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Abstract:

This article examines the tension between law (ganun) and custom (urf) as
competing sources of legitimacy and justice, and investigates how the modern Arabic
novel represents this tension. Starting from the observation that positive law and
inherited social custom often produce divergent, even contradictory, conceptions of
what is just, the article argues that the Arabic novel constitutes a privileged space for
interrogating the limits of both normative orders. Drawing on Ibn Khaldun's theory of
asabiyya, al-Arawi's account of the modern state, and al-Jabiri's critique of Arab
political reason, alongside Martha Nussbaum's notion of "poetic justice™ and Richard
Posner's law-and-literature framework, the study analyzes selected works by Najib
Mahfuz, Abd al-Rahman Munif, and al-Tayyib Salih. It shows that the novel does not

merely illustrate the conflict between law and custom but actively reconfigures the
meaning of justice by lending narrative voice to those excluded from both orders. The
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article concludes that the Arabic novel functions as a critical tribunal exposing the
shared limitations of legal codification and customary authority, and calls for a
hermeneutics of justice attentive to narrative as a mode of ethical and political
knowledge.

Keywords: Law; Custom; Justice; Arabic Novel; Legitimacy; Law and Literature;
Poetic Justice.
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