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Foreword 

It is with great pleasure and honor that I act as a guest editor for the AWEJ’s second Special 

Issue on Literature. AWEJ has completed its fifth year now, and it is truly heartening to see it 
gaining both popularity and enhanced quality. It has been, and is being, referenced and indexed 
in several respectable scholarly databases and search engines, and it is widening its scope to 
encompass not only linguistics (theoretical as well as applied) and translation, but also literature. 
It goes without saying that the relationship among language, linguistics, translation and literature 
is both intricate and inseparable. I hope, therefore, that AWEJ continues the auspicious trend of 
publishing special issues on literature and translation, in addition to its core interest in language 
and linguistics. But the widening of scope is also geographic. This “Arab World” journal, as 

clearly illustrated in this special issue and in others, is reaching out to scholars from not just the 
Arab region, but also from all corners of the globe. This obviously, among other things, is a 
testimony to the journal’s international standing, a must in today’s global world. 

The papers published in this issue have, naturally, been subjected to – and survived – a rigorous 
process of refereeing and reviewing. This is why they are all, without exception, of solid 
scholarly quality and they all present up-to-date and engaging issues and tackle them with 
thoughtfulness and depth. Many of the papers are, in fact, groundbreaking. 

The papers speak for the themselves, and final judgment on their importance and relevance – in 
this postmodern, reader-oriented age – rests with the scholars who will be studying them and, 
hopefully, building on them to produce more thought-provoking research .  

It is worth noting, in particular, that many of the papers are focusing, totally or in part, on Arab 
authors. This is both a significant and welcome gesture. First of all, AWEJ is an “Arab World” 

journal, as prefaced. Secondly, it is incumbent upon professors of English like us who live and 
teach in the Arab World to present Arab authors to international audiences. They, more than 
anyone else, are qualified for the job, and Arabic literature is still under-represented at the world 
scene, not because it is less interesting or engaging than other world literatures (far from it), but 
because Arab scholars and others interested in the subject have not paid it the attention it merits. 

It is indeed pleasing in this very context to see two papers written on Mahmoud Darwish, one by 
our most noted scholar and teacher of generations of students of literature, Mohammad Shaheen. 
And it is equally pleasing to see two papers dealing with Leila Aboulela. More, much more, can 
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be written on Darwish and Aboulela, and the other important authors in the rest of the excellent 
papers which appear in this issue. 

Thanks are due to Professor Khairi Al-Zubaidi and his able AWEJ team who made AWEJ what 
it is today, to the respected members of the editorial board of this special issue who have kindly 
agreed to take on the task, and to the anonymous reviewers and referees who took the time to 
read and reread the manuscripts. 

I hope that the readers of these engaging papers will enjoy reading and benefiting from them as 
much as I have. 

 

Ahmad Y. Majdoubeh 
Guest Editor 
Kuwait 
October 2014 
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Mahmoud Darwish: “The Tale of the Tribe” 
 
 
 
 

Mohammad Shaheen 
University of Jordan , Amman, Jordan  

 
 

Abstract: 
In an attempt to develop his artistic bent, Darwish was moving from the lyricism of 
his early poetry to the dramatic effect of art, where the speaker disassociates 
himself from his subject and hides himself in language. One way of demonstrating 
this enterprise for Darwish is to let the tale tell the story of the tribe (the people of 
his homeland Palestine in exile) Coetzee, the renowned South African novelist 
once said: " I tell this not to solicit pity but to let you see what happens".It is as if 
Darwish re-echoes D.H. Lawrence's words "trust the tale not the teller." Or he may 
be remembering the words of his friend, Edward Said: "every Palestinian should 
tell his story". i.e. the story here is the tale of the tribe which should tell itself to the 
world. 
Key words: Lyric, dramatic, image, identity, exile, persona. 
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Mahmoud Darwish: “The Tale of the Tribe” 
Mahmoud Darwish has the great poet's gift. He is a genuine poet and an original one, 

with enormous learning and incredible ability to bring it to bear upon any observation about 
human nature. Mahmoud is a most passionate, a most enthusiastic and a most gifted poet I have 
ever known. For me personally, it was a privilege to know him, and my emotions were 
formidable every time the noisy opening door let me in to his tiny-sitting room with the elegant 
library in the background. Fate had placed me in that room for almost three hours just before his 
fateful journey to Houston, on his last stay in Amman. That night he talked about all sorts of 
things, but what impressed me most is his ability to articulate the Palestinian odyssey at an 
important turning point of its history in 1982 in a compressed short narrative. Immediately I felt I 
was in front of a fictitious character in a movie. I remembered Kurtz's celebrated utterance "the 
horror, the horror". You know, Mahmoud, I shall make you a very big party, when you come 
back from Houston. I shall look forward to that, indeed, he said. He was in jolly good mood, and 
looked very optimistic. Yet I could never be certain whether the high morale he demonstrated 
was actually a façade, as he is known for his incredible power to control his emotions.  
 Most ironical is that he was supposed to be in Columbia giving the keynote speech on the 
fifth memorial of Edward Said. Mariam Said and myself went to his flat early this year with the 
invitation extended to him by the president of Columbia University, and all was set: arrival on 20 
of September, speech on 23 (for logistic reason it moved to 28), departure on 25. I vividly 
remember his suggestion that the memorial occasion should not be gloomy. Let us cherish his 
memory and make this occasion as he thought his friend’s own memorial ought to be. He never 
likes to parade his sorrow in public, and the power of reticence he could exercise over the 
negation of reality is remarkable. Yet on rare occasions he seems to find little comfort in 
releasing the pressure of torturing reticence, but only in front of friends. Once he alluded to a 
mediocre poet who claimed that some of his [Mahmoud's] poetry is plagiarized from his own. Of 
course, nobody will believe such nonsense, but somehow Mahmoud himself would be tortured 
by such false claim and spent sleepless nights, not of self-pity, but rather of pity for those people 
whose erring he finds irredeemable. He had no intention to make people acknowledge him 
superior to all other modern Arab poets, but at least to avoid taking him a target out of sheer 
jealousy and envy, so that they will not urge him to pity erring mankind. Unfortunately there has 
been a few second or third rate Arab poets who, have been viciously attacking Mahmoud with 
the hope of securing some place or space in the ladder of Mahmoud's great reputation!  

*      *      * 
 In his early career, Mahmoud Darwish wrote very fine lyrics which, to start with, won 
him great popularity. A most popular one is "Identity Card" a very simple straightforward poem, 
memorized by Arabs all over the Arab world, as if it were a national anthem. Its refrain "Write 
down/ I am an Arab" has become a memorable stock in Arabic culture. The occasion of the 
poem, as Mahmoud himself recounted, is related to the status of Palestinian Arabs where every 
member of the Arab family at eighteen had to go to an Israeli office to get his identity card. 
Despite the fact that Arabs are Israeli citizens, they are treated as different nationality. His elder 
brother, Ahmad, had assured me, few days ago, of the details related to the writing of the poem, 
and that the eighteen-year old Mahmoud wrote it on his way back from Acre on an empty box of 
cigarettes to be read to an Arab audience in the evening.   
  The phenomenal success of the poem somehow irritated the poet himself who 
announced, time and again, his desire to distance himself from the poem, in an attempt to draw 
the attention of the reader to the more sophisticated poems the poet wrote afterwards, until the 
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end of his life. “Identity Card” continued, yet, to enjoy its tremendous appeal until the present 
day.  
 One speculation behind this phenomenon may be that the poem is not a typical romantic 
poem dominated by lyricism. It is not, for example, Wordsworth's "sad music of humanity", 
expressing the ultimate goal of romanticism. No matter how lyricism the poem has, and it 
actually has a lot, it is deeply rooted in the real life Palestinian Arabs undergo as underprivileged 
minority in their homeland. Its effect spontaneously extends to other Palestinians evicted from 
the same homeland.  
 The poem is better read with "The tale of the tribe" as a formula well exploited in the 
critique of modern poetry. In his book The Tale of the Tribe: Ezra Pound And the Modern Verse, 
Michael Bernstein refers to Kipling's phrase "the tale of the tribe" by which he means how the 
survival of society's shared values and its existence as a coherent society depends on the 
permanent record of the social groups achievements and deeds. Bernstein further comments on 
the phrase to show that the phrase means much more than Kipling intended it to mean, i.e., the 
magical power of language does not come from the words of the language or the stereotype of 
language called by Sartre "mots de la tribu", but rather by the purified language of the tribe. 
Bernstein is perceptive enough to demonstrate the whole issue as follows: 
 

The most radical difference between the "tale of the tribe" and the "mots de la 
tribu" lies in the antithetic notions of language implied by each phrase. Although 
Kipling speaks of the "magical" power of words, their magic resides precisely in 
the power to crystallize history, to make actual events live again in the minds of 
future readers. Language is not an absolute, transcendent force, but rather the 
most enduring and powerful means of representing a specific occurrence in the 
world, an occurrence which, by itself, already contains a significant meaning. Far 
from being absolutely autonomous and divorced from daily reality, the "tale of 
the tribe" is intentionally directed towards the reality, and is expressly fashioned 
to enable readers to search the text for values which they can apply in the 
communal world. Such work is an artistic transcription of and meditation upon 
actions, and will, in turn, become a stimulus to future deeds. The ideal 
relationship between history and the tale, therefore is one of perfect 
interpenetration. As the experiences of the community give rise to a text, the text 
in turn becomes instrumental in shaping the world-view of succeeding ages, so 
that, in the words of the tale, past exempla and present needs find a continuous 
and unbroken meeting-ground. (Bernstein 1980, p 9) 

 It is true that Bernstein's concern is with the contemporary epic poetry and the "verse 
epic" as demonstrated by Pound's Cantos, and that Mahmoud Darwish's poetry is comparatively 
much simpler in structure and scope than Pound's complex modern "verse epic". But I would 
like to suggest that most of Mahmoud's poetry enjoys the spirit of epic; and reading a poem even 
a lyric like "Identity Card" makes us feel that it is an epic in miniature, at least for the presence 
of the tribal spokesman whose preoccupation with the specific subject integrated into the 
structure of the text is communal property. It is Mahmoud Darwish's brilliance at compressing 
the usual spatial time of the epic leaving us with the quintessence of the genre to freely expand 
in our mind outside the traditional boundaries of fixed reality. Here is how the spokesman of the 
tribe summons up the spirit of the epic poem of "Identity Card": 
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        Therefore! 
Write down on the top of the first page: 

I do not hate people 
Nor do I encroach 

But if I become hungry 
The usurper's flesh will be my food 

 
Beware.. 

