and foresee potential pathways for practice. 
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They struggled and expressed a yearning for the visibility of infrastructure to ease their access to 

resources and opportunities. As Bruce Robbins writes:  

Infrastructure needs to be made visible, of course, in order to see how our present 

landscape is the product of past projects...but we also need to make infrastructure visible 

as a guide to the struggles of the present. By arguing that public utilities should be 

available to all, whether or not all are capable of paying for them, we can perhaps make 

them into a materialist version of the politics of human rights. (Robbins 2007, 32) 

 

Robbins’ emphasis on visibility speaks to one reason why certain interlocutors called for a state-

supported literary infrastructure. The system might be riddled with corruption or inefficiencies. 

Socioeconomic resources, mobility, and connections might still condition access to the 

infrastructure. Nevertheless, a state infrastructure would, at the very least, be a visible arena 

wherein different individuals might jockey for resources and opportunities. Despite the 

surprising enthusiasm for state support, my interlocutors did not necessarily foresee such a 

system emerging in the near future. Moreover, my conversations with authors and others attested 

to the fact that if one could produce and circulate literary work abroad, they almost certainly 

would. As Naguib, the downtown Amman bookseller, explained to me: “Authors don’t get their 

due...the government should support them and purchase their books. There isn’t a publishing 

house or bookstore that cares for the Jordanian authors. So, there are authors who get their due 

abroad.” It is these journeys abroad and their reverberations in Jordan that take center stage in 

the next section. 

Infrastructure, Expectation, and Place 

[The government’s role] is to make available a real and suitable infrastructure, for 

example, a national publishing house that was capable of producing, marketing, and 

translating books. The Ministry of Culture doesn’t even have a translation center...There 

is the national translation project in Cairo. Jordan doesn’t have anything like this 

project...There should be care and resources so that you can market yourself as a writer as 

opposed to producing work and then going by all of the institutions, praying to God that 

they’ll accept the book. It’s insulting to beg these institutions to buy the book. 
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       —Ahmad, 36, Arabic language doctoral student and short story writer    

Our everyday experiences with infrastructure are predicated upon certain normative 

expectations about how things should work. It is not just how infrastructure functions but also 

past experiences of how it has previously functioned and pre-supposed notions of how it ought to 

function. Our frustration with slow internet speed or spotty cell phone coverage is based upon 

previous times and different places where our use of these networks worked more seamlessly. 

While sitting idly in traffic, we may think about driving on this roadway at other times of the day 

or other areas where roads have more lanes. We might factor into more time for our commute 

based upon our previous experiences. In short, our engagement with infrastructure is mediated 

by other times and other spaces, in addition to our more immediate experiences. 

 This temporally and spatially informed set of expectations similarly mediate how authors, 

publishers, booksellers, and readers interact with the literary infrastructure. Jordan is notable, 

however, in that these expectations are more often than not grounded in transnational contexts or, 

more simply, journeys. Sinan provides an illustrative case. He launched his short story collection 

in 2016 with a reading at the National Gallery of Fine Arts in Amman. The reading, which I had 

attended, was followed by some remarks by a literary critic and a Q&A session with the 

audience. When I spoke with Sinan in July 2019 about the event three years prior, he recalled 

that he had flown back to Amman only a few days before the book launch. The week before, he 

had performed selections of his writing while accompanied by a Turkish band at the opening of a 

poetry festival in Istanbul. With the help of a translator, Sinan rehearsed the performance with 

the band. As there was no shared language, they agreed on a set of hand signals to synchronize 

the reading, the musical accompaniment, and the Turkish translation projected upon a screen. 

Yet, a problem arose when the performers arrived at the venue. Sinan would not be visible to the 

band and the technician controlling the translation. The event organizers quickly arranged for a 
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solution. Sinan, emphasizing the technological sophistication, described how they had installed a 

small camera at the podium where he would be reading that would relay his hand gestures to 

both the band and the technician in charge of the projected translation.  

I came back from this to Jordan. The National Gallery refused to send out an e-mail to 

their contact list. Their microphones didn’t work. I brought microphones with me. I 

wanted a stool. They didn’t have a stool, and they weren’t going to bring me one. I don’t 

like to sit in low chairs [when doing a reading]. I was the one who brought a chair in my 

own car from Fann wa Chai [a cafe in Amman’s Jabal al-Lūwaybda neighborhood]. They 

didn’t want to put up posters. They didn’t want to do anything. 

Sinan went on to detail all the logistics that he needed to oversee in order to ensure that the book 

launch ran smoothly. The central issue, he said, is that “the writer or artist should be focusing 

upon their material rather than these organizational details like poster printing or making sure the 

stage is suitably set up.”  

 In her ethnography of Egyptian visual artists, Jessica Winegar (2006) describes how 

practitioners grappled with the receding role of the state in the arts with the onset of free-market 

economic restructuring. Since the Egyptian Republic’s establishment in 1953, the state apparatus 

has invested in art through education, government-funded galleries, and monetary patronage of 

artistic creation. Therefore, “the vast majority of Egyptian arts interlocutors saw state support for 

the arts as key and sought political value for art” (Winegar 2006, 139). The Jordanian state, 

meanwhile, did not invest anywhere near a comparable amount in cultural production, especially 

literature. Acclaimed authors of Jordanian origin—for example, Ghalib Halasa—have 

historically sought opportunities to produce and circulate their literary work in other regional 

hubs, chief among them Cairo. As the experiences of Sinan and others demonstrate, this 

phenomenon continues to the present day. 

 In discussing the broader literary scene in the Arab world, several of my interlocutors 

employed an adage that goes: “Cairo writes, Beirut prints, and Baghdad reads.” When they 
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invoked this saying, I typically followed up by asking: “Where, then, does Amman fall in the 

system?” The question sparked comparisons between the lack of resources in Jordan and the 

bustling literary scenes in Cairo and Beirut as well as pre-2003 Baghdad. For some of my 

interlocutors, these assessments were based upon interactions with regional Arab publishers at 

events like the Amman International Book Fair or virtual engagements with literary scenes 

abroad through social media. Others with enough mobility and resources had traveled to these 

neighboring cultural hubs, given the proximity and shared language—with the exception of 

Sinan’s journey to Istanbul. While Egyptian art makers looked back to previous times in the 

country's history to reckon with the decline in state support, my interlocutors looked back to 

other places. Their nostalgia was “not merely a matter of regret for lost times; it is also a pining 

for lost places (Casey 1993, 37). Their expectations about how infrastructure ought to work in 

Jordan were mediated by these entanglements abroad. Rasha, for example, told me of her plans 

to give up on publishing her work in Jordan: “I’ve contacted a number of people in Beirut about 

publishing. There is a market there, a big market.” Naguib, who grew up working in his father’s 

bookstore in Jerusalem and briefly lived in Iraq, explained how he wanted “a government 

interested in publishing and promoting Jordanian writers like the Iraqi Ministry of Culture.” 

Ahmad’s quote at the beginning of this section similarly expresses how engagements with 

broader regional infrastructures shape expectations at a local level. In short, my interlocutors’ 

engagements with literary infrastructure in Jordan were grounded not only in localized 

sociomaterial practices but also transnational entanglements with built networks for literary 

production, circulation, and consumption. 

 Journeys to cultural hubs like Cairo and Beirut shaped not only perceptions of the built 

networks of literature in Jordan but also affective attachments to the local environment. In his 
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philosophical work on place, Edward Casey (1993) describes the experience of returning to one’s 

place of origin after a journey and experiencing it as if it were the first time. He writes: “It is as if 

I had to leave my home to become acquainted with a more capacious world, which in turn allows 

me to grasp more of the home to which I return...for I now know my home in the light of the 

larger-place world through which I have traveled” (Casey 1993, 294). Journeys to cultural hubs 

did not simply generate calculated comparisons between Jordan’s literary infrastructure and the 

networks found abroad. These experiences were thoroughly tied to the feeling of having a place 

for oneself and one’s literary work at home. As Sinan explained to me: 

It is rather painful. The place that the [author] considers himself a part of, that he interacts 

with and tries to develop is closed off. All of the spaces that are offered to you are spaces 

that are outside [the country]. I am invited outside all the time, as a participant. It’s funny. 

You exist outside but not inside. It’s okay, on the one hand. But, on the other hand, it’s 

painful. This is the situation. 

Such sentiments provide a basis to reconsider the relationship between literature and the nation. 

The everyday, sociomaterial realities of production, circulation, and consumption speak to a 

broader challenge of seeking out a place for literature in Jordan. Writers, when able, regularly 

sought opportunities abroad as they found few pathways—or, at least, visible ones—for the 

production and circulation of literary texts in Jordan. To be a writer in Jordan required one to 

build and navigate one’s own infrastructure through contingent, sociomaterial practices. 

