
 

The Prophet 

(Discussion Questions) 

 

1. Is Lebanese or Arab patriotism discernable? What is Gibran's view of America? 
Is there a political dimension to his work?  

2. Can you identify with any of the characters? Does Gibran want you to identify 
with them? Do you think somebody in Lebanon would feel closer or less close to 
them? Why?  

3. What is the prophet's message? What is his vision of human relationships in 
society?  

4. How, overall, does Almustafa rate his ministry to Orphalese?  

5. Can Gibran's writing be classified as immigration literature or are there more 
universal themes at work here? Could it just be romantic idealism?  

6. How does Almitra figure in The Prophet?  

7. How does Almustafa view nudity?  

8. How does Almustafa relate to cities?  

9. What is the function of human labor?  

10. What is God's function in The Prophet? Is God a creator, provider, or savior, or 
does God serve some other function?  

11. Does Almustafa's enigmatic promise to return through reincarnation fit in with 
his teachings on human nature? 
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The Prophet 

(About the Author) 

 

Kahlil Gibran, known in Arabic as Gibran Khalil Gibran, was born January 6, 1883, 
in Bsharri, Lebanon, which at the time was part of Syria and part of the Ottoman 
Empire. In 1885 Gibran emigrated with his mother and siblings to the United 
States, where they settled in the large Syrian and Lebanese community in Boston, 
Massachusetts. 

In 1904 Gibran began publishing articles in an Arabic-language newspaper and 
also had his first public exhibit of his drawings, which were championed by the 
Boston photographer Fred Holland Day. 

Gibran met Alfred Knopf, who became his publisher. In 1918, Gibran’s book of 
poems and parables The Madman was published. In 1923 Knopf published what 
would become Gibran’s most famous work, The Prophet. Though not met with 
critical praise or early success—the book was never reviewed by the New York 
Times, for example, and sold only 1,200 copies in its first year—the book became 
a phenomenon. The Prophet has now sold more than ten million copies, making 
Gibran one of the best-selling poets in the world. The Biblically inspired The 
Prophet was especially popular in the 1960s. 

Gibran was active in a New York-based Arab-American literary group called the 
Pen League, whose members promoted writing in Arabic and English. Throughout 
his life he would publish nine books in Arabic and eight in English, which ruminate 
on love, longing, and death, and explore religious themes.  
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The Prophet 

(Reviews) 

 

"Cadenced and vibrant with feeling, the words of Kahlil Gibran bring to one's ears 
the majestic rhythm of Ecclesiastes... If there is a man or woman who can read 
this book without a quiet acceptance of a great man's philosophy and a singing in 
the heart as of music born within, that man or woman is indeed dead to life and 
truth."  

Chicago Post 

Taken as a whole, Gibran's book is a metaphor for the mystery of life: we come 
into the world and go back to where we came from. As the prophet readies 
himself to board his ship, it is clear that his words refer not to his journey across 
the seas but to the world he came from before he was born. His life now seems to 
him like a short dream. 

The book suggests that we should be glad of the experience of coming into the 
world, even if it seems full of pain, because after death we will see that life had a 
pattern and a purpose, and that what seems to us now as 'good' and 'bad' will be 
appreciated without judgment as good for our souls. 

The prophet also teaches that the separation we feel from other people and all 
forms of life while on earth is not real. We are merely expressions of a greater 
unity now forgotten. As he looks forward to his journey, Almustafa likens himself 
to "a boundless drop in a boundless ocean." To feel yourself to be a temporary 
manifestation of an infinite source is greatly comforting, and perhaps accounts for 
the feeling of peace and liberation many experience in reading The Prophet. 

Tom Butler-Bowdon (London & Boston: Nicholas Brealey) 
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The Prophet 

(Enhancement) 

 

“Kahlil Gibran’s The Prophet:  why is it so loved?”  (BBC News Magazine, 
5/12/2012) 

"This book has a way of speaking to people at different stages in their lives. It has 
this magical quality, the more you read it the more you come to understand the 
words," says Reverend Laurie Sue, an interfaith minister in New York who has 
conducted hundreds of weddings with readings from The Prophet.   "But it is not 
filled with any kind of dogma, it is available to anyone whether they are Jewish or 
Christian or Muslim."  

