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UNDERSTANDING
THE POWER OF
SAHAR
KHALIFEH’S
MASTERPIECE: A
COMPREHENSIVE
WILD THORNS
SUMMARY

Palestinian  literature
has  long  served  as  a
powerful  vehicle  for
storytelling, resistance,
and the preservation of
cu l tura l  ident i ty .
A m o n g  i t s  m o s t
celebrated  works  is
W i l d  T h o r n s ,  a
seminal  novel  by  the
acclaimed  Palestinian
author  Sahar  Khalifeh.
First published in 1976

under  the  or ig inal
Arabic  title  Al-Subbar,
this  novel  offers
readers  an  intimate
and  unflinching  look  at
life  under  occupation.
For  anyone  seeking  a
mean ing fu l  Wild
Thorns summary, it is
essential to understand
that  this  book  is  not
mere ly  a  po l i t ica l
commentary;  it  is  a
deeply human story of
conflict,  survival,
family,  and  the  moral
compromises  forced
upon  ordinary  people.
This article provides a
thorough Wild Thorns
summary,  exploring
its  plot,  characters,
themes,  and  enduring
literary significance.
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An
Overview
of the
Novel
and Its
Author
Sahar Khalifeh is one of
the  most  prominent
voices in contemporary
Arabic  literature.  Born
in Nablus in 1941, she
writes  with  firsthand
knowledge  o f  the
Palestinian experience.
Wild Thorns is widely
considered  her  most
famous  work  and  has
been  translated  into
multiple  languages,
including  English.  The
novel  i s  set  in  the
occupied  West  Bank
during  the  1970s,  a
per iod  marked  by

in tense  po l i t i c a l
upheaval,  economic
hardship, and the daily
realities  of  military
o c c u p a t i o n .  A
comprehensive  Wild
Thorns  summary
must acknowledge that
Khalifeh  deliberately
chose to write from a
feminist  and  working-
class  perspective,
centering  characters
w h o  a r e  o f t e n
marginalized  in  grand
political narratives. She
gives voice to women,
laborers,  and  ordinary
c i t i z e n s  c a u g h t
between  their  own
aspirations  and  the
crushing  weight  of
history.

DETAILED WILD
THORNS
SUMMARY: PLOT
AND NARRATIVE
ARC
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The
Return of
Usama al-

Karmi
The  s to ry  o f  Wild
Thorns  begins  with
t h e  r e t u r n  o f  t h e
protagonist, Usama al-
K a r m i ,  t o  h i s
hometown  of  Nablus.
Usama has been living
and working in the Gulf
states, and his return is
fraught  with  emotion.
He is a man driven by
a  fierce  sense  of
national  duty  and  a
burn ing  des i re  to
cont r ibu te  to  the
resistance  against
Israeli  occupation.  In
any  detai led  Wild
Thorns summary, it is
important  to  highlight
that  Usama  arrives
with a specific mission,

one  that  invo lves
violent  resistance.  He
is disillusioned by what
he  perceives  as  the
p a s s i v i t y  a n d
resignation  of  those
who have remained in
t h e  o c c u p i e d
territories. He believes
that armed struggle is
t h e  o n l y  p a t h  t o
liberation,  and  he  is
determined to play his
part.

The
Contrast
Between
Resistanc
e and
Survival
Upon his return, Usama
reconnects  with  his
f a m i l y  a n d  h i s
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community.  His  uncle,
Abu Adib, runs a small
falafel factory, and his
cousin, Adib, is deeply
involved  in  a  more
pragmatic  form  of
survival.  One  of  the
central tensions in any
accurate Wild Thorns
summary  is the stark
contrast  between
Usama’s  idealism  and
the everyday reality of
life  under  occupation.
The  people  of  Nablus
are not simply passive
v i c t ims ;  they  a re
actively  engaged  in
various  forms of  daily
r e s i s t a n c e  a n d
survival.  They  work,
they  raise  families,
they  find  small  joys,
and  they  navigate  a
c o m p l e x  w e b  o f
r e s t r i c t i o n s ,
checkpo in ts ,  and
economic  deprivation.
For them, resistance is
not always a dramatic
act of  violence. It  can
b e  a s  s i m p l e  a s

refus ing  to  leave,
finding  work,  and
m a i n t a i n i n g  a
s e m b l a n c e  o f
normalcy.