Publishers, struggling to stay afloat financially, expressed their frustrations that booksellers did 

not purchase their publications. However, booksellers were similarly constrained by their 

logistical capabilities and facing difficult economic realities such as rising rent costs in 

downtown Amman and the capital city more broadly. Thus, importing at cheaper rates from 

Beirut or Cairo, whose publishing sectors typically release the most in-demand works, was often 

preferable to working around the challenges with domestic distribution. Finding local literature 

in a bookstore, therefore, is no easy task. Tracking down a specific work of local literature from 
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Jordan, as I myself have experienced, requires a—potentially fruitless—search through 

numerous stores and kiosks across Amman. It is through the tenuousness of the infrastructure, 

the potential for breakdowns in the network, that we might begin to understand claims of 

literature’s absence in Jordan and Jordan’s absence in literature. We might also see how 

navigating this contingent infrastructure—moving from press to press, journeying to abroad or 

resigning oneself to local opportunities, relying on one’s social networks, finding workarounds 

or moments for improvisation—might defer a feeling of emplacement.
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CHAPTER THREE: CORRUPTED INFRASTRUCTURES AND BOUNDARIES 

‘Real’ Writers 

In July 2019, I attended a symposium at the Jordanian Writers Association (JWA) about 

the short story collection That Morning by Ziad Abu Laban. The event, organized by the JWA 

Committee for Short Stories and Novels, took place in the early evening at the association’s 

headquarters in Jabal al-Lūwaybda. Arriving 15 minutes before the symposium, I passed through 

a small veranda of people chatting and sipping coffee from the commissary. I entered and made 

my way through the narrow corridors leading to Ghalib Halasa Hall, the main events space. Only 

two people had taken a seat in the hall at that point, so I decided to gather some information 

about the short story collection. I had circled the bookstores of downtown Amman and 

University Street in the lead-up to the symposium, but none of the booksellers had the short story 

collection in stock and most had not even heard of it. The two attendees seated with me in the 

hall briefly provided background information about the author, a university professor and JWA 

member, but they were not very familiar with the collection itself. Roughly 15 minutes after the 

symposium was scheduled to begin, the crowd from the veranda began to trickle into the hall for 

the event. 

Mohammad Masha, the head of the Committee for Short Stories and Novels, took his 

place at the podium adjacent to the small stage at the front of the room. Upon the platform sat 

two literary critics, set to deliver scholarly papers about That Morning, as well as the author Abu 

Laban. When the attendees had settled into their seats, Masha began his opening remarks. After 

expressing his gratitude to the speakers and providing some biographical details about Abu 

Laban, Masha turned his attention to the relatively small audience, roughly 15 people in a room 

that could fit at least 50. “An audience is not its quantity but its quality,” he remarked, “yet, this 
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is [the state of] culture in our country.” Hunched over the podium, his eyes just barely 

discernible through his rose-tinted aviator eyeglasses, he scanned the faces of the attendees in the 

first few rows. “The real writers come” [al-kuttāb al-haqiqiyyūn yaʾtūn]. Even members of the 

association, he bemoaned, rarely attended events. “There are people who have been part of the 

JWA since the 1990s but haven’t been seen or heard of since.” Again, he scans the audience: 

“The real writer [al-kātib al-ḥaqīqī] is the one who shows up, the one who meets up” rather than 

“disappearing from the scene in favor of solitude.” He stepped down from the podium, and the 

symposium began.  

When I spoke with Masha a few weeks later, I asked him about his opening remarks. He 

replied with what he saw as the sad state of literary life in Jordan: 

Maybe someone who has absolutely no relationship with culture has a sum of 1,000 JOD 

and, so, goes to any printer, without going through any organization, with all sorts of 

grammatical and linguistic errors, without meaning, without content, and goes along and 

prints 2,000 or 3,000 copies [of a book]. They’ll find an organization to publish it for 

them and say to the world: “this is the Jordan intellectual.”  

 

The preceding chapter of this thesis dealt primarily with cases in which individuals struggled to 

access the literary infrastructure due to mobility, positionality, and resources. Such cases 

highlighted how literary infrastructure, as a set of spatial and temporal sociomaterial practices, 

could foreclose potential engagements with literature. However, in the same vein, the built 

network can grant access to actors and literary texts—given they are well-positioned and mobile 

enough—to traverse the infrastructure of production, circulation, and consumption. It is this 

second category that preoccupied Masha. On the one hand, an author might craft and engage in 

creative forms of practice to publish and circulate their work. Yet, another author—or the same 

author from another vantage point—might be construed as utilizing the brute force of 

socioeconomic resources or the stockpiled fruits of phatic labor to enter the literary scene. 
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Masha’s statement relays an anxiety at the lack of any gatekeeping mechanism to bar literary 

producers who are not, so to speak, up to snuff when it comes to content, form, and language. 

Without any investment in culture, their published and circulated texts might be devoid of merit. 

Thus, new metrics and mechanisms must be devised to determine which writers are “real” and 

which are cast aside as fake or illegitimate. In other words, boundaries must be established.  

 In his article on media piracy, Brian Larkin writes that “infrastructures organize the 

construction of buildings, the training of personnel, the building of railway lines, and the 

elaboration of juridicolegal frameworks without which the movement of goods and people 

cannot occur. But once in place, infrastructures generate possibilities for their own corruption 

and parasitism” (2004, 289, emphasis added). Masha’s articulated anxieties about the open 

access of literary production and circulation to the cultureless are similarly grounded in this 

inherent danger of infrastructure. Concerns about infrastructure’s vulnerability to contamination 

are by no means limited to media piracy or literary circulation. For example, transnational 

networks for asylum-seekers or “migration infrastructure” (Xiang and Lindquist 2018) for 

laborers often spur similar discourses, particularly in Europe and the United States, about the 

possibility of infiltration by so-called “bad apples.” Infrastructure, thus, raises questions not only 

about expansion and access but also about establishing and policing boundaries. Discourses 

about infrastructure, moreover, often veer from considerations of structure—e.g. where will be 

the entrance? —to concerns about use and actors—i.e. who will use and have the right to use it? 

These discourses often rely on morally charged and contested terms like “bad apples.” While 

infrastructure brings risk with its establishment, the competing claims of democratization versus 

corruption of the system can largely depend on the perspectives and interests of the claimant. 
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 Chapter Two was concerned with the form and dynamics of Jordan’s literary 

infrastructure as well as the ways in which individualized pathways of sociomaterial practice 

intersect to generate the built network. However, an analysis of the structural properties of this 

network also raises similar anxieties and questions about boundaries versus access and proper 

use versus corruption. The framework of infrastructure, until this point, has largely served as a 

methodological approach aimed at grasping the spatiotemporal movement of actors and texts 

through the processes of production, circulation, and consumption. However, the use of 

infrastructure as an analytic also opens up a more ontological line of questioning regarding 

literary practices and questions of proper use. How might the social networks and individualized 

practices that allow for publication and circulation destabilize—or, perhaps, highlight the 

definitional instability—of such notions as authorship and publishability? The typical lack of any 

financial remuneration for authors as well as the dysfunction of distribution complicates 

normative notions of piracy as an illegitimate or parasitic practice. Thus, we find our earlier 

questions regarding access, resources, and mobility slipping into broader discussions of 

legitimacy, authority, proper use, and corruption. This chapter deals with a few of the 

ramifications of Jordan’s literary infrastructure, particularly the definitional instabilities of 

certain categories, practices, and paradigms as well as the ways in which actors aim to establish 

boundaries around what they see as proper use of the network. It focuses upon a series of 

essential questions and how literary infrastructure might problematize normative responses, such 

as: Who is the author and what can be published? What is piracy and why should we combat it? 

How should we read literature and how might we interpret it?  
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Figure 3. Ghalib Halasa Hall at the Jordanian Writers Association (JWA). Amman, Jordan. 

Photographed by the author in July 2019. 

 

Boundary-Work and Practice 

 In his opening remarks to the symposium, Mohammad Masha engaged in what might be 

called a form of “boundary-work” (Gieryn 1983; Klein 1996; Ganti 2012). As an analytical 

concept, boundary-work originated within sociological scholarship on the demarcation of 

scientific fields from non-scientific fields. Thomas F. Gieryn (1983) coined the term to 

characterize how scientists, particularly within public discourse, emphasized their methods, 

values, labor, and institutional organization to distinguish themselves from non-scientific actors. 

Julie Thompson Klein, however, broadens the definition and applicability of “boundary-work” as 

a concept in her scholarship on interdisciplinarity. She theorizes this process of demarcation as 
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“the composite set of claims, activities, and institutional structures that define and protect 

knowledge practices” (Klein 1996). She goes on to emphasize that these boundaries are often 

articulated in spatial terms—such as “turf” or “territory”—and draw upon concepts such as 

authority and legitimacy (Klein 1996). Most scholarship on boundary-work is situated in the 

sociological study of professions, particularly medical professions (e.g. Allen 2001) and 

scientific researchers (e.g. Albert, Laberge, and Hodges 2009) though others have applied the 

concept to fields such as journalism (e.g. Carlson 2016).  

