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HISHAM MATAR

Hisham Matar in The Country of Men is a profound novel that offers readers an intimate glimpse
into the complexities of life in Libya during the oppressive regime of Muammar Gaddafi. Matar's
narrative is not just a story about political turmoil; it is a poignant exploration of the impact of
dictatorship on personal lives, relationships, and the innocence of childhood. This article delves into
the themes, characters, and significance of the novel while examining Matar's unique storytelling
approach.



Overview of the Novel

Published in 2006, "In the Country of Men" marks Hisham Matar's debut novel and has since
received critical acclaim, including being shortlisted for the 2006 Whitbread Prize and the 2007
Orange Prize for Fiction. The story is set in the 1970s and follows the life of a young boy named
Suleiman, who navigates the challenges of growing up in a country rife with fear, repression, and
political unrest.

Plot Summary

The narrative is primarily told from Suleiman's perspective, providing a child's view of the adult
world filled with danger and uncertainty. Suleiman lives in Tripoli with his mother, who has a
complicated relationship with her husband, Suleiman's father, who is involved in opposition politics.

Key plot points include:

1. Family Dynamics: The strained relationship between Suleiman's parents serves as a microcosm of
the broader societal issues in Libya. His father's absence due to political imprisonment creates
tension and fear within the household.

2. Friendship and Betrayal: Suleiman's friendships with other boys in the neighborhood are affected
by the pervasive atmosphere of suspicion and betrayal. The boys navigate their childhood with a
sense of impending doom, influenced by their parents' actions and the political climate.

3. Loss of Innocence: The novel captures Suleiman's gradual loss of innocence as he confronts the
harsh realities of his environment. Key events, such as witnessing violence and the impact of
political repression on his family and friends, shape his understanding of the world.

Central Themes

"In the Country of Men" is rich with themes that resonate deeply within the context of Matar's life
and the broader socio-political landscape of Libya. Some of the central themes include:

- The Impact of Dictatorship: Matar explores how oppressive regimes destroy not only political
freedom but also personal relationships and family bonds. The constant fear of surveillance and
violence permeates the characters' lives, influencing their interactions and decisions.

- Childhood and Innocence: The juxtaposition of childhood innocence against the backdrop of
political turmoil is a recurring theme. Suleiman's experiences reflect the loss of innocence that many
children in oppressive environments endure.

- Identity and Belonging: Suleiman's struggle with his identity and sense of belonging in a country
that feels increasingly hostile is a poignant aspect of the narrative. Matar examines how political

circumstances shape individual identities and relationships.

- Separation and Absence: The physical and emotional absence of Suleiman's father highlights the



theme of separation, both in personal relationships and in the broader context of a society torn apart
by political strife.

Character Analysis

The characters in "In the Country of Men" are intricately developed, each contributing to the overall
narrative and thematic depth of the novel.

Suleiman

Suleiman, the protagonist, is a complex character whose innocence is juxtaposed with the harsh
realities of his environment. His observations and experiences serve as a lens through which readers
witness the impact of tyranny on everyday life. Throughout the novel, he grapples with feelings of
confusion, fear, and longing for his father's presence.

Suleiman's Mother

Suleiman's mother is a powerful figure in the novel, embodying both strength and vulnerability. Her
struggles with her husband's political activities and the resulting danger they pose to the family
highlight the sacrifices women make in oppressive societies. She represents resilience in the face of
adversity, yet her character also reflects the emotional toll of living under constant threat.

Suleiman's Father

Although Suleiman's father is often absent throughout the story, his influence looms large over the
narrative. His political activism and subsequent imprisonment serve as a catalyst for many of the
novel's events. The father's character embodies the spirit of resistance against tyranny, even as his
absence creates a void in Suleiman's life.

Other Supporting Characters

- The Local Boys: Suleiman's friends represent the innocence of childhood but also the complexities
of loyalty and betrayal. Their interactions reflect the influence of their parents' political beliefs and
the societal pressures they face.

- The Neighbors: The various families in Suleiman's neighborhood showcase the diverse reactions to
the regime—some are complicit, while others resist in silent ways. Their stories add depth to the
narrative and illustrate the community's collective experience under Gaddafi's rule.



Writing Style and Techniques

Hisham Matar's writing style in "In the Country of Men" is characterized by lyrical prose and vivid
imagery. His ability to convey complex emotions and the nuances of human relationships is
exceptional.

Use of Perspective

The first-person perspective allows readers to connect intimately with Suleiman's thoughts and
feelings. His innocence and naiveté provide a stark contrast to the brutality of the world around him,
enhancing the emotional weight of the narrative.

Symbolism and Imagery

Matar employs rich symbolism throughout the novel:

- The Sea: The sea serves as a powerful symbol of freedom and escape, representing both hope and
the unattainable. Suleiman's longing for the sea reflects his desire for liberation from his oppressive
surroundings.

- The Home: The domestic space becomes a site of tension and fear, symbolizing the fragility of
family bonds amid political chaos.

Significance of the Novel

"In the Country of Men" is significant not only as a compelling narrative but also as a historical
document that captures the essence of life under a dictatorship. Matar's exploration of personal and
political themes resonates with readers around the world, providing insight into the human condition
in times of crisis.

Impact on Readers

The novel encourages readers to reflect on the themes of resilience, identity, and the loss of
innocence. It serves as a reminder of the importance of freedom and the impact of political systems
on individual lives. Matar's ability to convey complex emotions through the lens of a child invites
empathy and understanding, making the story universally relatable.

Contribution to Libyan Literature

Hisham Matar’s work has significantly contributed to contemporary Libyan literature and the



representation of Arab voices in global literature. His storytelling is a testament to the power of
literature as a means of resistance and a vehicle for expressing the human experience in the face of
adversity.

Conclusion

Hisham Matar's "In the Country of Men" is a masterful exploration of the intersection between
personal lives and political realities. Through the eyes of young Suleiman, readers are invited to
witness the profound effects of tyranny on innocence, family, and identity. The novel's rich themes,
compelling characters, and evocative writing make it a significant contribution to both Libyan
literature and the broader narrative of resistance against oppression. Matar's debut remains an
essential read for anyone seeking to understand the complexities of life in a world where freedom is
a distant dream.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in Hisham Matar's 'In the
Country of Men'?

The main themes include the impact of dictatorship, the loss of innocence, familial bonds, and the
struggle for identity in a repressive society.

How does Hisham Matar's personal background influence 'In
the Country of Men'?

Matar's experiences as a Libyan expatriate and the political turmoil in Libya during his childhood
deeply inform the narrative, reflecting the complexities of life under a dictatorship.

What narrative techniques does Matar use to tell the story in
'In the Country of Men'?

Matar employs a first-person narrative, rich imagery, and a child's perspective to convey the
emotional weight of political oppression and personal loss.

How does the character of Suleiman represent the themes of
childhood and innocence in the novel?

Suleiman's experiences and observations serve as a lens through which the reader sees the harsh
realities of his environment, highlighting the loss of innocence amid political chaos.

What role does the setting play in shaping the narrative of 'In
the Country of Men'?

The setting in 1970s Libya is crucial as it creates a backdrop of tension and fear, influencing the
characters' actions and the unfolding of the plot.



How has 'In the Country of Men' been received by critics and
readers?

The novel has been widely praised for its lyrical prose, deep emotional resonance, and insightful
commentary on the human condition under totalitarian rule.
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