 
Beware.. 

Of my hunger 
And my anger! 

 Instead of Hellen’s face launching the thousands of ships (reference to Homer’s epic) we 

have the perspective of angry crowds crossing the borders of those checking-points with new 
identity cards! One may read the conclusion and see in it an ideology (Marxism, for instance) 
transformed into poetry. The last word is particularly significant; it is “anger”, the purified 

language of the tribe. Anger is crystallized from the “wooden” words of the tribe like rage and 

sentimentality. It is the poetic power of anger vs the prosaic rage and sentimentality which 
survives in the communal consciousness of generations and sets its continuance as the fresh 
rendering of “the tale of the tribe”. 

*      *      * 
 

 Another phrase which I would like to suggest for reading “Identity Card” is by W.H. 

Auden. “Poets as scriptors of reality” is what Auden thought of poets should realize in their 

profession. Auden’s phrase states the harsh conditions of life in the 1930s, that decade of 

depression in Europe. Can poets turn their back to public reality when it is so harsh and with all 
its effect on people’s daily life, Auden seems to imply? 
 Auden’s phrase is obliquely a call reminding the poet to be aware of his public 

responsibility as “a spokesman of the tribe”. This brings us to the question of politics in 

Mahmoud Darwish’s poetry. Every now and then Darwish is referred to as “the poet of 

resistance” and his response to this is always negative, in the sense that he does not want his 

poetry to be reduced in its stature to crude politics. The fact that he has strong political emotions 
does not mean that he is a flat political voice. The realm of poetry is too big to be limited by or 
to public affairs, no matter how directly effective they are in daily life. Darwish will be in full 
agreement with Auden concerning the need for the poet to be aware of the public life element on 
poetry, but without allowing poetry to become a social, historical or political thesis. Neither 
Auden nor Darwish would like to see the esthetics of poetry dominated by social reality the poet 
is urged to be its scriptor. 
 The following two poems are exemplary ones: one by Auden (which I have come across 
by chance), the other by Darwish. They are intended to demonstrate the subject under 
discussion. Interestingly enough they seem to share a common topic and treatment which is 
presumably a coincidence: 
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   Refugee Blues 
W.H. Auden (1907-1973)  

 
Say this city has ten million souls, 
Some are living in mansions, some are living in holes: 
Yet there's no place for us, my dear, yet there's no place for us. 

 
Once we had a country and we thought it fair, 
Look in the atlas and you'll find it there: 
We cannot go there now, my dear, we cannot go there now. 

 
In the village churchyard there grows an old yew, 
Every spring it blossoms anew: 
Old passports can't do that, my dear, old passports can't do that. 

 
The consul banged the table and said, 
"If you've got no passport you're officially dead": 
But we are still alive, my dear, but we are still alive. 

 
Went to a committee; they offered me a chair; 
Asked me politely to return next year: 
But where shall we go to-day, my dear, but where shall we go today? 

 
Came to a public meeting; the speaker got up and said; 
"If we let them in, they will steal our daily bread": 
He was talking of you and me, my dear, he was talking of you and me. 

 
Thought I heard the thunder rumbling in the sky; 
It was Hitler over Europe, saying, "They must die": 
O we were in his mind, my dear, O we were in his mind. 

 
Saw a poodle in a jacket fastened with a pin, 
Saw a door opened and a cat let in: 
But they weren't German Jews, my dear, but they weren't German Jews. 

 
Went down the harbour and stood upon the quay, 
Saw the fish swimming as if they were free: 
Only ten feet away, my dear, only ten feet away. 

 
Walked through a wood, saw the birds in the trees; 
They had no politicians and sang at their ease: 
They weren't the human race, my dear, they weren't the human race. 

 
Dreamed I saw a building with a thousand floors, 
A thousand windows and a thousand doors: 
Not one of them was ours, my dear, not one of them was ours. 
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Stood on a great plain in the falling snow; 
Ten thousand soldiers marched to and fro: 
Looking for you and me, my dear, looking for you and me. 

 
Mahmoud Darwish  

 
I Speak at Length 

 
I speak at length about women and trees, 
About the fascination of earth, about a country which stamps no passport, 
And I ask, “Ladies and gentlemen, does the earth belong to men, to all  
men. 
As you claim? Well, then, Where is my little hut? Where am I?” The  
conference hall applauds me. 
Three whole minutes, three whole minutes of freedom and recognition-  
the conference agreed 
On our rights to return, like any hen, like any horse, to the stones we see 
in dreams. 
I shake their hands, one by one, and bow… I resume my journey. 
To another land, to speak about difference between mirage and rain. 
To ask “Ladies and Gentlemen, does the earth belong to man, to all men?”     

 
 The two poems have the common theme of being or becoming a refugee: Auden’s 

refugee is a Jew, Darwish’s is a Palestinian. When I read Auden’s poem, I was tempted to ask 
Mahmoud whether he ever read the poem in concern, and his answer was no, though he was 
familiar with Auden. Politics in the two poems was sensed but not stated. This perhaps how 
Darwish wants politics to be in poetry when he rejects the label of “resistance poet” given to 

him. “I am a poet”, he reiterated, “no labels for me”. I heard Darwish more than once say “how 

to humanize social reality” is not only the task of the poet, but also the main challenge he meets. 
 Poetry, for Darwish, and for Auden as well, is then the purified language of the 
statesman; it is politics crystallized in a finer tone. It is also politics humanized. This is 
Darwish’s project of poetry which is particularly made more concrete in his later poetry.  

*      *      * 
 

 Decades after the experience of “Identity Card” the same person, but with a different 

persona, finds himself standing in front of the Israeli office for a passport (or identity card) stamp 
of departure or entrance. It is the checking point in Jerico, sometimes called by its historical 
name: Allenby Bridge. Had Darwish been still eighteen years old, he would have, for example, 
written a lyrical poem reminiscent of “Identity Card” such as: 
 

Write down 
I am an Arab 

And my Israeli Identity Card 
Is waiting for you to bestow a look at 

and call my name from the queue in the hot passage 
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outside your air-conditioned closed office 
so that I shall not wait longer 
in terrible heat and boredom 

listening to you from behind the glass window 
humming all the time 

Is it my sorrow, or yours, or both 
That you are humming 

I wonder! 
Beware of my waiting 

in the burning sun of Jerico. 
 

Here is the poem in concern in full: 

"Identity Card": 

Write down! 

I am an Arab 

And my identity card number is fifty thousand 

I have eight children 

And the ninth will come after a summer 

Will you be angry? 

Write down! 

I am an Arab 

Employed with fellow workers at a quarry 

I have eight children 

I get them bread 

Garments and books 

from the rocks.. 

I do not supplicate charity at your doors 

Nor do I belittle myself at the footsteps of your chamber 

So will you be angry? 
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Write down! 

I am an Arab 

I have a name without a title 

Patient in a country 

Where people are enraged 

My roots 

Were entrenched before the birth of time 

And before the opening of the eras 

Before the pines, and the olive trees 

And before the grass grew 

My father.. descends from the family of the plow 

Not from a privileged class 

And my grandfather..was a farmer 

Neither well-bred, nor well-born! 

Teaches me the pride of the sun 

Before teaching me how to read 

And my house is like a watchman's hut 

Made of branches and cane 

Are you satisfied with my status? 

I have a name without a title! 

Write down! 

I am an Arab 
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You have stolen the orchards of my ancestors 

And the land which I cultivated 

Along with my children 

And you left nothing for us 

Except for these rocks.. 

So will the State take them 

As it has been said?! 

Therefore! 

Write down on the top of the first page: 

I do not hate people 

Nor do I encroach 

But if I become hungry 

The usurper's flesh will be my food 

Beware.. 

Beware.. 

Of my hunger 

And my anger! 

 But the poet’s sensibility has undergone a crucial change and made him outgrow the free 

candid expression of early lyricism. “On the Bridge”, a poem published in his last volume of 

poetry Almond Blossoms and Beyond demonstrates Darwish’s development in poetic technique 

seen in the various aspects of ambiguities engulfing the poem from beginning to end. 
 I have no intention here to discuss the poem in any detail, but rather to give the account 
of its translation and publication in Virginia Quarterly Review (Summer 2008). One day 
Mahmoud passed over to me a letter from the journal, asking for a contribution to a perspective 
collection of Arabic poetry to be published in their journal.    

 After I had sent "On the Bridge" as a contribution on behalf of Mahmoud, I discussed 
with him an alternative title, with the justification that the poem in translation is written for a 
different audience. "The Bridge", for example, has a clear denotation for Palestinians and 
presumably the rest of the Arab World. Only for a non-Arab tourist the Bridge in known as the 
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checking point under the Israeli control. I suggested to Mahmoud two alternative titles: one is 
"Jerico Bridge" the other "Allenby Bridge", on an attempt to offer the reader a clue of what is the 
poem about, or, to be more specific, to locate the time and space of the poem for the non-Arab 
reader. Mahmoud found both titles unappealing on the ground that they might suggest, right from 
the beginning, the kind of limitation bought about by locality and  current politics or even the 
sentimentality of the lyric- all of which he had already outgrown, and decided to move away 
from to a higher state of consciousness. Eventually, I came up with a title whose form is actually 
derived from the great tradition of poetry, i.e., to use the first line of the poem. Hence the English 
version of the title: "With the fog so dense on the bridge" instead of the original title in Arabic 
"On the Bridge” which Mahmoud found quite satisfactory. 