Anthropologist Tejaswini Ganti (2012) makes a crucial contribution to scholarship on 

boundary-work in her ethnography of Bollywood filmmakers that is directly relevant to the 

analysis of Jordan’s literary infrastructure. She first highlights the accessibility of Bollywood’s 

filmmaking infrastructure: “the ‘industry’ has been and continues to be a very diffuse site where 

anyone with large sums of money and the right contacts is able to make a film, regardless of their 

experience or knowledge about filmmaking” (Ganti 2012, 8-9). Though the question of resources 

and access in the case of Bollywood differs in scale from Jordan’s literary infrastructure, we can 

already see some parallels with Masha’s anxieties over potential infiltration and corruption. It is 

in this context—“the problem of a plethora of producers”—that filmmakers engage in boundary-

work (Ganti 2012, 11).36 Based on conversations with Bollywood filmmakers, Ganti identifies 

two distinct yet interlinked forms of boundary-work. First, filmmakers sharply criticized the 

standards and styles of the industry, while bemoaning the sad fact that this mediocrity was 

broadly reflective of the field. Interlocutors subsequently positioned themselves as an exception 

to the norm in describing their filmmaking practice, for example, by emphasizing their technical 

 
36 While Ganti utilizes the word “filmmakers” through her article, she qualifies that it serves as a catch-all 

term for the various occupation roles involved in the production of media: “producers, directors, actors, 

screenwriters” (2012, 6).  
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sophistication. Ganti refers to these two forms of boundary-work as “sentiments of disdain and 

practices of distinction” (Ganti 2012, 7).  

Boundary-work, sentiments of disdain, and practices of distinction provide a salient set of 

concepts to understand the varied discourses, practices, and anxieties of actors as they attempt to 

demarcate proper engagement with literary infrastructure in Jordan. This section will focus on 

four cases: the sociality of writing, the constraints of genre, the eschewing of commercialism, 

and the materiality of reading. These examples are not an exhaustive list by any means. I have 

focused on these cases to demonstrate that boundary-work is not limited to authors or the 

processes of writing and publishing but rather permeate the entirety of the infrastructure. 

Moreover, these case studies also speak to the fact that boundary-work is both a practice and a 

process. The claims and categories that underpin sentiments of disdain and practices of 

distinction are not grounded in pre-fixed stable categories. Rather, the instabilities of these 

categories make them suitable for boundary-work. The lack of consensus about a fixed set of 

parameters for a novel, for example, is what makes possible a claim such as ‘that’s not a novel.’ 

The notion of sociality provides another illustrative example. Questions regarding proper social 

relations and practices cut across all of the case studies; however, the conceptions of what 

sociality entails, the value ascribed to it, and its relationship to literature are all fuzzy. I use 

“sociality” in particular to emphasize both its processual nature and its flexibility in comparison 

to terms such as society or social relations (Long and Moore 2013, 4). Sociality, in this context, 

is a vague concept and for good reason. The nebulousness of its definition makes it a deft tool to 

engage in boundary-work. The varied uses of the term—the sociality of writing, bookselling, or 

reading—emerge through discourses and practices.  
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While the sociomaterial practices of varied actors are crucial for the establishment of the 

infrastructure as previously discussed, they are not purely structural. These practices in 

themselves are imbued with sociocultural meanings. Through these examples of boundary-work, 

moreover, we will see that the value and legitimacy attributed to certain practices are not fixed 

but rather contingent upon the claim, context, and claimant. Considering that access to the 

literary infrastructure heavily relies on resources and mobility while factors like financial 

remuneration cannot provide a gauge for success, these varied forms of boundary-work gesture 

to how literary actors construct “alternate regimes of value as a way to manage their own status 

and social position within their fields” (Ganti 2012, 36). 

The employment of boundary-work in this analysis of literary infrastructure deviates 

somewhat from previous scholarship on the concept. Unlike medical professionals or scientific 

researchers, the actors who traverse these built networks of literature are not operating within an 

occupation with standardized professional standards or a structure that is institutionalized, 

whether by the state or a private corporation. While publishers and booksellers fit into semi-

structured occupational molds, writers and readers occupy far more nebulous positions. 

However, the lack of institutionalized standards of professionalization does not detract from the 

significance of boundary-work but rather accentuates its importance. The previous chapter 

discussed the desire articulated by interlocutors for a state-supported infrastructure, one that was 

far more visible and navigable than the emergent, practice-based nature of production, 

circulation, and consumption. The fragmented and individualized nature of the literary 

infrastructure makes the establishment of boundaries even more crucial. In lieu of a centralized, 

durable structure for the movement of literary texts, boundary-work became a primary means to 
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ensure the proper use of the network and to safeguard the network from, as Larkin phrased it, 

“corruption and parasitism” (2004, 289).  

Writing and Sociality 

 For Mohammad Masha, the gauge of a “real” writer is their participation in the social 

side of literature—attending lectures and conversing with other writers at symposiums. The 

building and maintenance of such social ties reflect a proper investment in literature in 

contradistinction to a writer who merely writes alone and depends on resources and connections 

to print copies of a book. For him, the definition of a writer is tied not only to artistic but also 

social practices. The problem with the literary scene in Jordan, as Masha told the audience at the 

JWA, is that writers “are disappearing from the scene in favor of solitude.” When I spoke with 

Masha a few weeks after the symposium, he underscored his point by recounting his shock upon 

attending a reading by ʿIzz al-Din al-Manasira, a poet and founding member of the JWA, and 

seeing the small turnout. Even considering the small specialized audience of such an event, 

Masha was dismayed. Such statements, returning to Ganti’s (2012) concept, communicated a 

sense of disdain that allowed Masha to distinguish himself as an active participant in public, 

cultural events. To be clear, these social practices did not demarcate the bounds of legitimate 

authorship in lieu of technical skill and experience. Rather, these forms of sociality were ways in 

which one could discern who truly was invested in producing texts of merit. Early in our 

conversation, Masha had improvised a mock romance poem to provide me with an example of 

the poor literary craftsmanship that characterized the literary scene in Jordan—such was the 

danger of easy access to publishing. He rattled off a few lines riddled with grammatical errors, 

including an erroneous declension of Modern Standard Arabic’s dual form: ʿaynaykī (your eyes). 

For the rest of the interview, Masha referred to a broad swathe of published writers as 
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jammʿīyyat ʿaynaykī (the ‘your eyes’ crew). It was these writers who scorned the social 

responsibilities of authorship and, therefore, were Masha’s target in the disdain/distinction 

discourses of boundary-work. Whether or not there is any connection between social practices 

and literary writing skills is beside the point. The relationship between sociality and authorship is 

more proscriptive and generative than it is descriptive. Through disdain and distinction, Masha 

aims to demarcate the real writer as a category within the infrastructure in response to the threat 

of corruption. 

Not all of my interlocutors, however, resembled Masha in their engagement with 

boundary-work. For many, social circles like those found at the JWA were, in fact, corrupting 

influences for any author looking to write and publish a proper work of fiction. As Rashid, 50, a 

literary critic and university professor, explained: “The symposiums and lectures are just an 

exercise in elitism. They’re attended by elites, the same ones…there are those groups who 

regularly go, and then there are the ordinary people who don’t really care what is said at these 

symposiums.” I was somewhat dumbfounded by the comment as I had met Rashid at a JWA 

symposium that he was invited to as a speaker. When I asked him why he attends the events, he 

explained matter-of-factly, his speech punctuated with hearty chuckles: “It’s all pleasantries and 

flattery. It’s just for the self-aggrandizement…People always want to preserve the structure that 

exists. It’s either this way or nothing.” Many of my interlocutors echoed Rashid’s critiques of 

literary symposiums, with several of them signaling out the JWA as the central site for erudite 

but uninspired cultural events. For instance, Antoun—a novelist, voice actor, and Arabic 

language instructor—described his short-lived experience with the association: “If you go to the 

JWA, you see a bunch of 60-year-old activists…You see this pride in understanding a lot about 
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history, philosophy, political and so on and so forth. They have these Byzantine arguments 

among themselves.” 

 Rashid’s disdain for the JWA and similar cultural forums did not necessarily mean that 

he spurned the importance of sociality to authorship. For the professor and critic, it just happened 

to be a different conceptualization of social responsibility. In July, I sat down with Rashid at a 

small, smoky café not far from the University of Jordan discussing the popular claim that 

Jordanians do not read. He began his response by briefly touching upon education, the fact that 

the high school curriculum in Jordan did not prepare students to read full books in Modern 

Standard Arabic. However, he soon shifted to his main argument about lack of reader 

engagement:  

The author is lazy. The novelist is lazy…the writer writes from their desk from the 

imagination. When I want to write a book, I take four years. I interview people and live 

among people, trying to tease out what is true and what is false. Someone, for example, 

might write about Amman while sitting at a café in Amman. They haven’t actually ever 

seen Amman for real. They haven’t lived among the people. They haven’t taken the bus. 

They haven’t gone out. The writer has a responsibility toward writing and to make 

contact with people. You want to write about the poor, but you haven’t met them or lived 

among them. There is a sort of mental laziness toward the research part of the process.  

The notions of sociality and isolation that undergird Rashid’s boundary-work greatly vary from 

those articulated by Masha. The critic and professor directs his disdain—crystallized in the 

multiple claims of laziness—toward those who do not emplace themselves within the context 

about which they write. Thus, it is this laziness on the part of the author, “a shortcoming in the 

idea of authorship,” that is corrupting the literary infrastructure. Once again, these articulated 

sentiments of disdain provide the grounds for Rashid to distinguish his own practice as a writer. 