The
Develop
ment of
Key
Relations
hips
The novel  is  rich with
complex  interpersonal
relationships.  Usama’s
interactions  with  his
family members reveal
the  deep  r i f ts  that
occupation  can  create
w i t h i n  a  s i n g l e
household.  His  cousin
Adib,  for  example,
works  in  Israel  proper
as a manual laborer. In
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a  p o i g n a n t  W i l d
Thorns summary, we
see  Adib  as  a  tragic
figure, caught between
his need to provide for
his family and his deep
sense  of  shame  and
anger  at  having  to
work for  the occupier.
His  dai ly  commute
through  checkpoints
and  his  treatment  by
Israe l i  employers
u n d e r s c o r e  t h e
dehumanizing  nature
of  the  occupation.
Usama  judges  Adib
harshly, viewing him as
a  col laborator  or  a
broken man. However,
Khalifeh  invites  the
reader  to  see  Adib’s
situation  with  more
nuance,  understanding
that  survival  often
r e q u i r e s  p a i n f u l
compromises.

The

Women
of the
Novel
No  adequate  Wild
Thorns  summary
would  be  complete
without  discussing the
women  characters.
Khalifeh, as a feminist
writer,  gives  powerful
voice to the women in
the story. There is the
matriarch of the family,
w h o  h o l d s  t h e
household  together
with quiet strength and
wisdom.  There  is  also
the character of Nahla,
a  young  woman  who
represents  a  different
kind  of  resistance.
Nahla  is  assertive,
e d u c a t e d ,  a n d
unwilling to accept the
t r a d i t i o n a l  r o l e s
assigned  to  her.  She
challenges  both  the
Israeli  occupation  and
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t h e  p a t r i a r c h a l
structures  within  her
own  society.  Through
these women, Khalifeh
exp lo res  how  the
occupation  affects
gender  dynamics  and
h o w  w o m e n ’ s
resistance  often  takes
different,  less  visible
forms.  Their  stories
add a  crucial  layer  of
d e p t h  t o  a n y
comprehensive  Wild
Thorns  summary.

KEY CHARACTERS
IN WILD THORNS

Usama al-
Karmi:
The
Ideologue
Usama  is  the  novel’s
central  figure,  a
character  driven  by
ideology  and  a  sense

of revolutionary purity.
His journey throughout
the  novel  is  one  of
disillusionment  and
gradual  awakening.  A
thorough Wild Thorns
summary  must  track
U s a m a ’ s
transformation  from  a
r ig id ,  judgmenta l
idealist  to  someone
w h o  b e g i n s  t o
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
complexities  of  the
situation.  He  learns
that  heroism  is  not
always loud or violent.
Sometimes it  is  quiet,
patient,  and  deeply
rooted  in  community
and family.  His  arc  is
the  emotional  and
philosophical  core  of
the  novel.

Adib: The
Pragmati
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Adib  offers  a  powerful
counterpoint to Usama.
H e  i s  n o t  a
revolutionary;  he  is  a
s u r v i v o r .  I n  a n y
balanced Wild Thorns
s u m m a r y ,  A d i b
represents  the  vast
majority  of  people
living under occupation
w h o  m u s t  m a k e
impossible  choices
every day. His work in
Israel  is  a  source  of
deep personal anguish,
but it is also a means
of  surv iva l  for  h is
entire  family.  Khalifeh
portrays  Adib  with
profound  empathy,
s h o w i n g  t h a t  h i s
compromises  do  not
diminish  his  humanity
or  h i s  love  fo r  h i s
h o m e l a n d .  H i s
character  challenges
simplistic  notions  of
r e s i s t a n c e  a n d
collaboration.