Anyway Mahmoud was pleased with the publication of the poem in VQR as he told me on 
our last meeting in Amman, just before his departure to Houston, where he met his end. I assured 
him that he would be even more pleased with the word layout of the poem worked out by the 
editor and with the new title. Yet he would not be happy at all with the critical remark the editor 
put in his brief introduction to the collection of poems in the journal, as he wonders "Who is this 
women soldier appearing so abruptly, inexplicably for two stanzas after a dozen pages of oblique 
dialogue between two men?" (VQR, p.211) With all his admiration and appreciation for 
Mahmoud Darwish and his poetry, the editor somehow fails to see the poet's ambiguity and how 
Mahmoud develops in his later poetry. In his assessment, the editor misses the point that the 
woman soldier is in the poem right from the beginning; it is the absent-present notion (Mahmoud 
Darwish’s title for his late prose book) he is preoccupied with. She simply appears at the end as 
an emphasis on the significant role given to her, and “her humming” juxtaposed by the mythical 

rose formulated properly to end the poem. The editor does well to dig up the origin of the 
mythical rose, but the interpretation he gives is only one of many interpretations already lying 
behind it, where past and present can be put in proportion. The editor, as a matter of fact, should 
read the poem backward to sense the presence of the woman soldier. He is evidently trapped by 
the absence of sequence we are used to in Darwish's early poetry, and lyrical poetry in general. 
Referring to Almond Blossoms, from which the poem is taken, a friend of mine who is a fan of 
Mahmoud told me that Mahmoud can no longer write charming poetry as he used to do in his 
early poetry. The answer is that Mahmoud has moved in his development from the early candid 
expression of sequence to a wide range of ambiguous varieties, making at the end a unified 
complex imagery.  

Reading Mahmoud Darwish’s later poetry making us realize how the poet’s gift succeeds 

in super-posing histories, myths, ideas and the like on top of each other so that the poet moves 
freely between them, liberating himself from the limits of time and space, exploring the 
difference in similarities and unity in diverse elements. It is the diagramic method made popular 
in modern poetry, replacing the sequence of traditional practice.  

 Another technique which the editor failed to notice is the self-dramatization of the 
speaker in the poem. There is only one man, not two men on the bridge. It is the person and the 
persona technique Mahmoud, like Eliot, Mallarme and others, was very fond of, and it is so 
dominant in his later poetry. Its function may not be obvious at first hand, because we are not 
familiar with the different roles the self of the poet where one self observes, the other feels the 
privilege of observing, where one stands for the past, the other for the present, where conflict, or 
the dialogic element emerges out of difference in consciousness developed by time. 

 No matter how complex Mahmoud’s technique has become in his later poetry, his 

practice is presumably a continuance of “The tale of the tribe”, with a higher level of purified 
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language of the tribe, which seems to have made it not easily accessible to the common reader 
who used to feel at home with Mahmoud’s early poetry and its lyricism. Mahmoud’s later poetry 

demands an earnest reader, already aware of the poet’s change of sensibility. Mahmoud’s poetic 

development over the years seems to have brought with it a different level of readership in the 
sense that the poet’s later achievement demands a kind of reader who is not merely “grasping” 

what he reads of Mahmoud’s poetry but “regrasping” the complexity of the poet’s development 

through becoming a participant in the highly purified language of “the tale of the tribe”. This is 

what qualifies an earnest reader to mediate between the poetic text and the common reader. Only 
a poet like Ezra Pound reminds us of Mahmoud Darwish who, like Pound, is ushered into 
modernity. I am certain that Mahmoud Darwish was aware of the fact that lyricism cannot “make 

it new” [Pound’s famous phrase], and Darwish’s ambition in modernizing Arabic poetry is not 

much different from Pound’s own or other great non-Arab poets.  
 

*      *      * 
 On this occasion of Mahmoud’s departure, I would like to conclude by quoting an 

obituary J.R. Acherley wrote of Forster. Three years prior to his death, Acherley wrote his 
personal testimony of Forster whose words the Observer  found in retrospect so appropriate to 
publish an obituary in 1970, the year Forster died. Only one word is changed. Darwish’s first 

name “Mahmoud” replaces Forster’s first name “Morgan”. Here is the quote: 
I would say that insofar as it is possible for any human being to be both 
wise and wordly wise, to be selfless in any material sense, to have no 
envy, jealousy, vanity, conceit, to contain no malice, no hatred (though he 
had anger), to be always reliable, considerate, generous, never cheap – 
[Mahmoud] came close to that as can be got. 

 This is actually Mahmoud as known by people who, with great privilege, came to know 
him personally or through his poetry. He is a most gracious spokesman of his tribe and a great 
“scripter of reality” at large. A memorable person with unforgettable persona.    
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Abstract 
A good translation of a literary text is described as creative. This paper argues for the translation 
of Short Story creatively by constructing a literary piece of translation in the target language. 
Otherwise, the translation will be spiritless, non-creative and non-literary. The elements of 
creativity in literature are many, but the core element is style. This argument is confirmed by 
practical evidence derived from translated extracts from English short stories into Arabic. The 
elements of creativity and non-creativity in both texts, the SL and the TL, are pointed out and 
discussed in detail in relation to each example. The conclusions aimed to arrive at toward the end 
of this paper assert that short stories can be translated creatively and non-creatively, but the 
approved translation is the creative literary translation which is based on the elements of 
creativity highlighted in the discussion throughout the paper. 
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Introduction 
Next to poetry, the Short Story is the most popular literary genre (popular in terms of readability 
and impact). It is the youngest genre in World Literature. It can be defined as a work of literature 
created deliberately for artistic and entertaining values and cannot be replaced by a mere 
narration of events (Bates, 1954: 13). The modern short story is different from older literary 
forms and subgenres like myths, legends, fables and anecdotes. Poe (1809-1849) is one of the 
creators of the short story. He views it as a short prosaic narration characteristic if the specific 
effect intended by the author is achieved by a proper combination of events, that is, a specific 
unity of motives and actions. Newmark(year) considers the short story as a compact narrative, 
and rates it next to poetry as "the most intimate and personal form of writing in imaginative 
literature … . Its essence is compactness, simplicity, concentration, cohesion. Its symbolic 

connotative power transcends its realism and its denotative effect (1993: 48). On the other hand, 
Raffel asserts that the translation of prose, including the short story, is sharply different from the 
translation of poetry. While poetry's most important features in translation are prosodic, prose is 
based on syntactic and semantic features (1994). At translating the Short Story, Newmark singles 
out nine significant features (ibid.): 
 

 Its grammatical structure and layout: opening and closing sentences and paragraphs and 
the title point to the story's theme and resolution. Punctuation, paragraphing and 
capitalization are significant to attend to. 

 Leitmotifs: repeated key words or leading concepts related to the story's theme. These 
have to be reproduced in the translation. 

 Stylistic markers of the author's style: typical words and structures related to the theme. 
These have also to be reproduced in the translation. 

 Cultural and universal references which have to be explained economically by the 
translator. 

 Cultural metaphors. 
 Genre: tale or story, spoken or written mode. The written form may conform to ordinary 

social usage. 
 Tradition: the story has to be in line with established literary tradition of short story 

writing. This tradition should be preserved in the translation to enrich the target literature. 
 Collateral works (i.e. intertextuality): understanding the story in relation to other works 

by the same author. 
 Functional sentence perspective: stresses that any coherent and cohesive links within the 

sentence must be reproduced in the translation. 
 
Other factors might be as important as, or more important than these suggested above by 
Newmark. Chief among these is the style-based creative / literary approach to translating short 
stories in sharp contrast to content-based literal translation of sense. In other words, a sharp 
distinction is recommended to be drawn between the translation of short stories into expressive 
meaning (i.e. style-based creative literary meaning) and their translation into non-expressive 
meaning (i.e. non-expressive, literal, ordinary or non-creative meaning). This means that the 
major difference between the two methods of translation lies in the use of expressive, effective, 
rhetorical, figurative, pragmatic, impressive and emotional language vis-à-vis literal, 
nonfigurative, non-effective, non-expressive and not necessarily emotional language. This is the 
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approach aimed at by this paper, the creative literary approach, without dismissing the other non-
creative, ordinary approach as unacceptable. It might be a matter of preference.  
 
1. Creativity in Translation 
Creativity is a term that is not taken here to mean „creation‟ in the sense of „creating something 

out of nothing‟, nor to mean „re-creation‟ in the sense of reproduction of the source text‟s 

implied meaning in the target language. “Translative creativity” is intended to mean creating a 
new translated text that is constructed by the translator in stylistic terms set forth throughout. 
Describing what is prescribed by rules and what is creative in the translator‟s work is that 

translation is continuously hovering between governed rule of science and intuition. It is a 
balancing act of five changing factors: languages, cultures, traditions, readerships, and settings; 
and five universal factors that keep it steady: reality, logic, morality, aesthetics and pure 
language. (See also (Pym, 1998) and (Newmark, 1988,95 & 1998) 
 
Creativity is defined as the ability to form new combinations. Further, it can be the ability to join 
commonly independent and different elements. As a process, it is described as that which gives a 
new product, and brings something new into existence. It can also be viewed as a behavior which 
produces something unique and valuable. On the other hand, creativity is seen by some as any 
sociolinguistic feature of language. It calls for changing traditional renderings of texts of 
different types. Changes of style, grammar, cultural expressions, compensations for losses and 
adjustments of any kind to the original can be seen as a kind of creativity in translation. 
Creativity is against translation as imitation. “Creativity in translation starts where imitation 
stops”. A translation like literary translation that changes dynamically and constantly with the 

changes of time, societies, cultures and connotations is a creative translation due to the change of 
interpretation of literature with the change of time. It is with this dynamic change that creativity 
lies. See also (Nida, 1964 & 1998); (Newmark, 1993); (Gran, 1998) and (Ghazala, 2012&2014).  
 
Following is a list of some creative strategies based on the development of cognitive linguistics 
during the acquisition of translation / interpretation skills by trainee translators: 
 

 comprehension and analysis of the source text (i.e. grasping the functional components of 
the source discourse);  

 (ii) abstracting and compressing the incoming discourse (i.e. the translator‟s cognitive / 

mental and rigorous ability to subdivide the source texts concepts); 
  (iii) reproduction of the discourse in the target language;  
 (iv) didactic implications (i.e. creative reformulation techniques including paraphrasing, 

semantic abstraction, shared knowledge and elaboration of personal strategies of 
maintaining textual cohesion); and  

 (v) acceleration and partial automation of the interpreting process (based mainly on 
implicit, internalized memory; implicit competence and explicit knowledge (see Gran 
(1998); Paradis, 1994, Feo, 1993 and Viaggio (1992b),in Gran, ibid.). 