Against the backdrop of aloof literary production, he writes based on years of life experience and 

research into the social fabrics of urban life. Rashid’s claims evoke a similar notion of “reading” 
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the city articulated by Nadine and Jihan in the previous chapter.37 An indirect critique of Masha,      

Rashid contends that sociality in cultural circles cannot replace the expertise and ability that 

comes with life experience and social interaction with the subjects that inform and read one’s 

writing. These forms of sociality constitute an integral part of what it means to truly be a writer 

and how to properly write a text to connect with readers. Boundary-work—in its dual discourses 

of disdain and distinction—is not only about who should be excluded as a threatening infiltrator 

of the literary infrastructure but also a central part of defining what it means to properly use the 

channels of production, circulation, and consumption. For Rashid and Masha, boundary-work is 

a mechanism to lay down the parameters for authorship—albeit subjectively—within an 

infrastructure where the production and circulation of texts is as much a matter of means and 

mobility as it is literary merit.  

Genre as Boundary-Work 

 “Classification systems are integral to any working infrastructure,” write Bowker and 

Star (1999) in their work on information infrastructures. The demarcation of categories, or 

“classificatory work,” is a routine part of everyday life; however, the creation and maintenance 

of categories are especially crucial within infrastructural systems for knowledge production and 

informational exchange (Bowker and Star 2000). The reason is that these built networks cut 

across diverse groups of individuals and necessitate their collaboration for the movement of 

objects across the infrastructure. While Bowker and Star draw primarily upon scientific research 

institutions to study the interaction of diverse people and objects, their discussion of 

 
37 Jihan similarly emphasizes the issue of isolation: “I am not for reading that leads to isolation…When you 

look out through a dirt-smudged window at how the streets looks, that is also a text.” 
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classification and boundaries also sheds light on the centrality of categories within Jordan’s 

literary infrastructure.  

Bowker and Star’s analysis of categories and boundaries is rooted in the notion of 

“infrastructural inversion,” the methodological push to make visible the linkages and 

technologies that often fade from view within built networks (Star 1999, 34). Like the 

infrastructure itself, the categories and conventions within a built network that allow for the 

movement of people, ideas, and objects across space and time are often taken for granted. In 

conversation with Becker’s work on “art worlds” (1982), Star and Bowker pose the example of 

musical concerts. Concerts typically last roughly three hours, which has ramifications for the 

“material artistic infrastructure” from the cost of the production to the rental of the theatre to the 

work of the ticket takers (Bowker and Star 2000, 34). While a composer might arrange a much 

lengthier performance, “these constraints are mutable only at great cost, and the artist must 

always consider them before violating them” (Bowker and Star 2000, 35). The conventions of 

artistic practice shape the behavior of producers and mold the production, circulation, and 

consumption of cultural texts. However, the standards and categories central to the infrastructure 

often remain invisible unless transgressed:  

Their impact is indisputable, and as Foucault reminds us, inescapable. Try the simple 

experiment of ignoring your gender classification and use instead whichever toilets are 

the nearest; try to locate a library book shelved under the wrong Library of Congress 

catalogue number…the material force of categories appears always and instantly. 

(Bowker and Star 2000, 3). 

In the case of literary infrastructure, genre provides a clear example of how the demarcation of 

categories and maintenance of boundaries around those classifications are central to the 

functioning of the network. Writing workshops regularly focus on a particular genre while 

literary competitions call for submissions in a particular category such as short stories, poetry, or 

novels. Authors pitch their literary work to publishers as a novel, short story collection, or poetry 
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volume. Genre, which can serve communicative and social functions between different actors, 

then leaves a material imprint upon the literary text as many publishing houses print the generic 

classification on the spine of a book: “novel,” “stories,” or “poetry.” These generic 

classifications may then map onto the organization of bookstores and provide a navigational tool 

for readers as they meander through shelves or piles of books. 

 The mutually intelligible—though not necessarily identical—conceptions of genre, thus, 

enable the smooth functioning of the literary infrastructure. They serve as “boundary objects” in 

that they “inhabit several intersecting social worlds…and satisfy the informational requirements 

of each of them. Boundary objects are objects which are both plastic enough to adapt to local 

needs and the constraints of the several parties employing them, yet robust enough to maintain a 

common identity across sites” (Star and Greismer 1989, 393). As a boundary object, genre 

provides a means to link writers, publishers, booksellers, and readers as well as the various sites 

they inhabit. However, the normative conventions of genre can also be transgressed. These 

transgressions threaten to corrupt the infrastructure, thus becoming potential targets of boundary-

work. 

 Jihan, a language instructor with a doctorate in Arabic literature, described for me the 

constraints of genre, as she saw it, when we spoke in June 2019. “When you write something and 

call it a text, to what degree will it be accepted at the level of Jordanian [literary] criticism or 

Arab criticism more broadly? We are still stuck to this idea that we have to label what we 

write…Is it a story or a novel? Is it an epic or what?” Jihan describes her literary work generally 

as poetic texts or prose poetry, a form of Arabic language poetry that emerged in the early 20th 

century and breaks from the conventions of metered verse.38 While she writes regularly, Jihan 

 
38 See Roger Allen’s detailed survey of Arabic literature for further information about prose poetry within 

literary production in the Arab world (2000, 130-132). Allen’s large tome on literature and his discussion of the 
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has yet to publish any of her literary work. She enumerated several reasons why she has not 

worked to put a collection, such as her view that literary writing provides a sense of personal 

fulfillment regardless of whether the text reaches a public audience. Another reason for her 

reticence, grounded in her study of Arabic literary criticism, is the opposition she expects to face 

due to the genre-transgressive nature of her prose poetry. “You can’t call a text something in 

between. There are still people who are conservative when it comes to prose poetry and reject its 

hybridity.” Jihan’s case differs from the previous discussion of writing and sociality in that she is 

not engaging in boundary-work but, rather, finds herself excluded from the infrastructure as a 

result of the boundary. However, boundary-work grounded in discourses about genre does not 

necessarily mean total exclusion from literary production or circulation. It might instead shape 

how and where actors engage with the literary infrastructure. Sinan, for example, described for 

me how he sought out publishers—all of them outside of Jordan—who publish hybrid forms and 

poetic texts. His ability to transgress generic conventions was predicated on his ability to work 

outside the local literary infrastructure in Jordan and seek publishing opportunities elsewhere in 

the Arab world.  

  Boundary-work might also target authors who work within normative generic 

conventions. For example, Akram, a newspaper columnist and writer of short stories and poetry, 

touched upon genre in discussing his readings of Arabic literature. When I asked him about 

literary works that influenced or lingered with him, he referenced a saying by the Rashidun 

Caliph Umar bin al-Khaṭāb: “You can see a hundred camels and not find one suitable for your 

journey.” He explained that he reads dozens of books before finding a work with any literary 

 
three main genres—poetry, belletristic prose and narrative, and drama—only discusses prose poetry briefly. While 

this relates to the relatively recent emergence of prose poetry in comparison to other forms of literary production in 

the Arab world, it is also telling of the genre’s marginal position.   
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merit. This difficulty is particularly apparent, he added, with novels. “Novels have been like a 

‘low mule,’ anyone can jump…anyone can say they are writing a novel, but where can you find 

a novel that actually fills your mind.” Akram’s mockery of the novel as a genre embodies the 

sentiments of disdain, which provides the basis for him to distinguish himself as a poet and short 

story writer. Genre thus becomes the foundation of his boundary-work. He positions himself as a 

legitimate user of the literary infrastructure, while the genre of the novel can potentially corrupt 

the network.   

Eschewing the Commercial 

The boundary-work targeting perceived threats to the literary infrastructure is by no 

means limited to the practices and discourses of authors but also extends to publishers and 

booksellers and, by extension, the processes of publication and distribution. A central form of 

boundary-work that emerged throughout my ethnographic interviews was the eschewal of 

commercial considerations. In other words, publishers and booksellers regularly emphasized to 

me that their main goal was something other than financial. Publishing or selling books was not a 

business but rather an intellectual, cultural, and societal project. While these individuals 

acknowledged the fact that they had to take finances into account to stay afloat, they explained 

that they only took business into consideration to ensure that they could carry out their project or 

communicate their message to society. Much like the authors in the previous chapter, these 

booksellers explained disdain at the transactional nature of publishing and bookselling while 

distinguishing their own position within the field of production, circulation, and consumption. 

For example, Badr, who opened a bookstore in Amman last year, described to me how his space 

is different from the other bookshops in Amman: 

The idea is that a bookstore is a social space and not just for transactions. Sadly, there is 

this gap between the bookstore and the cultural café with the majority of bookstores in 
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Amman. Amman’s bookshops are just for selling while the ‘cultural cafes’ you see just 

put out two or three books, that’s it. The mixing of these two projects has not happened in 

Amman until now, even though it’s happened in many other Arab capitals. 