Abu Adib:
The
Patriarch
Usama’s  uncle,  Abu
Adib,  runs  the  family
b u s i n e s s .  H e  i s  a
symbol  of  the  older
generation, a man who
h a s  w e a t h e r e d
decades  of  political
t u r m o i l .  I n  a n y
comprehensive  Wild
Thorns  summary ,
Abu Adib represents a
form  of  steadfastness
known  in  Arabic  as
sumud,  a  term  that
means  res i l ience,
pe r s i s tence ,  and
s t a y i n g  p u t .  H e
b e l i e v e s  i n  t h e
i m p o r t a n c e  o f
maintaining family ties,
economic activity,  and
daily  l ife  as  acts  of
r e s i s t a n c e  i n
t h e m s e l v e s .  H i s
perspective  offers  a
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third  way  between
U s a m a ’ s  v i o l e n t
resistance and what he
s e e s  a s  o u t r i g h t
collaboration.

MAJOR THEMES
EXPLORED IN WILD
THORNS

The
Meaning
of
Resistanc
e
The  most  prominent
theme in  the novel  is
the  question  of  what
constitutes  authentic
r e s i s t a n c e .  A
t h o u g h t f u l  W i l d
Thorns summary will
explore  how  Khalifeh
does  not  offer  easy
answers.  Through  the
different  characters,

s h e  p r e s e n t s  a
spectrum of responses
to occupation. There is
armed  resistance,
economic  resistance,
cultural resistance, and
t h e  s i m p l e  a c t  o f
staying put. The novel
suggests  that  there is
no  single  correct  way
to  resist ,  and  that
judging others for their
cho ices  i s  o f ten  a
luxury  that  those  not
directly  facing  the
occupation  can  afford.
This nuanced portrayal
of resistance is one of
the reasons the novel
remains  so  powerful
and  relevant.

Identity
and
Belonging
Usama’s  return  to
Nablus  forces  him  to
c o n f r o n t  h i s  o w n
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identity.  He  has  been
living  abroad,  and  he
r e t u r n s  w i t h
romanticized  ideas
about  the  homeland
and  res is tance .  A
c o m p e l l i n g  Wi ld
Thorns summary will
highlight how the novel
explores  the  tension
between  the  ideal  of
Pa lest ine  and  the
reality  of  Palestinian
life  under  occupation.
Usama  must  learn  to
see his  people not  as
symbols  or  soldiers,
but as flawed, complex
human  beings.  The
novel also explores the
identity  of  those  who
remain, grappling with
questions  of  dignity,
pr ide,  and  what  i t
means to be a citizen
u n d e r  a  m i l i t a r y
occupation.

Economic

Strangula
tion and
Survival
Khalifeh  pays  close
a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e
economic  dimensions
of the occupation. The
characters  in  Wild
Thorns  are  not  only
fighting  for  national
liberation;  they  are
also  fighting  to  put
food  on  the  table.  In
any  thorough  Wild
Thorns summary, it is
important  to  discuss
how  the  occupation
systematically destroys
the local economy. The
falafel  factory,  the
labor  in  Israel,  the
trade  restrictions,  and
t h e  c o n s t a n t
h a r a s s m e n t  a t
c h e c k p o i n t s  a l l
i l l u s t r a t e  h o w
e c o n o m i c  l i f e  i s
weaponized. The novel



10

10 Wild Thorns Summary 2026-05-19

s h o w s  t h a t  t h e
occupation is not just a
military  or  political
r e a l i t y ;  i t  i s  a n
everyday  economic
burden  that  grinds
p e o p l e  d o w n  a n d
f o r c e s  t h e m  i n t o
impossible situations.

Family
and
Communi
ty Under
Pressure
The  al-Karmi  family
serves as a microcosm
of  Palestinian  society.
A  d e t a i l e d  W i l d
Thorns summary will
a n a l y z e  h o w
occupation  strains
family  bonds  to  the
breaking point. Political
d i s a g r e e m e n t s ,
economic  pressures,

and the constant threat
of violence create deep
divis ions.  Yet,  the
family  also  remains  a
source of strength and
continuity.  The  novel
beautifully  captures
the  tension  between
individual  desires  and
c o l l e c t i v e
responsibilities,  and  it
shows how families can
be both a refuge and a
battleground.