 
On the other hand, the wider the choices, the more creativity is required. The dynamic 
equivalence which unearths the sub-text, the hidden agenda of literary texts in particular, is 
mainly target-text oriented and more creative than formal, or literal equivalence, or meaning. 
(1988/95: 76). Newmark(1993) views creative translation as a matter of a play of words and a 
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„peculiar‟ stylistic / linguistic combination of lexical and grammatical choices and structures. He 
cites the following examples (1993: 39-40): 
 

Non-creative     Creative 
 
„a true passion‟     „a downright passion‟ 
 (ؿم١م١ذ عتغفذ)        (ػ١تٓذ عتغفذ)
‘becoming a rhetoric, even though tortured ’ ‘turning into rhetoric, however 

lacerated that rhetoric might be‟ 
َ سـٛي)  (ِٔششتً  والِتً ِّٕمتً، ؿشٝ ٚإْ وتْ أصخؾ)      (ٓوى ِوى إٌٝ والَ ِّٕك، ِّٙت وتْ هٌه ةٌىال
‘a mine of hatred’    ‘a time-bomb of hatred’ 
 (ِٓ ةٌىية١٘ذ ِلٌْٚ)                      (ِٛلٛسذ وية١٘ذ لٕخٍذ)
‘absolute night’     ‘night in its most absolute sense’ 
 (ِمٍُ  الِتً مةِِتً  ١ًٌ)                      (ةٌخ١ُٙ ة١ًٌٍ ػٛف)
‘the prose of the world’    ‘the humdrum world’ 
ِٓ ةٌيستحذ/ ىس١ج  عتٌُ) ِخشوي/ عتمٞ  عتٌُ)                     ( ) 
'the cat lay on the rug’    ‘the cat sat on the mat’ 
 (ةٌِؼتمد عٍٝ ةٌمطذ ةُشٍمز)                    (ةٌـص١يد ػٍِز عٍٝ ةٌمطذ ةٌصغ١يد)
 
(The  last one is suggested by Jakobson, one as non-poetic / non-creative; another poetic (i.e. 
creative) (1960). 
 
The creative versions and their translations can be described as literary translations. The major 
point of difference between the two groups is the choice of words (underlined) (with the last 
example being an exception, deriving creativity from rhyme). The creative choices are more 
impressive, expressive, formal and, thus, more literary than their non-creative counterparts which 
can be described as normal, average, less expressive, less emphatic and, hence, less literary than 
the creative versions.  
 
Newmark (year )lists what he describes as the most obvious occasions for the need for creativity, 
admitting that the list is not exhaustive, but useful (see ibid.):as above   
 
 Cultural words that are specific to one community: objects or activities with connotations 

(„koa‟ for furniture). 
 Transcultural words with similar referents and different connotations in the target language 

(e.g. staples like bread, rice, tea, sugar, drink, etc.) 
 Concept words with different emphases in different communities (obedience, liberation, 

freedom fighters, terrorism, liberalism, democracy, etc.). 
 Peculiar syntactic structures. 
 Cultural metaphors, idioms, proverbs, puns and neologisms. 
 Significant phonaesthetic effects (e.g. bauble, pullulate). 
 Words of quality with no one-to-one equivalent in the target language. 
 Words as images and prosodic features (e.g. in poetry, stories, novels and sagas). 
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Some conclusions from the foregoing account of creativity in translation can be drawn. In 
principle, creativity is a major issue in translation studies and practice, especially literary 
translation. The extent of its frequency depends mainly on the type of text, register, purposes of 
the translation and the demands and type of the intended audience of the target text. In abstract, 
legal technical and the majority of non-literary texts (advertising is an exception), creativity is 
not a big issue and is not sought for by target readers. However, in literary texts in particular, 
creativity is the core of translation. A non-creative translation of literature is claimed to be dim 
and poor, and might not be recognized as a good translation. However, the concept of creativity 
may be approached differently in cognitive stylistic translation of literature. 
 
We may restress the key point of this subsection that the source of creativity in literary 
translation definitely style and stylistics in both the SL and TL. One essential perquisite for a 
creative literary translator is, then, to take style as the springboard as much as the source of a 
creative construction of the TL translation. This can be achieved more essentially than partly by 
thinking of the literary translator as writer.  
 
2. Creative (Literary) vis-à-vis Non-creative (Ordinary) Translation: 
The creative, or literary method of translation can be defined as “a special type of translation that 

is concerned solely with translating literary genres and sub-genres into literary pieces of work in 
the TL, accounting for all features of literariness and creative style of the original, especially, 
semantic density, syntactic and lexical intricacies, polysemy, Displaced interaction, multi-
layeredness, symbolism / hypersemanticization, aestheticism, figurativeness and, most importantly, 
tone: the involvement of human feelings, sentiments and emotions” (see also Raffel, 1988; Carter 

&Nash, 1990; and Landers, 2001). On the other hand, non-creative, or non-literary translation is 
defined as “an ordinary translation that focuses on capturing the sense of a literary text as literally 
and directly as possible with no concern with aesthetic, figurative, expressive, effective, emotional 
or impressive language”.  Although the difference between the two methods is a matter of personal 

preference, precedence is given to literary translation for, first, it is equivalent to creative 
translation as creativity is in the most part at the level of style; and secondly, a good literary 
translation cannot be described as literary if it ignores, emotions, impressiveness, figurativeness, 
elaboration of syntax, intricacies of lexis and semantic density of meanings and implications. The 
researcher believes that a source literary text should read literary in the target language. And when 
a translation reads literary, it is creative. 
 
Accordingly, and on the basis of this distinction, the following extracts of English short stories 
are translated below into two main versions of translation each, one non-creative (or non-literary 
/ ordinary); another creative (or literary). Each pair of translation is juxtaposed and discussed in 
the light of the features of literariness and style highlighted crisply in the definition put forward 
above. 
 
2. TEXT (1): 

 
"Once upon a time a lady was sitting in a train with a small dog upon her lap. The 
conductor came along, looked at the dog and then said, 'Madam, do you have a ticket for 
the dog?' 'No,' she answered, 'but he's just a little dog, and he's not taking up a seat...' I'm 
sorry, madam, ' said the conductor, 'but rules are rules, and you'll have to buy a ticket for 
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the dog.' So the lady paid. Meanwhile, a clergyman sitting next to the lady is becoming 
visibly uneasy and, before the conductor passes on, he reaches up to the luggage rack and 
lifts down a small box. He opens it, revealing to the conductor that he is transporting a 
tortoise. 'Must I buy a ticket for my tortoise?' he asks. The conductor scrutinizes the 
animal, scratches his head, opens his little book of rules and searches through the pages. 
Finally, he snaps the book shut and makes his pronouncement, 'No,' he says, 'you don't 
have to pay. Insects are free.' "       (An English Anecdote: Jon Udall. In Carter, 1987: 29) 
 

2.1. Non-creative Translation: 
سوةوي، ٔمي إٌٝ ةٌىٍج طُ ػتء٘ت ػتِع ةي. هةر ِيد وتٔز ١ُند إٔؼ٠ٌ١ٍذ سؼٍَ فٟ لطتى ِٚعٙت وٍج صغ١ي فٟ ؿعٕٙت")

أٔت آُف ’لتي ػتِع ةٌشوةوي . ‘...ٌىٕٗ وٍج صغ١ي، ٚال ٠ـؼٌ ِمعنةً ‘ ال’لتي، ِنةَ، ً٘ ؿصٍز عٍٝ سوويد ٌٍىٍج؟ لتٌز 

فٟ ٘وٖ ةألطٕتء، ٠صخؾ ل١َِ ٠ؼٍَ . فنفعز ة١ٌِند طّٓ سوويد ٌٍىٍج. ‘ِنةَ، ٌىٓ ةٌمٛةعن لٛةعن، ٚع١ٍه ٓيةء سوويد ٌٍىٍج

. مد لٍمتً، ٚلخ١ً أْ ٠غتمى ػتِع ةٌشوةوي، ٠ٕٙط ةٌم١َِ ٠ٚشٕتٚي ِٓ ىف ةٌـمتاج ِٓ فٛلٗ صٕنٚلتً صغ١يةً إٌٝ ػٛةى ةٌِٟ

أكو ػتِع ةٌشوةوي ٠شفـص . ٠ِؤٌٗ‘ ً٘ عٍٟ أْ أٓشيٞ سوويد ٌٍِـفتسٟ؟’. ٠فشـٗ ٠ٚىٔف ٌؼتِع ةٌشوةوي أٔٗ ٠ٕمً ٍُـفتد

أك١يةً، ٠غٍك ةٌىشتث حٔىً كتغف ٠ٚعٍٓ إعالٔٗ . ٠مٍج صفـتسٗةٌـ١ٛةْ، ٚ٘ٛ ٠ـه ىأُٗ، ٠ٚفشؾ وشتحٗ ةٌصغ١ي ٌٍمٛةعن، ٚ

 .("فتٌـٔيةر ِؼت١ٔذ. ال، ال سـشتع إٌٝ مفع طّٓ سوويد’: ةٌلط١ي

The translation is obviously committed to the lexical literality of both words and meaning. The 
words are translated in context into their literal and ordinary senses. The referential meaning of 
the text is generally comprehended by readers. However, the pragmatic, stylistic, cultural and 
literary implications are not accounted for, as the second literary version does. 
 