 

Thus, Badr communicates sentiments of disdain about the other bookstores and so-called cultural 

cafes in Amman and uses these claims to articulate the uniqueness of his work. He certainly 

acknowledges that some of his choices as the proprietor regarding book acquisition and sales are 

aimed at keeping the place financially solvent. We spoke in one of the back offices of the 

bookstore and, at one point, he gestured to the door and told me: “If you go outside, you’ll find a 

shelf with ‘Booker List 2019’ written on it,” in reference to the row of books that previously won 

the Arab Prize for International Fiction. “We put up this shelf for commercial purposes only 

because people do come and ask if you have this or that.” However, even in acknowledging these 

financial considerations, Badr emphasized the distinct nature of his bookstore. He posed the 

example of a young woman who recently came to the store to ask for a copy of Celestial Bodies 

(Sayyadāt al-Qamar) by Omani author Jokha Al-Harithi, which was catapulted into the spotlight 

in Jordan after winning the Man Booker International Prize in 2019 in translation by Marilyn 

Booth. “In a commercial bookstore,” Badr explained, if this woman comes and asks for Celestial 

Bodies, they’ll say ‘here you go.’ If she comes back, they’ll say ‘Try 40 Rules of Love. It also 

sells a lot.” However, for Badr, even the sale of commercially popular works can feed into his 

larger societal and cultural project. When this customer came back to the bookstore, meanwhile, 

he asked her how she liked Celestial Bodies. “She said it was good as she got to know Oman…I 

told her that was great and we opened up a light conversation. I asked her if she had read Ibn 

Khaldun who talks about Oman.” She was eventually convinced and purchased the book by Ibn 

Khaldun, the historian and philosopher. “I believe that even with consumerism, you can orient it 

and push toward something good,” Badr explained. Even while gesturing to the necessary evil of 
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commercial consideration, Badr still performs boundary-work. He eschews the purely financial 

motivations that he sees as characteristic of other booksellers in Jordan while distinguishing his 

own practice as something other and distinct.   

The Materiality of Reading 

Like Badr, Naguib similarly gestured to the shelf in his bookshop in downtown Amman 

where he stocked a handful of popular novels that customers often asked about. While he 

specializes in out-of-print and rare books, he acknowledges that there are certain literary works 

that sell and, so, he stocks a few copies of each at a time to generate some revenue to stave off 

the financial difficulties of paying for his shop and warehouse rentals. The customers who buy 

these novels, many of them young women, do not care about reading or books as they should as 

Naguib sees it. For the bookstore owner, the issue is largely generational and partially gendered. 

“Youth aren’t drawn to books for the joy of reading. On social media, they talk about the Booker 

Prize, how so and so read this book, how so and so read that book, so I want to read that book.” 

Reading literature, thus, becomes a purely a social practice, which strips the activity of its 

literary and intellectual purpose. Like Mohammad Masha and Rashid, Naguib touches upon the 

relationship between sociality and literature. However, unlike in the previous section, sociality 

was not a requirement for proper practice but rather posed a threat to the literary infrastructure. 

Moreover, potential corruption is not limited to the readership. The increased demand by 

customers for popular novels, like romances, thus pushes authors to churn out “a book every 

month or two, whereas writers [of the older generation] would take years of research and writing 

to produce a book.” While Naguib sees the reading practices of his young customers as the 

origins of the threat, their consumptive habits put the infrastructure more broadly at risk. It is in 

this context that Naguib engages in boundary-work. 
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This is not to say that Naguib saw engagement with literature as requiring total isolation. 

For example, he spoke about how many of his patrons, members of older generations, often 

purchase multiple copies of books to give and exchange with friends. The proper relationship 

between literature and sociality was rather nebulous. Naguib’s sentiments of disdain and 

practices of distinction were not grounded in sociality but rather the materiality of reading. In 

discussing the reading habits of his younger customers, Naguib explained that “the reader 

doesn’t care about the quality of the book. They’ll read it and then just throw it aside. Whereas 

the older generation says, ‘no, I want this for my library so can return to it as a reference.’” The 

privileging of the social dimensions of readings over the literary aspects may be the corruption of 

the infrastructure. However, the means of demarcating the bounds of proper engagement with 

literature depends on discourses about materiality, the value of a literary text as a material object.  

The slippages that characterized Naguib’s boundary-work in a way resemble the case of 

Mohammad Masha. While Masha critiqued the lack of linguistic and grammatical prowess 

among certain authors, his boundary-work centered on the notion of sociality. For Naguib, his 

critique of purely social reading habits took form through the discourse of materiality. That is to 

say, a real reader, who understands the intellectual and literary aims of reading, must care about 

the material value of books. We previously encountered Naguib expressing similar sentiments 

about the materiality of literary texts in the previous chapter in his criticism of bookstores that 

doctor publication dates to garner more sales. Here, we see this discourse about materiality 

deployed to express disdain toward readers who read purely to socialize without any concern for 

the text. In turn, Naguib can position himself alongside his base of loyal customers—the older 

generation—who care about reading as a literary practice, which is apparent in their affective 

and material attachments to books as objects. Through the discourses of disdain and discourses 



115 

 

grounded in notions of materiality, the bookstore owner demarcates and polices the boundaries 

of proper practice in the face of a perceived threat to the literary infrastructure. For Naguib, this 

lack of care for the materiality of literature is perhaps clearest in the proliferation of pirated 

books within the market. For Naguib, the local popularity of these pirated works—often 

recognizable by irregularities in pagination, poor printing quality, and shoddy binding—

embodies the ambivalence toward the material and, thus, literary importance of texts. The 

bookstore owner saw these low-quality prints as clearly corrupting the literary infrastructure; 

however, as will be discussed in the next section, responses to book piracy do not always 

conform to this view. 

Pirates, Authors, and Circulation 

In July 2019, the Ministry of Culture, the Ministry of Youth, and Azbakiyah Books, among 

several other government and private bodies, launched an initiative entitled “Our Books Are Our 

Heritage.” The central attraction of the event, held on a Friday afternoon, was a large-scale 

giveaway of tens of thousands of free books to all attendees. All of the donated books were laid 

upon the steps of the Roman Amphitheatre in downtown Amman. The event began with a 

performance by a dabka troupe in the plaza outside the amphitheater. Then, the gates were 

opened for all to walk along the stone seating and take as many books as they wished. I arrived at 

the event several hours in advance and, along with other residents and tourists, walked around 

the amphitheater as yellow-vested volunteers from the Ministry of Youth set up for the event. 

However, the volunteers then cleared the area, directing everyone to the plaza for the opening 

ceremony. Once the gates were re-opened for the event, the crowds had grown and moved in 

waves toward the amphitheater entrance, overwhelming the capacity of the amphitheater and the 

capability of tourist police and volunteers to smoothly direct foot traffic. I made it into the front 
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gates but was unable to move from the front stage toward the steps where the books were laid. 

After unsuccessfully attempting for half an hour to weave through the crowds and family 

members who had linked arms to not lose each other, I opted to exit the gates and observe from 

afar. 

 

Figure 4. “Our Books Are Our Heritage” event at the Roman Amphitheatre. Amman, 

Jordan. Photographed by the author in July 2019. 

 

In the weeks following the book giveaway, several of my interlocutors weighed in with 

their thoughts about the initiative. A few of my interlocutors, such as Naguib, pointed to the 

book giveaway as clear proof of interest in reading and demand for affordable books among 

Jordanians. Though not mutually exclusive responses, other interlocutors like short story writer 

Qasim focused on the haphazard logistical organizing of the event and the poor quality of the 
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book selection. While media coverage generally relayed the organizers’ self-assessment of the 

initiative as a successful event to promote reading, a few media outlets did hone in on similar 

critiques of the arguably dangerous overcrowding at the event (Roya News 2019). 

The sharpest criticisms of the event that arose in my interviews, however, came from 

Hadeel, the book club organizer from Al-Zarqa’. The central issue with the initiative, in her 

view, was that it was complicit in book piracy. One of the central organizers of “Our Books are 

Our Heritage” was Azbakiyah Books, a large, used book emporium not far from downtown 

Amman that is rather divisive. On the one hand, the bookstore offers a huge selection of 

affordable books and is renowned for stocking hard-to-find and banned works. The book 

emporium was even profiled in a 2010 Los Angeles Times article as “a bookstore devoted to 

forbidden titles” (Daragahi 2010). On the other hand, the bookstore is notorious for stocking 

pirated books, most of them imported from Egypt.39 Hadeel, who works in e-book and 

audiobook publishing, refuses to shop at Azbakiyah or attend events hosted by the bookshop as 

she objects to their acquisition and sale of pirated books. “You’re copying books, and we’re 

working in the [field] of writing.” The event at the Roman Amphitheatre was an appalling but 

sadly mundane sight of corruption, namely the partnership of a pirate and the state.  

Though I did not explicitly ask about piracy during my interviews, a number of my 

interlocutors identified book piracy as an issue for writers, publishers, and booksellers in 

Jordan.40 Yazan, for example, expressed his frustration upon finding a pirated electronic copy of 

 
39 The case of Azbakiyah Books interestingly demonstrates that the potential corruption of the 

infrastructure does not necessarily originate from within the localized network but also might infiltrate the system 

through broader transnational networks of production, circulation, and consumption. 

 
40 There are no available statistical estimates about book piracy as there are with software piracy for 

example. 
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one of his novels available for download on the website of a Cairo-based e-book company. 

“Book piracy is not a crime, or it’s a crime that is overlooked,” Antoun, a language instructor, 

voice artist, and novelist, explained. “This is one main reason why an industry like publishing is 

losing out. And the writer cannot get profits from the percentage he gets per copy.” Fathi Al-

Biss, the head of the Jordanian Publishers Union, echoed Antoun’s sentiments in a September 

2019 interview conducted at a regional seminar of the International Publishers Association (IPA) 

in Jordan: “Piracy is a key challenge in our market, as well, pirates taking advantage in [sic] how 

copyright laws are implemented. The Jordanian National Library and our union are working very 

hard together to fight piracy, but we need more cooperation and public awareness” (P. Anderson 

2019).41 

Jeris al-Samāwī, the former Minister of Culture, acknowledged and sympathized with the 

concerns of publishers and writers when we spoke in July 2019. However, he expressed a bleak 

outlook for potential resolution, saying that book piracy “won’t be resolved in the foreseeable 

future. This is a big issue now, and you cannot control…. We have the National Library that 

controls this and has laws according to international agreements about authors’ rights. Time is 

needed to see how we can solve this problem.” 