The book is made up of 26 prose poems, delivered as sermons by a wise man 
called Al Mustapha. He is about to set sail for his homeland after 12 years in exile 
on a fictional island when the people of the island ask him to share his wisdom on 
the big questions of life: love, family, work and death. 

Its popularity peaked in the 1930s and again in the 1960s when it became the 
bible of the counterculture.  

"Many people turned away from the establishment of the Church to Gibran," says 
Professor Juan Cole, historian of the Middle East at the University of Michigan 
who has translated several of Gibran's works from Arabic.  

"He offered a dogma-free universal spiritualism as opposed to orthodox religion, 
and his vision of the spiritual was not moralistic. In fact, he urged people to be 
non-judgmental."   Despite the immense popularity of his writing, or perhaps 
because of it, The Prophet was panned by many critics in the West who thought it 
simplistic (and) naïve.  "In the West, he was not added to the canon of English 
literature," says Cole. "Even though his major works were in English after 1918, 
and though he is one of best selling poets in American history, he was disdained 
by English professors… I think he has been misunderstood in the West. He is 
certainly not a bubblehead, in fact his writings in Arabic are in a very sophisticated 
style. "There is no doubt he deserves a place in the Western canon. It is strange to 
teach English literature and ignore a literary phenomenon."  



 

Gibran was a painter as well as a writer by training and was schooled in the 
symbolist tradition in Paris in 1908. He mixed with the intellectual elite of his 
time, including figures such as WB Yeats, Carl Jung and August Rodin, all of whom 
he met and painted.  

Symbolists such as Rodin and the English poet and artist William Blake, who was a 
big influence on Gibran, favoured romance over realism and it was a movement 
that was already passed in the 1920s as modernists such as TS Eliot and Ezra 
Pound were gaining popularity.   He painted more than 700 pictures, watercolours 
and drawings but because most of his paintings were shipped back to Lebanon 
after his death, they have been overlooked in the West. 

Professor Suheil Bushrui, who holds the Kahlil Gibran chair for Values and Peace 
at the University of Maryland, compares Gibran to the English Romantics such as 
Shelley and Blake, and he says that like Gibran, Blake was dismissed in his own 
time.  

In Lebanon, where he was born, he is still celebrated as a literary hero.  His style, 
which broke away from the classical school, pioneered a new Romantic 
movement in Arabic literature of poetic prose.  

"We are talking about a renaissance in modern Arabic literature and this 
renaissance had at its foundation Gibran's writings," says Professor Suheil 
Bushrui.  In the Arab world, Gibran is regarded as a rebel, both in a literary and 
political sense. He emigrated to the US at 12 but returned to study in Lebanon 
three years later where he witnessed injustices suffered by peasants at the hands 
of their Ottoman rulers. 

"He was a Christian but he saw things being done in the name of Christianity 
which he could not accept," says Bushrui.  In his writing, he raged against the 
oppression of women and the tyranny of the Church and called for freedom from 
Ottoman rule.  "What he was doing was revolutionary and there were protests 
against it in the Arab world," says Juan Cole. "So he is viewed in Arabic literature 
as an innovator, not dissimilar to someone like WB Yeats in the West." 

"Part of the appeal is perhaps that this book could have been written by anybody 
and that is what we do with scripture. It just is." 



 

This work inspired a play “Rest Upon the Wind”, which toured the UK and Middle 
East in 2012. 

From The Prophet :  On beauty: ''Beauty is eternity gazing at itself in a mirror. But 
you are eternity and you are the mirror.'' 

An animated movie called “Kahlil Gibran’s The Prophet” was released in 2014, 
narrated by Liam Neeson and Salma Hayek. The soundtrack includes a song called 
“On Love,” performed by Glen Hansard and Lisa Hannigan.  Another song, “On 
Children” was written by Damien Rice. 
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