Yet, the translation here is too literal. For example, 'the conductor' is translated into its dictionary 
meaning as ػتِع ةٌشوةوي, rather than into its common collocation ٔت ي/ ػتحٟ ةٌشوةوي  . Likewise, 'have a 
ticket', buy a ticket, and 'pay (for a ticket)' are translated into their literal sense successively as 
 Here .٠مطع سوويد in preference to the recurrent collocation ,٠ـصً عٍٝ سوويد، ٠ٔشيٞ سوويد، ٠نفع طّٓ سوويد
is a list with these and other examples and their possible alternatives: 
 
once upon a time وتْ ٠ت ِت وتْ فٟ لن٠ُ ةٌٌِتْ هةر ِيد 

to have/buy ticket / 
pay  

٠نفع / ٠ٔشيٞ / ٠ـصً عٍٝ 

 طّٓ سوويد
 ٠مطع سوويد

Conductor ةٌٕت ي/ ػتحٟ ةٌشوةوي  ػتِع ةٌشوةوي 

Madam َ١ُند ِنة 

rules are rules ةٌمتْٔٛ ٘ٛ ةٌمتْٔٛ ةٌمٛةعن لٛةعن 

become uneasy  ً٠شًٍّّ ٠صخؾ لٍمت 

Transport ً٠ـًّ ِعٗ ٠ٕم 

insects are free ىوٛث ةٌـٔيةر ِؼتٔتً / ُفي  ةٌـٔيةر ِؼت١ٔذ 

 
However, except for the punch line of the anecdote, i.e. 'insects are free', the ironical, literary and 
pragmatic touches of the meaning of the original are lost. Further, ambiguity can be lurking 
behind some literal translations like 'transport' (ً٠ٕم) (instead of  ًّ٠صطـج/ ٠ـ ), 'sit in a train' 
(  which does not specify either ,(ةٌـٔيةر ِؼت١ٔذ) 'insects are free' ,(سِتفي rather than) (سؼٍَ فٟ ةٌمطتى
word (replacing  ًىوٛث ةٌـٔيةر ِؼتٔت), which specifies both words, etc. On the other hand, foreign 
words are transferred rather than naturalized or translated into Arabic (e.g. 'madam' is transferred 
into َِنة, rather than translated into ( ١ُند/ ١ُنسٟ  . Moreover, the grammatical case of vocative of 
'madam', is ignored in the TL. That is, it is translated into َِنة, dropping the Arabic vocative 
particle ‟٠ت„ (i.e. َ٠ت ِنة).  
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Hence, this version of ordinary translation of the text is mundane, disregarding all features of 
literariness of effective, expressive, rhetorical, figurative, symbolic, metaphorical or emotional 
language. A literary, creative translation of the same text may compensate for these features in 
the Target Language:  
 
2.2 Creative Translation 

وتْ ٠ت ِت وتْ فٟ لن٠ُ ةٌٌِتْ فٟ ُتٌف ةٌعصي ٚةألٚةْ ١ُند إٔؼ٠ٌ١ٍذ هةر غٍعذ ح١ٙذ سِتفي فٟ ةٌمطتى ٟ٘ ٚوٍخٙت ")

٠ت ِنةَ ً٘ ٠ت سيٜ لطعز ٌٍىٍج : "سوةوي، فيِمٗ حٕميد، طُ أٌمٝ ع١ٍٙت ةٌِؤةيلنَ إ١ٌٙت ػتحٟ ةي. ةٌصغ١ي فٟ ةألؿعتْ

عوىةً ِٕه ٠ت : "لتي ةٌّٛ ف... ال، ِت ٕ٘تن ظيٚىد، فّت ٘ٛ إال وٍج صغ١ي ال ٠ـؼٌ ِمعنةً حً ١ِ٠ي: سوويد؟ لتٌز ةٌّنةَ

فّت وتْ ِٓ ة١ٌِند إال أْ !". ْ ١ِ٠ي أَ ٠ط١يٚع١ٍه لطع سوويد ٌٍىٍج ةٌصغ١ي ُٛةء أوت! ِنةَ، فتٌمتْٔٛ ٘ٛ ةٌمتْٔٛ، ٠ت ُالَ

َُّ ةٌّٛ ف حتالٔصيةف ةٔشصج . فٟ ٘وٖ ةألطٕتء حنأ لَ لن ػٍَ إٌٝ ػٛةى ة١ٌِند ٠شًٍّّ حعن أْ كَٕ. لطعز سوويد ٌّٚت ٘

ْ ففشؾ ةٌصٕنٚق ٚؤف ٌٍّٛ ف ةٌٕمتث ع. ةٌمَ ٚٚلف، ٚسٕتٚي ِٓ ىف ةٌـمتاج صٕنٚلتً صغ١ية ١ٍِبتً حتٌعؼتاج ةٌّظ١يد

ً٘ ٠ت سيٜ عٍٝ ٍُـفتسٟ سوويد؟ أكو ةٌّٛ ف ٠شفـص ةٌـ١ٛةْ، ٠ٚـه ىأُٗ : "فختمى ةٌؼتحٟ حتٌِؤةي. ٍُـفتد صغ١يد

فٟ ٔٙت٠ذ ةٌّطتف، أغخك ةٌىشتث حٔىً . ؿ١يةْ، ٠ٚفشؾ وش١ج ةٌمٛة١ٔٓ ٠ٕٚعُ  ةٌٕمي ف١ٗ ٠ٚمٍج صفـتسٗ، صفـذ حعن صفـذ

ُٓطّتىال ع١ٍه، ال ع١ٍه، : كتغف، ٚأغٍك إعالٔٗ ةٌلط١ي  .("ال سوويد ٌٍِـفتسه، فتٌـٔيةر سيوج ِؼتٔتً فٟ ةٌمطتى ٠ت 

 
The English anecdote is obviously English culture-specific. This translation is claimed to have 
gathered literary momentum due to the overwhelming change of style into prose-rhyme style 
(which is classical in Arabic Language, revived here to give the sense of humor that is 
overwhelming in the original) and expressive language, and taking pragmatic, literary cultural 
and stylistic implications into account. Expressive language is a superordinate term that 
subsumes effectiveness, impressiveness, expressiveness, formality, emotiveness, collocability, 
connotativeness, pragmaticality, rhetoric, prosody, figurativeness and, above all, overall ironic 
tone of the literary text concerned. It must be stressed that some of these features of literariness 
overlap (e.g. effectiveness / impressiveness / expressiveness; rhetoric / collocability / formality; 
etc.). Here are illustrative examples:  
 

 Effective features: عؼتاج ِظ١يد ;غٍعذ ح١ٙذ; etc. 
 Collocational / rhetorical / formal features: e.g. ٠ٕعُ ةٌٕمي ;ىِمٗ حٕميد ;غٍعذ ح١ٙذ، ؤف ةٌٕمتث; 

 .etc ,ةٌمتْٔٛ ٘ٛ ةٌمتْٔٛ ;ً٘ ٠ت سيٜ ;أٌمٝ ةٌِؤةي ;فٟ ٔٙت٠ذ ةٌّطتف ;سًٍّّ ; حتمى حتٌِؤةي
 Assertive repetition: e.g. ٜ٠ت سي ً٘ (rhetorical question repeated twice);  ع١ٍهال ع١ٍه ال صفـذ  ;

 .(to sharpen the sense of irony) ةٌمتْٔٛ ٘ٛ ةٌمتْٔٛ ;حعن صفـذ
 Sound features: e.g.  

 Prose rhyme and rhythm: ْهةر  إٔؼ٠ٌ١ٍذ ١ُند ; ٚةألٚةْ فٟ ُتٌف ةٌعصي ةٌٌِتْ فٟ لن٠ُ وتْ ٠ت ِت وت
سًٍّّ حعن أْإٌٝ ػٛةى ة١ٌِند ٞ ػٍَ لن لَ ;سوويد لطعز ٌٍىٍج سيٜ ً٘ ٠ت ;ح١ٙذ غٍعذ  ٠شفـص ;كَٕ 

، ٠ٚـه ىأُٗةٌـ١ٛةْ صٕنٚلتً ... ٚسٕتٚي  ;ؿ١يةْ  ، فتٌمتْٔٛ ٘ٛ ِنةَ عوىةً ِٕه ٠ت ;ةٌّظ١يد ١ٍِبتً حتٌعؼتاج صغ١ية 

َ ةٌمتْٔٛ، ٠ت  .etc ُال
 Alliteration: e.g.  ٌّٛفة فحتالٔصية  ٠ي٠َ ;ػٍَ لن لَ ; ٠يأَ ٠ػ    فٟ ةٌمطتى ٠ت ٓطتى ;
 Leitmotifs: ( repetition of the same sound in consecutive words in different places): 

e.g. ن ىأُٗؽ٠ٛةْ، ٚٞؽةي ٠يةْؽ  ٠يغٌك إعالٔٗ ةٌقغف، ٚأغحك ةٌىشتث حٔىً كتغةف، أغةٌُ ; ةىغةى ٠ت ّغق ;  
 Synonyms: ُأٚةْ/ عصي / ًِتْ  ; ُتٌف / لن٠ ٚلف/ ةٔشصج  ; ؤف/ فشؾ  ; ; etc. 
 Formal Periphrasis: e.g. ٜ٠ت سي ً٘ (c.f. ً٘);  أٌمٝ ةٌِؤةي/ حتمى حتٌِؤةي  (c.f. ُؤي);  
 Functional additions: e.g. the addition of the ironical َ٠ت ُال (to rhyme with َِنة); َٕحعن أْ ك 

to rhyme with َػٍَ...ل  .etc ;(لطتى to rhyme with) ٠ت ٓطتى ;(
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 Disrupted word order (to achieve rhyme and rhythm): e.g. أٌمٝ ع١ٍٙت ةٌِؤةي (instead of  ٝأٌم
 فتٌـٔيةر سيوج ِؼتٔتً  ;(لطعز سوويد ٌٍىٍج rather than the normal) لطعز ٌٍىٍج سوويد ;(ةٌِؤةي ع١ٍٙت
(replacing  ًسيوج ةٌـٔيةر ِؼتٔت); etc. 