 As al-Samāwī’s response highlights, piracy is a complex issue to resolve in part because 

it involves both international legislation and standards as well as local policing and legal 

enforcement. Moreover, while the former minister and other interlocutors expressed frustrations 

about unauthorized copies of books, the term piracy is a broad and somewhat inexact term. As 

seen in the previous example, pirated books can be both digital—in the form of free or paid PDF 

 
41 In January 2019, for example, the Jordanian Publishers Association published a brief statement 

condemning “book piracy by unauthorized and illegal book fair, and some libraries [bookstores] that sell publicly 

through ads funded on social media sites and on the Internet with unprecedented intensity and without any 

responsibility” (Union of Jordanian Publishers 2019).  
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downloads—or unauthorized physical copies of books that can be stocked in a small kiosk, a 

large book emporium, or even a state-supported reading initiative. Moreover, piracy as a process 

involves various stages or components—often grouped under the umbrella term—such as 

counterfeiting and copying as well as trafficking and smuggling (Dent 2012a, 29). As a result, 

the term piracy is often grounded in broad notions of legitimacy versus illegitimacy: “the 

production or movement of goods and services by personnel unauthorized by governments or 

corporations to participate in the circulatory process…the label is frequently grounded in the 

belief that pirates parasitically appropriate value they did not create, thereby disrupting 

customary processes of production and consumption” (Dent 2012a, 29, emphasis added). Piracy, 

thus, is a demarcation of the illegitimate circulation of goods which stands in contradistinction to 

legitimate circulation (Johns 2010, Dent 2012a, Dent 2016). “Piracy’s negative characteristics 

are often commented on: its criminality, the erosion of property rights it entails, and its function 

as a pathology of information processing, parasitically derivative of legal media flows” (Larkin 

2004, 290). The scholarly enumerations of piracy’s harmful ramifications are often paired with 

prescriptive recommendations, for example, a set of social and legal strategies to address e-book 

piracy (e.g. Nkiko 2014). In short, such research focused on this phenomenon as a corruption 

of—or as Dent and Larkin phrase it, a parasite—within media infrastructure.  

However, an unwavering focus on legal frameworks and criminality elide important 

questions about how infrastructure technologically facilitates the emergence of piracy (Larkin 

2004). Moreover, these legalistic approaches often obscure the fact that the positions taken by 

various actors toward piracy are often a complex calculus, a dynamic set of context-dependent 

viewpoints (Dent 2012a). Moreover, as both Larkin (2004) and Liang (2009) highlight, the 

relationship between piracy and infrastructure is not always unidirectional. While built networks 
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such as the internet, may provide a space for the production and dissemination of pirated texts, 

the work of pirates can also create infrastructures for the circulation of knowledge and culture 

where no built network otherwise exists. This mutually constitutive relationship between 

“quotidian media piracy and the creation of an infrastructure for culture production” is 

particularly critical for understanding circulation and access to culture in countries where 

infrastructure is either absent or in a state of collapse (Liang 2009, 3-4).  

The proliferation and consumption of pirated literary works in Jordan, as well as the 

variegated responses of diverse literary actors, speak to complexities of demarcating piracy as a 

corrupting or contrapuntal force within the built network. It is important to note that the 

demarcation of piracy, or illegitimate circulation, is grounded in a particular economic logic at 

the nexus of production, consumption, and intellectual property (Dent 2012b) However, in the 

case of literature in Jordan, the lack of financial remuneration for authors and the flows of goods 

and capital within the infrastructure do not map neatly on this scheme of economic profit and 

intellectual property. For example, a normative approach might presume that all authors are 

opposed to the pirating of their literary work. However, as Mulham, 66, a novelist and short story 

writer, explained to me at his office in the northern city of Irbid: “If someone tells me that my 

book has been copied, and is sitting in this or that bookstore, it’s quite the opposite. I’m pleased. 

It means my book is in demand to the point where they are copying it. They don’t just pirate any 

book—just the ones in demand.” Mulham did acknowledge that the piracy of his books, seeing 

as he had not granted permission, was a violation of his right. As he saw it, the financial logics of 

the infrastructure played a large role in the prevalence of book piracy: “When, especially with 

young writers, publishers demand the printing cost or even more, it doesn’t matter much to 

them.” However, resigned to work within the infrastructure, the author considered the piracy of 
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his books as another form of circulation. Moreover, it was a gauge for success for which few 

metrics, such book sale statistics, existed. Yazan, as noted above, was understandably angry 

when he saw that an unauthorized electronic copy of his book was available for download online. 

Despite his frustrations, even he acknowledged that the pirating of his book facilitated the 

movement of his book to different readerships and allowed him to garner widespread feedback 

on the text. Unable to take any legal action, he eventually decided to upload a free PDF version 

of his novel online so that it could continue to spread. “I am not [financially] benefitting from the 

sales because it’s free, but it helps with morale…I’m at a stage where I am establishing a name 

for myself for the future.”  

While the cases of Mulham and Yazan speak to the ambivalence towards piracy for 

writers, the circulation of pirated materials also provides potential pathways for engagements by 

readers as well. For example, Lama, the organizer of the Marginalia Book Club explained to me 

that she and her fellow organizers always choose works available online as pirated PDF 

downloads. “There are certainly people who might say that these PDFs are pirated and that it is 

unjust for the author. They might not agree with our justification…but you might not be able to 

read [the book] without the PDF. Some books just aren’t available. Even if you went out to 

search for them all around Jordan, you wouldn’t find them.” A few weeks before our 

conversation, I had made last-minute plans to attend one of the Marginalia meetings. Preferring 

to read printed text, I walked through all of the bookstores of downtown Amman searching for 

the novel to be discussed the following day, A Last Look at Kin Say by the Lebanese novelist 

Rabee Jaber. Foretelling Lama’s later comment, none of the booksellers had a copy. Thus, while 

Lama acknowledged the potential harm that piracy might inflict, her choice of pirated book 

boiled down to a question of access (Liang 2009). Without these networks for the circulation of 
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pirated books, she and her fellow book clubs would have significantly narrower options for the 

consumption of literary texts. Lama’s explanation in many ways echoed Larkin’s observation 

about piracy networks in Nigeria: “Instead of being marginalized by official distribution 

networks, Nigerian consumers can now participate in the immediacy of an international 

consumer culture—but only through the mediating capacity of piracy” (2004, 297). 

Piracy, as a multifaceted and diffuse process contained within a singular and inexact 

term, is not a stable notion. It encompasses varied processes, both material and digital, and 

necessarily involves a wide array of participants and practice. Alongside the pirates who scan, 

copy, upload, print, and distribute unauthorized copies, there are the booksellers who import and 

stock these books as well as the readers who purchase copies of the pirated works or download 

these texts online. Dent’s definition of piracy (2012a) is grounded in notions of legitimate and 

illegitimate circulation; however, taking stances towards piracy, as the author emphasizes, is a 

complex process tied to subjectivities of producers and consumers. The claims of legitimacy or 

illegitimacy—mirroring claims of proper use versus corruption of the infrastructure—are highly 

contingent. Such claims raise questions about legitimacy for whom and according to whose 

logic. As the cases of Yazan, Mulham, and Lama demonstrate, it is not merely a case of choosing 

where one stands: against the parasitic pirates or in support of redistributive “social bandits” 

(Hobsbawn 1969; cited in Dent 2012a). Similar to deployments of sociality and genre in the 

previous section on boundary-work, the demarcation of illegitimacy or parasitism emerges 

through the discourses about piracy. 

Pirate networks are often described as oppositional to the legitimate system of circulation 

through the use of spatial terms. They are conceived of as existing underneath or outside of the 

legitimate system or infrastructure. The networks are black markets, existing beyond the bounds 
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of the state’s purview, the reach of the legal apparatus, or the regulations of the market. 

However, the ubiquity and complexity of piracy in Jordan’s literary infrastructure accentuate 

how piracy networks often intertwine or overlap with the so-called legitimate pathways of 

productions, distribution, and consumption. Demarcating what is legitimate and illegitimate, 

already a difficult task, becomes even more fraught. The production and circulation of pirated 

books through the literary infrastructure in Jordan thus complicates these binary notions of 

legitimate and illegitimate circulation. Book piracy can be simultaneously oppositional to and 

overlapping with the networks of literary production, circulation, and consumption (Larkin 2004, 

296-297). It both undercuts and expands the infrastructure. Traditional schemata of authors, 

publishers, and the state working tirelessly to weed out the corrupting influence of piracy from 

the built network do not always provide an accurate representation of actors’ stances and 

experience. While piracy may fall into the neatly bound category of corruption or parasitism for 

some, for others piracy is generative of new pathways for production, circulation, and 

consumption. Practices of piracy contribute to and expand the literary infrastructure, at times 

providing access to those who might be excluded from the built network.    