LITERARY
SIGNIFICANCE AND
CRITICAL
RECEPTION

Pioneerin
g
Palestinia
n
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Feminist
Literature
W i l d  T h o r n s  i s
celebrated  for  being
one  of  the  first
Palestinian  novels  to
c e n t e r  w o m e n ’ s
experiences within the
national  struggle.  Any
serious  Wild  Thorns
summary  shou ld
acknowledge Khalifeh’s
role as a pioneer. She
brought  a  feminist
p e r s p e c t i v e  t o  a
literary  tradition  that
h a d  b e e n  l a r g e l y
dominated  by  male
voices.  Her  female
characters  are  not
merely symbols of the
homeland;  they  are
active agents with their
o w n  d e s i r e s ,
frustrations, and forms
of  resistance.  This
feminist  lens  adds  a
critical  dimension  to
the novel’s exploration

of  res i s tance  and
identity.

A Voice
from the
Inside
Unlike  many  diaspora
Palestinian  writers,
Khalifeh  wrote  Wild
Thorns from within the
occupied  territories.
This gives the novel an
au then t i c i t y  and
immediacy  that  is
pa lpab le .  A  we l l -
r e sea r ched  Wild
Thorns summary will
note that the novel  is
not a distant, abstract
political treatise. It is a
lived,  felt  account  of
d a i l y  l i f e  u n d e r
occupation. The details
are  specific  and
grounded: the taste of
the food,  the smell  of
the streets,  the sound
of the army jeeps, the
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waiting at checkpoints.
This sensory richness is
one  of  the  novel ’s
g rea tes t  l i t e ra ry
achievements.

Enduring
Relevanc
e
Decades  a f te r  i t s
publ icat ion,  Wild
T h o r n s  r e m a i n s
startlingly  relevant.
T h e  o c c u p a t i o n
continues,  and  the
moral  dilemmas  faced
b y  K h a l i f e h ’ s
characters  are  stil l
e x p e r i e n c e d  b y
Palestinians  today.  An
effective  Wild  Thorns
summary  for  modern
readers  w i l l  d raw
connections  between
the 1970s setting and
contemporary realities.
The  quest ions  the
novel  raises  about

resistance,  survival,
col laboration,  and
dignity have not been
resolved.  This  is  why
the novel continues to
be read in universities,
book clubs, and literary
circ les  around  the
world.  It  is  a  timeless
work  that  speaks  to
u n i v e r s a l  h u m a n
experiences through a
specific,  grounded
narrative.

CONCLUSION: THE
LASTING POWER
OF WILD THORNS

I n  c o n c l u s i o n ,  a
thorough Wild Thorns
summary  reveals  a
novel that is far more
t h a n  a  h i s t o r i c a l
document or a political
s ta tement .  Sahar
Khal i feh  crafted  a
deeply  human  story
a b o u t  p e o p l e
struggling  to  maintain
their  dignity,  their
families, and their hope
i n  t h e  f a c e  o f
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overwhelming  odds.
The  novel  refuses  to
offer  easy  answers  or
s impl ist ic  heroes.
Instead,  it  presents  a
complex, nuanced, and
deeply  compassionate
p o r t r a i t  o f  a
communi ty  under
siege.  Through  the
journey  of  Usama  al-
Karmi  and  his  family,
readers  are  forced  to
confront  difficult
q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t
r e s i s t a n c e ,
compromise,  and  the

true meaning of home.
Wild  Thorns  i s  a
testament to the power
o f  l i t e r a t u r e  t o
illuminate  the  human
condit ion  in  al l  i ts
tragedy and resilience.
It remains an essential
r e a d  f o r  a n y o n e
seeking to  understand
t h e  P a l e s t i n i a n
exper ience,  and  a
powerful reminder that
e v e n  i n  t h e  m o s t
barren soil, wild thorns
can  find  a  way  to
su rv i ve  and  even
thrive.