 Traditional clichés (for sharpening the sense of irony): e.g. ٞ ْة ِت وتْ فٟ لن٠ُ ةٌٌِتْ فٟ ُتٌف وت

 ةٌعصي ٚةألٚةْ
 Rhythmical grammatical structures: e.g. ِت ٕ٘تن ظيٚىد (cf. ال ظيٚىد); ٍَحنأ لَ لن ػ (cf.  حنأ

 ;(لَ ػٍَ
 Functional vocalization: end stop vocalization(ُْٛى) :  َْس َْس لن ػٍ َْس ...ل كٕ ْٖس ...سيٜ ; سووي ; 

كتغفْس ...ِطتفْس  ٓطتىْس ...لطتىْس  ; ; etc. 
 Ironic tone: The ironic tone of the anecdote is overwhelming. The punch line of the joke 

at the end is sharpened extraordinarily by most of the features outlined above. A case in 
point is the translation of 'once upon a time' into a traditional equivalent in Arabic ( وتْ ٠ت 
 which is an excessively redundant, but rhymed and (ِت وتْ فٟ لن٠ُ ةٌٌِتْ فٟ ُتٌف ةٌعصي ٚةألٚةْ
rhythmical version, compared to short versions like:  ْفٟ ٠َٛ ِٓ ةأل٠تَ/ وتْ ٠ت ِت وت , to make 
the contrast and irony sharper. That is, starting a very short anecdote with a long cliché 
suggests an ironical contrast between them. Further, the rhymed, rhythmical and 
synonymous sequence of the statement adds to this tone of irony.  
 
On the other hand, the functional additions made in the translation - which can be 
justified on stylistic, pragmatic and cultural grounds - are chosen deliberately and with 
care not only to achieve rhyme, but also to insinuate sarcasm, for, lexically and culturally, 
 .are used among other things for humorous and exclamatory purposes ٠ت ٓطتى and ٠ت ُالَ
Moreover, the latter suggests a still sharper sense of irony for the speaker is supposed to 
use it mocking the listeners, but it turns against him and, in fact, describes him as a fool 
by implication, which is what the whole anecdote wants to say. Culturally speaking, it 
reflects the famous English way of joking by fooling oneself. 
 
The sharpest ironic feature of all is the manipulation of prose rhyme and rhythm on a 
large scale in the translation of the text. It is not so much aimed at creating a poetic effect 
of some kind as reinforcing the sharp tone of irony in a unique way that draws much on a 
classical literary style of writing in Arabic literary heritage. In Arabic tradition of literary 
writings, prose rhyme and rhythm are two distinctive basic and indispensable features of 
style aimed first and foremost at creating poetic, literary effects. Now, however, this type 
of style is no longer common in use; yet, when used, it suggests primarily a tremendous 
sense of irony, as the case may be here. 

 
Hence, these are the features of literariness behind describing the second version of translation as 
literary. Obviously, all of them are uniquely elaborated to sharpen the overwhelming tone of 
irony of the original.  
 
3. TEXT (2): 
"There was no hope for him this time: it was the third stroke. Night after night I had passed the 
house (it was vacation time) and studied the lighted square of window: and night after night I had 
found it lighted in the same way, faintly and evenly. If he was dead, I thought, I would see the 
reflection of candles on the darkened blind for I knew that two  candles must be set at the head of a 
corpse. He had often said to me: I am not long for this world, and I thought his words idle. Now I 
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knew they were true. Every night as I gazed up at the window I said softly to myself the word 
paralysis. It had always sounded strangely in my ears, like the word gnomon in the Euclid and the 
word simony in the Catechism. But now it sounded to me like the name of some maleficent and 
sinful being. It  filled me with fear, and yet I longed to be nearer to it and to look upon its deadly 
work."                                  (James Joyce, The Sisters) 
 
3.1 Non-creative Translation: 

ٚسفـصز ةٌّيحع  (وتٔز فشيد إػتًد)ِيىر حتٌٌّٕي فٟ ة١ًٌٍ عند ِيةر . ٌمن وتٔز ةألًِذ ةٌظتٌظذ. ٌُ ٠خك ٌٗ أًِ ٘وٖ ةٌّيد")

فىير فٟ ٔفِٟ أٔٗ ٌٛ . ٚفٟ وً ١ٌٍذ ِيىر حٙوة ةٌٌّٕي وٕز أػنٖ ِعتًء وّت وتْ مةاّتً، حٔىً حت٘ز ال ٠شـين. ةٌّعتء ٌٍٕتفود

لتي ٌٟ . ر ةٔعىتٍ أٓعذ ةٌَّٔ عٍٝ ةٌِشتىد ةٌّمٍّذ ألٕٟٔ عٍّز أٔٗ ٠ٕخغٟ ٚظع ّٓعش١ٓ عٕن ىأٍ ة١ٌّزوتْ ١ِشتً، ٌيأٞ

فٟ وً ١ٌٍذ وٕز أٔمي حنلذ ف١ٙت إٌٝ ةٌٕتفود . وظ١يةً ٌٓ أع١ْ غ٠ٛالً ٚ ٕٕز أْ وٍّتسٗ وتٔز عخظ١ذ، ٚعٍّز ة٢ْ أٔٙت وتٔز ؿم١مذ

ٌمن وتْ سؤط١ي٘ت مةاّتً غي٠ختً فٟ أهٟٔ، ِظً وٍّذ ِشٛةًٞ أظالع ٔتلص . ًٍٓوٕز أسـنص ِع ٔفِٟ حصٛر كتفز لتاالً وٍّذ ةي

أِت ة٢ْ فمن أصخؾ سؤط١ي٘ت وتُُ وتآ ٓي٠ي، إه . فٟ ةٌٕٙنُذ ةإلل١ٍن٠ذ ٚوٍّذ ةٌشؼتىد حتٌن٠ٓ فٟ وشتث ةٌشع١ٍُ ةٌٔفٟٙ ٌٍن٠ٓ

 .("ِألسٕٟ كٛفتً، ٌٚىٕٕٟ أؿخخز ةاللشيةث ِٕٙت أوظي ألٔمي إٌٝ فعٍٙت ةٌمتسً

 
This is the opening paragraph of the first short story of James Joyce's Collection of Short Stories, 
Dubliners, i.e. The Sisters. It provides a psychological and emotional account of the main topic 
of the whole story, the death of the priest out of paralysis, the teacher of the protagonist, the boy-
narrator. and challenge. It ends up with the serious repercussions of the major event of the story 
and the challenge put forward by it to the boy-narrator: the deadly work of paralysis. Thus, the 
translation of an emotional description of inner feelings and impressions demands the translator's 
attendance to every nuance of the description.  
 
This first ordinary version of translation accounts for the contents as literally and accurately as 
possible. Its prime concern is to transmit the referential, textual meaning of the text in context as 
closely as possible, with all SL specific, cultural and other details being retained. Examples 
include literal translations like:ِشٛةًٞ أظالع ٔتلص فٟ ةٌٕٙنُذ ةإلل١ٍن٠ذ  ,ٌٓ أع١ْ غ٠ٛالً  , ةألًِذ ةٌظتٌظذ وتٔز

 These translations are SL biased, rendering .فعٍٙت ةٌمتسً ,ٚوٍّذ ةٌشؼتىد فٟ ةٌن٠ٓ فٟ وشتث ةٌشع١ٍُ ةٌٔفٟٙ ٌٍن٠ٓ
meaning in SL terms and not caring for the TL readers as to whether they understand them or 
not. It is a kind of literal, or semantic translation of meaning that is accurate in the first place, but 
not necessarily stylistic, pragmatic, emotional or expressive, being a literary text. However, a 
literary version of translation like the one suggested below can be more convincing: 
 
3.2 Creative Translation: 

١ٌٍذ حعن ١ٌٍذ ِيىر حتٌٌّٕي ٚلز ةإلػتًد ٚسّـصز ةٌّيحع ةٌّعتء . فمن وتٔز ةٌعيحذ ةٌمتظ١ذ: ِت عتم ٌٗ أًِ ٘وٖ ةٌّيد")

ٌٛ وتْ لن ىؿً، لٍز فٟ ٔفِٟ، ٌيأ٠ز  ً ةٌَّٔ عٍٝ . ١ٌٍٚذ حعن ١ٌٍذ أٌف١شٗ ِعتًء وّت وتْ مةاّتً، حت٘شتً ُٚتوٕتً ُٚتوشتً : ٌٍٕتفود

ٌمن ةلشيث  ىمم عٍٝ ِِتِعٟ وظ١يةً ِمٌٛشٗ ةٌّؤطيد. عٍّز أٔٗ ٠ٕخغٟ ٚظع ّٓعش١ٓ عٕن ىأٍ ةٌؼظّتْةٌِشتىد ةٌّمٍّذ ألٕٟٔ 

فٟ وً ١ٌٍذ وٕز أؿنق ف١ٙت إٌٝ ةٌٕتفود، وٕز . ة٢ْ أمىوز أٔٙت وتٔز ؿم١مذ ِيد ٚةلعذ. ٚكٍز أْ وٍّتسٗ وتٔز ٘ختًء ِٕظٛىةً  أػٍٟ

لن وتْ ٚلعٙت عؼ١ختً غي٠ختً فٟ أهٟٔ عٍٝ ةٌنٚةَ، ِظٍٙت وّظً وٍّذ ٓىً ي. ألٛي فٟ ٔفِٟ حصٛر كف١ط ةٌىٍّذ ةٌّيعخذ ةًٌٍٔ

. ِّٓ ٠ٔشيْٚ حىشج سع١ٍُ ةٌن٠ٓ ة١ٌِّـٟ طّٕتً ل١ٍالً، ٟٚ٘ حّظتحذ ةًٌٍٔ ةٌّشتػيد فٟ ةٌن٠ٓ ٍِٔٛي ٚوٍّذ ٓخٗ ِٕـيفٍف  ٕ٘نُٟ

ح١َن إٟٔٔ أصيىر ٚسمز ٓٛلتً إٌٝ ةاللشيةث  أِت ة٢ْ فمن أصخؾ ٚلعٙت وٛلع ةُُ وتآ ٓي٠ي آطُ آحك، لن أىعنر فيةاصٟ كٛفتً،

 .("ِٕٙت ٚمغنغشٙت أوظي ٚأوظي ٚإٌمتء ٔميد عٍٝ فعٍٙت ةٌمتسً ة١ٌٕٔع، أال ٚ٘ٛ ػظّتْ ةٌم١َِ ة١ٌّز