Author, Text, and Interpretation 

In August 2019, I attended an author talkback by one of my interlocutors, Rasmea. The 

author had published her third book a few weeks before we met up for the interview. While 

Rasmea, 35, had published her first two novels with Rawda’s publishing press, she opted to 

publish her third book as a PDF, echoing frustrations with distribution: “Publishing here is just to 

get a book to your name. The books remain stacked in the publishing house. They don’t 

distribute it…So I published a free PDF and a lot of people read it. Hundreds of people download 

it, and that’s what I wanted.”  As discussed in the previous chapter, Rasmea drew upon 
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technology to work around the literary infrastructure. Following the online publication of the 

book, a short collection of fictive stories told through letters, the organizer of a local book club 

contacted Rasmea through a mutual friend and asked her to speak at the session where they’d be 

discussing her work. The book club meeting took place on a weekday night at a coffee house and 

shared workspace on University Street in Amman. The discussion began with a few introductory 

remarks by the organizer, and then Rasmea spoke about how she came up with the idea of 

writing a collection of literary letters. Afterwards, the attendees chimed in with some initial 

responses to the book and mentioned which letters in the collection were their favorite. As the 

discussion continued, the attendees began to ask Rasmea questions about the work. At one point, 

a young man in attendance asked about the potential symbolism within a particular story. 

Rasmea politely but definitively refused to answer. The issue, she explained to the attendee, was 

that she should have no role as the author in interpreting the work. “If I say this is symbolism, 

then you will only see symbolism, and if I say that there is no symbolism, then you will not see 

any symbolism.” After a few moments of silence, the book club organizer stepped in to keep the 

conversation moving.  

Rasmea’s refusal to answer questions about symbolism echoed a prevalent idea that holds 

currency within literary theory and regularly arose within my conversations with authors. 

Rasmea’s general argument was that readers should not look to her as a guide for interpreting the 

literary text. As the author, she must distance herself from her text so as not to impose a singular, 

constrained interpretation of the literary work. As the French literary critic Roland Barthes 

explained, the ability of a reader to inscribe their own interpretations and meanings upon a text 

requires the disappearance of the author: “the birth of the reader must be ransomed by the death 

of the Author” (1977, 148). In discussing his interactions with readership, Sinan made specific 
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reference to the theoretical work of Barthes, saying that he aims to compose “writerly texts,” 

wherein the reader is an active participant rather than the recipient of meaning (1974).  

While Sinan was the only individual to explicitly reference the literary critical scholarship, 

several interlocutors with whom I spoke espoused this belief that the author should not impose 

any interpretation onto the reader of the text. As Akram, the short story writer and poet, 

succinctly explained: “The reader is the owner of the text, not the writer.” However, as we have 

seen in other contexts, the literary infrastructure generates the possibility of its own corruption 

(Larkin 2004, 289). The previous chapter discussed in detail how literary infrastructure emerged 

through sociomaterial practices, such as those carried out by authors. Following the publication 

of their work, writers often distributed their book to booksellers and arranged for readings at 

cultural forums and book clubs, like the case of Rasmea above. In other words, the literary text 

often circulates alongside the author and can complicate attempts by authors to recuse 

themselves from the process of interpretation.  

To be clear, author talkbacks or Q&A sessions are certainly not unique to the literary 

infrastructure in Jordan. They are common practice in literary spheres globally. Moreover, the 

extension of literary infrastructure into technological networks through such platforms as 

Goodreads often allows for readers to easily communicate with authors virtually in online 

forums, not only in person. However, the case of literature in Jordan accentuates how normative 

notions about the way literature should be consumed can become threatened by the emergent, 

practice-based nature of the infrastructure. For many authors, the only option seemingly 

available to them was distributing their work to readers by hand, such as in the case of Majid in 

the previous chapter.  
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In my fieldwork, I noticed that publishers themselves echoed the importance of such 

author-reader engagements, whether in-person or virtually. For example, through fortuitous 

circumstances, I was able to sit in on a pitch meeting at Rawda’s press by a local writer looking 

to publish her novel. The young woman, who had brought her husband and young child with her, 

briefly described her novel: a mix of philosophical themes and romance, a hero with an internal 

struggle, thought on the state of youth in this generation. After the author and press owner briefly 

discussed possible contracts, profit shares, and plans to submit a full draft, Rawda then spoke 

frankly about what was expected from the author. She emphasized the author needed to go to the 

bookstores herself to distribute, to be constantly active on social media, and to regularly interact 

with her readers. She then gestured to the author’s toddler playing amidst the stacks of books in 

the publishing house. Just like her child, she needed to follow, protect, care for, and nurture the 

novel.  

The coupling of author and text that often characterizes movement through literary 

infrastructure creates the potential for corruption. In this case, however, it is notions of proper 

literary interpretation that become vulnerable. Like the censure of piracy or the discourses of 

distinction, boundaries are established to demarcate proper from improper use. This was the case 

with Rasmea’s refusal to carry out the interpretive work. While this micro-interaction between 

the author and her reader at a book club may seem to be a mundane or trivial example, it 

underscores an important aspect of the relationship between definitions, boundaries, and 

infrastructure. The various discourses and practices that establish boundaries between the proper 

and the improper, the real and the fake, or the untainted and the corrupt are iterative processes 

rather than one-time events. Whether anti-piracy discourses or claims about the social 
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responsibilities of writers, these boundaries are only put into place by accumulation and the 

continual process of demarcation.  

Herein, we encounter a new way to articulate the relationship that individuals cultivate with 

the state, literature, and infrastructure. In other words: if the contingent nature of literary 

infrastructure requires a regular demarcation of boundaries, why then is Jordan not a meaningful 

boundary cemented by the discourses of writers, publishers, booksellers, or readers? The answer 

might relate to the lack of malleability encompassed by the term “Jordanian” and its unsuitability 

as a relevant boundary-object in comparison to a term like “Arab”. Alternatively, we might think 

of the lack of a state-supported infrastructure and the concomitant sense of alienation from the 

nation-state. However, I would argue that we might instead look at the practices and pathways 

and everyday encounters of literary producers for our answer. The mobilization of local 

knowledge and intimate social networks or the traversals of transnational networks to publish 

and circulate works, for many, mean that the geographic boundary of Jordan holds little 

significance for literary practice. For many, thus, it is unclear what might be gained from 

claiming a place for themselves within a national community of practice.  
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CONCLUSION 

“If a place can be defined as relational, historical, and concerned with identity,” writes 

anthropologist Marc Augé, “then a space which cannot be defined as relational, historical, or 

concerned with identity will be a non-place” (2009, 77-78). The French anthropologist utilizes 

the term “non-place” to identify the subjective experience of spaces characterized by 

anonymized encounters, a lack of identity, or an absence of social referents around which to 

form communities. Drawing on my conversations with interlocutors, I would contend that the 

experience of creating, navigating, and maintaining literary infrastructure has much to do with 

the struggle to emplace oneself in the face of social, material, and political conditions marked by 

the fragmentation and isolation associated with non-place. Augé puts forth the concept of non-

place as a way to grapple with spaces of transit such as airports and shopping malls. However, 

this feeling of being in no-place or a sense of placelessness seems an apt way to engage with the 

relationship between infrastructure, literature, and the nation-state in Jordan. With the felt 

absence of a state-supported infrastructure and the highly contingent set of possibilities for 

engaging with literature domestically, many of my interlocutors felt there was little they could do 

to stake a place for themselves within the country as literary actors. By mobilizing local social 

fabrics, some cultivated collaborative linkages to create pathways and networks for literary 

practice. For others, the costs of publishing books and the breakdown of textual circulation in the 

country meant that they would seek opportunities elsewhere in the region, if that was a 

possibility for them. Certain authors traveled to Cairo or Beirut to publish and circulate their 

work, while some booksellers opted to stock their shelves with cheaper and more profitable 

imported books from abroad. For those who could not opt for such pathways, the process of 

writing, publishing, circulating, or selling a text was far more fraught and frustrating in 
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comparison with perceptions of the process in nearby cultural hubs. In order words, engagements 

with literature were in a constant state of transit, moving between these highly localized 

communities of practice and vast transnational literature networks. It is in this context that we 

might begin to understand how individuals navigating this infrastructure might encounter 

difficulties imagining a place for themselves as part of a national literary community or a place 

for “Jordanian literature.” 

 The anxieties of staving off a sense of placelessness are not just related to the fixed 

geographic borders of the nation-state but also one’s position within this literary infrastructure. 

With little institutional support or formal regulation of community practices, the literary 

infrastructure in Jordan is particularly vulnerable to perceived forms of corruption, as discussed 

in Chapter Three. Writers, booksellers, and readers try to demarcate the boundaries of propriety 

and belonging through their practices and discourse. Drawing upon the flexibility of notions such 

as sociality/isolation, piracy/legitimacy, commercial/communal, these actors aimed not only to 

exclude the sources of corruption but also affirm their own position as “real” writers, 

booksellers, and readers. It was through these forms of boundary-work that individuals attempted 

to position themselves within a closed community of literary practitioners and to affirm—and 

continually reaffirm—their rightful position within that community. The regular enactment of the 

practices and discourses of boundary-work, as discussed in the previous chapter, are what make 

these demarcations real and meaningful for my interlocutors. For Mohammad Masha, it was his 

practice of sociality in combination with writing as well as his public pronouncements about 

their connection that contributed to his sense of being a writer. For Naguib, it was appreciating 

the materiality of books in both selling and reading through which he defined himself in relation 

to literature. Yet, why do actors rarely engage in boundary-work to delineate a “Jordanian” 
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literary practice? In the introduction to this thesis, we saw several cases of authors who are 

excluded from the categorization of “Jordanian” for being an exile or a champion of the 

Palestinian cause. However, these discourses of exclusion are not paired with the concomitant 

processes of inclusion. Why is Jordan not a meaningful category around which to establish 

boundaries and in which to emplace oneself? Through this thesis, I have gestured to a host of 

factors—historical and contemporary, social and material, practical and discursive—that might 

come into play. I do not claim to provide a conclusive answer nor do I believe a conclusive 

answer to be possible. Rather, I argue for a particular approach.  

In this thesis, I put forth a framework for understanding literature as infrastructure. 

Building upon anthropological scholarship, I define this built network as a historically 

constituted and spatiotemporally complex set of interlinked actors, objects, practices, sites, and 

technologies that allow for and condition the movement of literary texts. This particular 

framework broadens and diversifies what we talk about when we talk about both infrastructure 

and literature within anthropological study. Specifically, infrastructure provides an analytic to 

expand our view of what elements are relevant for understanding literature and widening the 

notion of literary practice. While perceptions and claims surrounding literature may be in 

conversation with grander narratives such as those of the nation-state, they are also indelibly tied 

to mundane social exchanges, movements, discourses, and practices of everyday life.  

However, there are certainly limitations with regard to methodology and methods. While 

this thesis puts forth a framework for beginning to address these ideas, it is by no means a 

comprehensive and conclusion treatment of the subject. I have foregrounded the sociomaterial 

dimensions of publication, circulation, and reception in Jordan, thus sidelining meaningful 

engagement with the literary texts themselves, which are certainly relevant sources of 
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information. Moreover, while I have attempted to analyze sites and practices of reception as they 

relate to the literary infrastructure, this particular facet is a major challenge for ethnographic 

research. Reading clubs, while fruitful venues for observation, are limited in their ability to 

capture a more diverse range of experiences with regard to reception. For example, schools and 

curricula development—both unfortunately outside the scope of this study—are crucial areas of 

analysis for understanding the place of literature at local, national, and transnational levels. 

Lastly, this thesis is based upon a particular teleological assumption: literary work is written to 

be circulated and read. However, there are a variety of other purposes, which my interlocutors 

articulated, behind the desire to write or publish. Writing might be a therapeutic outlet, a form of 

leisure, a family tradition, or a form of rebellion, alongside a means to reach a receptive public. 

The motivation for opening or working at a publishing house may be similarly complex 

involving considerations of finances and social prestige that are not wholly separate but also not 

coextensive with the desire to publish literature. While these complex motivations inform my 

research, a full treatment of these multifaceted relationships with literary practice is 

unfortunately outside the scope of this thesis.  

 In surveying the shifting literary landscape, we might also “anticipate” future sites, 

practices, technologies, and social relations that will likely become increasingly relevant for 

understanding the literary infrastructure of Jordan. While this thesis has gestured to the use of 

technological innovation in to facilitate the movement of literary texts, my analysis largely 

privileges print. However, the ubiquity of smartphones and social media platforms, particularly 

among youth in Jordan, is already reshaping the ways in which actors write, share, and read texts 

as well as the potentialities for virtual communities of literary practice. Possibilities for further 

research on literary infrastructure also include the gendered dynamics of writing and reading, 
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particularly considering the major demographic shifts that Jordan has witnessed over the past 

several decades with regard to literacy and higher education, as noted in Chapter One. Lastly, the 

increasing consumption of English-language media, as well as the growing number of NGO 

workers and Arabic-language learners from the United States and Western Europe, has the 

potential to radically shape the linguistic, cultural, and literary landscape of Jordan. The 

interlinked processes of production, circulation, and reception are constantly in flux and this 

thesis can only capture a snapshot of the literary infrastructure. Future research must look 

towards the built networks that are currently shaping the place of literature in Jordan, from 

digital infrastructures to linguistic infrastructures to new media infrastructures.  

 In this thesis, I have greatly emphasized the contingencies and vulnerabilities of literary 

infrastructure, but I do not intend these to be negative value judgments, nor do I wish to convey a 

sense of hopelessness towards the future state of literature in Jordan. On the contrary, diverse 

individuals are regularly engaging in creative practices and developing innovative technologies 

to cultivate and maintain a place for themselves within the field of literature and imagining new 

forms of literary community at various scales. Within this in mind, I find the story of Ghaith to 

be a fitting narrative with which to conclude. 

In 2015, Ghaith decided that he wanted to open a bookstore, which would be the first in 

his home city of Madaba. At the time, he had been working at an insurance company in Amman 

but was contemplating a career switch. The idea for the bookstore, Ghaith said, came to him as 

he was walking in downtown Amman and passed by a small bookshop: Makhzan al-Jāḥiẓ. The 

small bookshop, one of the oldest in all of Jordan, is owned by the Muʿayṭa family, a multi-

generational family of bookstores who opened several shops and kiosks in downtown Amman 

after moving to the capital city from Jerusalem in the mid-20th century. Ghaith was able to strike 
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up a deal with the owners. He would work at the shop, researching new ways of selling and 

marketing. All he wanted was a place to sleep and the experience he would earn through his day-

to-day tasks at the bookshop. By the next year, Ghaith had garnered a lot of the know-how he 

would need to run his establishment. However, the challenge of funding remained: 

How will I finance the bookshop? Will I take a loan or borrow from someone? I then 

came up with this idea of selling books on the street, an initiative I called Books on the 

Road…Basically, I sold books on top of my old 1974 Mercedes to promote reading in our 

culture. And the revenues I made from selling books went to financing the bookshop. 

Ghaith would buy cheap used books from the bust̩āt—small tables for hawking goods—in 

downtown Amman. He also garnered book donations from the private collections of 

acquaintances, cultural organizations, and foreign embassies in the capital. “I found community 

support all over the place. People donated books from their own collections to keep me going.” 

He would load his wares into the car on Thursday and Friday nights, parking in areas with heavy 

foot traffic, like Jabal Amman and Jabal Al-Lūwaybda. He would then fan out his collection of 

hardcovers and paperbacks onto his hood and windshield, stack the books onto the roof of the 

car, and turn small chairs into makeshift shelves. The unusual sight of a mobile bookshop on the 

streets of Amman also attracted the attention of a passer-by who worked for a Danish NGO. 

Ghaith struck up a conversation with the man, who informed him that his organization offered a 

pool accelerating grants for small business projects in Jordan. After applying and receiving the 

grant, plus the profits from the book sales, Ghaith was able to open up the bookstore after ten 

months of Books on the Road.  



134 

 

 

Figure 5. Ghaith’s mobile bookstore in Paris Circle, Jabal al- Lūwaybda, Amman. 

February 2017.42 

 

I met Ghaith, 29, in July 2019 at Kawon (“Universe”), the bookstore he opened in 

Madaba.43 Three years after running a mobile bookshop out of his car, he now runs a large 

bookstore that boasts a café, a community garden, and a kitchen for local residents to cook 

communal meals. Book donations regularly stream in from embassy workers, former academics, 

and cultural officials, among others. “I don’t find donors, donors find me,” Ghaith says. The staff 

at Kawon organize two separate reading clubs (one in English, one in Arabic), host volunteers 

 
42Kawon, Facebook Post, February 21, 2017, https://www.facebook.com/kawonofficial/photos/a.17522199 

98387060/1861914004084325/?type=3&theater 

 
43 Kawon originally opened in December 2016 in the old suq area of Madaba. However, the building they 

had originally rented was not suitable due to issues with electricity and sewage. The owner subsequently moved the 

bookstore to its current location near central Madaba. 

https://www.facebook.com/kawonofficial/photos/a.17522199%2098387060/1861914004084325/?type=3&theater
https://www.facebook.com/kawonofficial/photos/a.17522199%2098387060/1861914004084325/?type=3&theater
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from abroad through a work-away system, and are working to put together a series of 

collaborative writing events for authors who live in the area.  

 

Figure 6. Kawon Bookstore in Madaba, Jordan. Photographed by the author in July 2019. 

 

I highlight Ghaith’s story as it provides a clear example of the contingent, 

improvisational practices previously discussed as well as their potential to develop into more 

durable structures that might provide the basis for literary community. Ghaith initially relied 

upon sites, pathways, and practices similar to those discussed in the second chapter. His Books 

on the Road initiative relied upon his urban navigation, honing in on spots where he could hawk 

his books, and communicative practices, garnering book donations from friends and other 
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residents. In addition to the literal mobility of his bookstore, his practices were also tied to other 

forms of mobility and access in the form of connections to embassy workers and his fortuitous 

encounter with an NGO worker on the street. In the end, the provisional bookstore materialized 

into a permanent fixture. His ability to establish and operate the bookstore, moreover, was 

indelibly tied to the historically grounded knowledge shared with him by the Muʿayṭa family. In 

short, Ghaith’s story highlights the possibilities of practices becoming habitual, individualities 

becoming collectives, as well as the potential for practices, sites, and pathways to crystallize into 

durable infrastructures for future use. As Ghaith responded when I asked him about his 

inspiration for opening up Kawon: “Bookstores are a pillar. They affix.” 

. 
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