 
This translation can be claimed to have met some literary demands of expressivity, emotionality, 
stylistic and pragmatic implications. Each of these literary implications of the textual meaning of 
the original text is elaborated below: 
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 Expressivity:  

 Syntactic expressivity: e.g. ًِِت عتم ٌٗ أ (cf. ًِ٠خك ٌٗ أ ٌُ).  
 Lexical expressivity: e.g. ةٌعيحذ ةٌمتظ١ذ (cf. ةألًِذ ةٌظتٌظذ); ٌَّٔة ً  (cf. ٌَّٔةٔعىتٍ أٓعذ ة); 

 ِمٌٛشٗ ;(لتي ٌٟ وظ١يةً  .cf) ىمم عٍٝ ِِتِعٟ ;(ٚػنسٗ ِعتء .cf) أٌف١شٗ ِعتءً  ;(سفصـز .cf) سّـصز
 حصٛر كف١ط ;( أٔمي حنلذ .cf)  أؿنق;( ٕٕز .cf) كٍزُ  ,(ألٔمي .cf) إلٌمتء ٔميد ;(ٌىٕٕٟ) ح١ن إٟٔٔ ;(لتي)
(cf. حصٛر كتفز); ٗة وٛلع ةُُأصخؾ ٚلع أىعنر  ;(سؼتىد .cf)  ِشتػيد ;(... أصخؾ سؤط١ي٘ت وتُُ) ...
 .etc ,(١ِز instead of ىةؿً) ػظّتْ ةٌم١َِ ةٌيةؿً ;(ِألسٕٟ كٛفتً  .cf) فيةاصٟ كٛفتً 

 Emotionality: ١ٌٍذ حعن ١ٌٍذ ِيىر حتٌٌّٕي (cf.(ً١ٌٍٚذ حعن ١ٌٍذ أٌف١شٗ ِعتًء وّت وتْ  ;ِيىر حتٌٌّٕي فٟ ة١ٌٍ
ةً، حت٘شتً ُٚتوٕتً ُٚتوشتً مةاُ  ;(ٚفٟ وً ١ٌٍذ ِيىر حٙوة ةٌٌّٕي وٕز أػنٖ ِعتًء وّت وتْ مةاّتً، حٔىً حت٘ز ال ٠شـين) 

 etc. (all points and ;(ٌٓ أع١ْ غ٠ٛالً  .cf) ٌمن ةلشيث أػٍٟ ;(ٌٛ وتْ ١ِشتً  .cf) ٌٛ وتْ لن فتىق ةٌـ١تد
examples can be described generally as expressive). 

 Stylistic implications: Emphatic fronting and repetition (e.g. ١ٌٍٚذ حعن ١ٌٍذ...١ٌٍذ حعن ١ٌٍذ ٌٛ وتْ  ,
 emphatic alliteration and ;((مةاّتً  .cf) عٍٝ ةٌنٚةَ .e.g)effective exaggeration ;(لن فتىق ةٌـ١تد
rhyme (e.g.  ًحت٘شتً ُٚتوٕتً ُٚتوشت (cf. ؿينحت٘شتً ال ٠ز  see also) وتآ ٓي٠ي آطُ آحك ;(وتْ ٚلعٙت عؼ١ختً غي٠ختً  ,(
next point). 

 Pragmatic implications: e.g. ةٌعيحذ ةٌمتظ١ذ (understood from the direct ةألًِذ ةٌظتٌظذ);  ةٌىٍّذ
 implicated in the) ٓىً ٕ٘نُٟ ٓخٗ ِٕـيفٍف  ;(is understood by implication  ِيعخذ) ةٌّيعخذ ةًٌٍٔ
literal ٠ٔشيْٚ ةًٌٍٔ...وٍّذ ةٌّشتػيد حتٌن٠ٓ ;(ِشٛةًٞ أظالع ٔتلص فٟ ةٌٕٙنُذ ةإلل١ٍن٠ذ ِّٓ   (cultural-
religious translation concluded from ٓأصيىر ٚسمز إٌٝ ةاللشيةث ِٕٙت ٚمغنغشٙت ;( ةٌشؼتىد حتٌن٠ 
لتسً ة١ٌٕٔعفعٍٙت ةي ;(are understood from context مغنغشٙت and أصيىر)  is an emphatic ة١ٌٕٔع ) 
addition inferred from ًفعٍٙت ةٌمتس), etc. 
 

All these features of this version of literary translation are features of creative translation of the 
Joycean literary text that goes deep into it to explore normally unseen meanings and 
implications. The following table is a juxtaposition of the two types of translation aimed at 
sharpening and explicating the differences between them in further details:  
 
The English original Non-creative 

translation 
Creative translation 

(1) There was no hope 
for him this  time:  
(2) it  was the third 
stroke. (3) Night after 
night I had passed the 
house (it was vacation 
time) and studied the 
lighted square of 
window:  
(4) and night after 
night I had found it 
lighted in the same 
way, faintly and 
evenly.  
(5) If he was dead, I 

  .ٌُ ٠خك ٌٗ أًِ ٘وٖ ةٌّيد (1)
.  ٌمن وتٔز ةألًِذ ةٌظتٌظذ (2)

ِيىر حتٌٌّٕي فٟ ة١ًٌٍ  (3)

 (وتٔز فشيد إػتًد)عند ِيةر 

ٚسفـصز ةٌّيحع ةٌّعتء 

.  ٌٍٕتفود

ٚفٟ وً ١ٌٍذ ِيىر حٙوة  (4)

ةٌٌّٕي وٕز أػنٖ ِعتًء وّت 

وتْ مةاّتً، حٔىً حت٘ز ال 

.  ٠شـين

لٍز فٟ ٔفِٟ أٔٗ ٌٛ وتْ  (5)

١ِشتً، ٌيأ٠ز ةٔعىتٍ أٓعذ 

ةٌَّٔ عٍٝ ةٌِشتىد ةٌّمٍّذ 

ألٕٟٔ عٍّز أٔٗ ٠ٕخغٟ ٚظع 

.  ىأٍ ة١ٌّز ّٓعش١ٓ عٕن

  :ِت عتم ٌٗ أًِ ٘وٖ ةٌّيد (1)
ٌعيحذ فمن وتٔز ة (2)

١ٌٍذ حعن ١ٌٍذ  (3). ةٌمتظ١ذ

ِيىر حتٌٌّٕي ٚلز ةإلػتًد 

ٚسّـصز ةٌّيحع ةٌّعتء 

:  ٌٍٕتفود

١ٌٍٚذ حعن ١ٌٍذ أٌف١شٗ  (4)

ِعتًء وّت وتْ عٍٝ ةٌنٚةَ، 

.  حت٘شتً ُٚتوٕتً ُٚتوشتً 

ٌٛ وتْ لن فتىق ةٌـ١تد،  (5)

لٍز فٟ ٔفِٟ، ٌيأ٠ز  ً 

ةٌَّٔ عٍٝ ةٌِشتىد ةٌّمٍّذ 

٠ٕخغٟ ٚظع ألٕٟٔ عٍّز أٔٗ 

.  ّٓعش١ٓ عٕن ىأٍ ةٌؼظّتْ

لتٌٙت ٌٟ وظ١يةً ٌمن ةلشيث  (6)
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thought, I would see 
the reflection of 
candles on the 
darkened blind for I 
knew that two  candles 
must be set at the head 
of a corpse. (6) He had 
often said to me: I am 
not long for this world, 
and I thought his 
words idle.  
(7) Now I knew they 
were true.  
(8) Every night as I 
gazed up at the 
window I said softly to 
myself the word 
paralysis.  
 
 
(9) It had always 
sounded strangely in 
my ears, like the word 
gnomon in the Euclid 
and the word simony 
in the Catechism.  
 
(10) But now it 
sounded to me like the 
name of some 
maleficent and sinful 
being. It  filled me with 
fear, and yet I longed 
to be nearer to it and to 
look upon its deadly 
work."  

لتي ٌٟ وظ١يةً ٌٓ أع١ْ  (6)

ٚ ٕٕز أْ وٍّتسٗ وتٔز  غ٠ٛالً 

عخظ١ذ،  

 

ٚعٍّز ة٢ْ أٔٙت وتٔز  (7)

.  ؿم١مذ

 

فٟ وً ١ٌٍذ وٕز أٔمي  (8)

حنلذ ف١ٙت إٌٝ ةٌٕتفود وٕز 

أسـنص ِع ٔفِٟ حصٛر 

.  كتفز لتاالً وٍّذ ةًٌٍٔ

ٌمن وتْ سؤط١ي٘ت مةاّتً  (9)

غي٠ختً فٟ أهٟٔ، ِظً وٍّذ 

ِشٛةًٞ أظالع ٔتلص فٟ 

ةٌٕٙنُذ ةإلل١ٍن٠ذ ٚوٍّذ 

ةٌشؼتىد حتٌن٠ٓ فٟ وشتث 

.  ةٌشع١ٍُ ةٌٔفٟٙ ٌٍن٠ٓ

 

أِت ة٢ْ فمن أصخؾ  (10)

سؤط١ي٘ت وتُُ وتآ ٓي٠ي، إه 

ِألسٕٟ كٛفتً، ٌٚىٕٕٟ أؿخخز 

ةاللشيةث ِٕٙت أوظي ألٔمي إٌٝ 

 .فعٍٙت ةٌمتسً

أػٍٟ ٚكٍز أْ وٍّتسٗ وتٔز 

٘ختًء ِٕظٛىةً،  

ة٢ْ عٍّز أٔٙت وتٔز  (7)

.  ؿم١مذ ٚةلعذ

فٟ وً ١ٌٍذ وٕز أؿنق  (8)

ف١ٙت إٌٝ ةٌٕتفود وٕز ألٛي فٟ 

ٔفِٟ حصٛر كف١ط ةٌىٍّذ 

.  ةٌّيعخذ ةًٌٍٔ

حتً ٌمن وتْ ٚلعٙت عؼٟ (9)

غي٠ختً فٟ أهٟٔ عٍٝ ةٌنٚةَ، 

ِظٍٙت وّظً وٍّذ ٓىً ٕ٘نُٟ 

ٓخٗ ِٕـيفٍف ٍِٔٛي ٚوٍّذ 

ةٌّشتػيد حتٌن٠ٓ ِّٓ ٠ٔشيْٚ 

حىشج سع١ٍُ ةٌن٠ٓ ة١ٌِّـٟ 

.  طّٕتً ل١ٍالً، ٟٚ٘ حّظتحذ ةًٌٍٔ

أِت ة٢ْ فمن أصخؾ  (10)

ٚلعٙت وٛلع ةُُ وتآ ٓي٠ي 

آطُ آحك، لن أىعنر فيةاصٟ 

ر ٚسمز كٛفتً، ٌٚىٕٕٟ أصيى

ٚ٘ٛ ... إٌٝ ةاللشيةث ِٕٙت 

 .ػظّتْ ةٌم١َِ ةٌيةؿً

 
 
4. TEXT (3): 
"The engine whistled as it came into the wide bay of railway lines beside the colliery, where 
rows of trucks stood in harbour. 
Miners, single, trailing and in groups, passed like shadows diverging home. At the edge of the 
ribbed level of sidings squat a low cottage, three steps down from the cinder track. A large 
bony vine clutched at the house, as if to claw down the tiled roof. Round the bricked yard 
grew a few wintry primroses. Beyond, the long garden sloped down to a bush-covered brook 
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course. There were some twiggy apple trees, winter-crack trees, and ragged cabbages. Beside 
the path hung dishevelled pink chrysanthemums, like pink cloths hung on bushes. …" 

      (D.H. Lawrence, Odour of the Chrysanthemums: in Carter, 1982). 
 
This is the second paragraph of the famous English novelist and poet, D.H. Lawrence's short 
story, Odour of the Chrysanthemums. It represents a unique literary style of providing the 
slightest details of a descriptive account of background surroundings. It is unique due to the 
fact that it provides even the tiniest of details about the whereabouts and accurate conditions 
of everything and everybody moving or static in their small circle of setting. This accurate 
description of the nuances of the elements of this setting is so impressive and passionate 
making readers feel as though they were there. In addition, there is a unique style of animating 
the inanimate participants, leaving them to speak for themselves, on the one hand, and turning 
the animate elements (i.e. characters) into shadows at best. In our translation of this passage, 
special attention has to be given to these hints. First, an ordinary version of translation is 
suggested, followed by a literary one: 
 
4.1 Non-creative Translation) 

صفَّي ةٌمطتى ؿ١ّٕت مكً إٌٝ ةٌعٕخي ةٌف١ِؾ ٌٍِىه ةٌـن٠ن٠ذ حؼتٔج ِٕؼُ ةٌفـُ، ؿ١ض وتٔز صفٛف ِٓ ةٌعيحتر سمف فٟ ")

٠مع عٕن ؿتفذ ةٌِّشٜٛ ةٌّعٍع ٌٍلطٛغ . ِي عّتي ةٌّٕتػُ فيةمٜ ِٚشفيل١ٓ ٚػّتعتر وتألٓختؽ عتان٠ٓ ٌخ١ٛسُٙ. ة١ٌّٕتء

سٍِمز أغصتْ ويِذ ٔتسبذ ٠تحِذ عٍٝ ةٌٌّٕي، ٚوؤٔٙت . ٚف ٚةغئ، طالص مىػتر إٌٝ أُفً غي٠ك ةٌيِتم ِٓ ة٢ػيةٌؼتٔخ١ذ ن

ةٔـنىر كٍفٙت ةٌـن٠مذ ةٌط٠ٍٛذ إٌٝ ةألُفً . ٔخشز ؿٛي ةٌفٕتء ةٌمي١ِنٞ حعع ً٘يةر ِٓ ةٌيح١ع ةٌٔش٠ٛذ. سلنّ ُمف ة٢ػي

سنٌٝ . سفتؽ وظ١يد ةألغصتْ، ٚأٓؼتى ٓممٙت ةٌٔشتء، ٍِٚفٛف ِٙشيئوتٔز ٕ٘تن أٓؼتى . ؿشٝ غي٠ك ةٌغن٠ي ةٌّغطٝ حتٌٔؼي

  .("حّـتهةد ةٌطي٠ك ألـٛةْ ٚىمٞ ِخعظي، وظ١تث ٚىم٠ذ سعٍمز عٍٝ ةٌٔؼ١يةر ةٌصغ١يد
 
This translation does not drop any minute detail of the original, using a normal style of 
language regarding grammar, word order and lexical choice in particular. The examples and 
their discussion are left until later to be provided in juxtaposition with those of the literary 
version of translation, which is in order now: 
 
4.2 Creative Translation 

ج ٌٍِىه ةٌـن٠ن٠ذ حّـتهةد ِٕؼُ ةٌفـُ، ؿ١ض وتٔز أىستي ِٓ ةٌعيحتر سيحط فٟ ة١ٌّٕتءٔعك ةٌمطتى ٚ٘ٛ ٠ٍغ ةٌف") . ظتء ةٌيؿْس

عٕن ؿتفذ ةٌِّشٜٛ ةٌٕٙنُٟ ةٌّعٍع ٠مخع وٛف . ِي عّتي ةٌّٕتػُ ًىةفتر ٚٚؿنةٔتً ٚوؤُٔٙ أٓختؽ ٚلن ألفٍٛة ىةػع١ٓ إٌٝ ح١ٛسُٙ

سٍِمز ةٌخ١ز . أغصتْ مة١ٌذ عٕج ٔتسبذ حعمتِٙت لن ٠خِز. ٢ػيٚةغئ سٌٕي إ١ٌٗ طالص مىػتر إٌٝ أُفً غي٠ك ةٌيِتم ِٓ ة

كٍفٙت، سـنىر ةٌـن٠مذ . ؿٛي ةٌفٕتء ةٌمي١ِنٞ ٔخشز ً٘يةر ِٓ ةٌيح١ع ةٌٔش٠ٛذ. ٚوؤٔٙت سٕٔج ِلتٌخٙت فٟ ُمف ة٢ػي فشؼيٖ

ةى ٓممٙت ةٌٔشتء، ٕ٘تن سٕتطير أٓؼتى سفتؽ ِغصٛصٕذ، ٚأٓغ. ةٌط٠ٍٛذ إٌٝ ةألُفً ؿشٝ حٍغز ةٌغن٠ي ةٌوٞ غطتٖ ةٌٔؼي

حّـتهةد ةٌطي٠ك سنٌٝ ألـٛةْ ٚىمٞ أٓعض، ٚوؤٔٗ أطٛةث ٚىم٠ذ سعٍمز عٍٝ ةٌٔؼ١يةر ةٌصغ١يد . ٍِٚفٛف أٓعض أغخي

  .("ِشن١ٌذ
 
The major point of departure between this and the previous ordinary version is the choice of 
words and expressions in the first place. In comparison to the first, literary translation has the 
following major changes in style (see table for juxtaposition): 
 

 Formality: frozen formal, or Classical Arabic is overwhelming (e.g.  ٔعك؛ ٌٚغ؛ حّـتهةد؛

 .(صفي؛ مكً؛ حؼتٔج؛ فيةمٜ ِٚشفيل١ٓ ٚػّتعتر؛ عتم .c.f) .ًىةفتر ٚٚؿنةٔتً؛ ألفً ىةػعتً؛ إٌق
 Expressivity:(ٔعك؛ أىستي؛ ىحط؛ لخع؛ إٌق) (c.f. صفي؛ صفٛف؛ ٚلف؛ ٚلع؛ إٌق. ). 



AWEJ. Special Issue on Literature No.2   October , 2014       
 

 

Creative vis-à-vis Non-creative Translation of Short Story Juxtaposed               Ghazala 
Oudadene 

Mostafa 
 

 
  

Arab World English Journal                                                                       www.awej.org 
ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                  

29 
 

 

 Formal collocability: (e.g. ًىةفتر ٚٚؿنةٔتً؛ ألفٍٛة ىةػع١ٓ؛ إٌق. (e.g.  ٓٚػّتعتر؛ عتمٚة؛ )فيةمٜ ِٚشفيل١

  ..إٌق
The English Original Non-creative 

translation 
Creative translation 

-The engine 
whistled  
-as it came into 
the  wide bay  
-of railway lines  
 beside the 
colliery,  
 
-where rows of  
 trucks stood in  
 harbour. 
-Miners, single,  
 trailing and in  
 groups, passed 
like  shadows 
diverging home.  
-At the edge of 
the  ribbed level 
of  sidings squat a 
low  cottage, 
three steps  
 down from the  
 cinder track.  
-A large bony 
vine clutched at 
the  house, as if 
to claw  down the 
tiled roof.  
 
-Round the 
bricked  yard 
grew a few  
wintry primroses.  
-Beyond, the long  
 garden sloped  
 down to a bush- 
 covered brook  
 course.  
-There were some  
 twiggy apple  
 trees, winter- 
 crack trees, and  

  صفي ةٌمطتى-
 

ؿ١ّٕت مكً إٌٝ ةٌعٕخي ةٌف١ِؾ  -

 

ٌٍِىه ةٌـن٠ن٠ذ حؼتٔج ِٕؼُ  -

ةٌفـُ،    

 

 

ؿ١ض وتٔز صفٛف ِٓ  -

.  ةٌعيحتر سمف فٟ ة١ٌّٕتء  

 

ِي عّتي ةٌّٕتػُ فيةمٜ  -

ِٚشفيل١ٓ ٚػّتعتر   

.  وتألٓختؽ عتان٠ٓ ٌخ١ٛسُٙ  

 

 

٠مع عٕن ؿتفذ ةٌِّشٜٛ -

ةٌّعٍع  

ٌٍلطٛغ ةٌؼتٔخ١ذ وٛف    

ٚةغئ، طالص مىػتر إٌٝ    

أُفً غي٠ك ةٌيِتم ِٓ   

.  ة٢ػي  

 
سٍِمز أغصتْ ويِذ ٔتسبذ  -

٠تحِذ عٍٝ ةٌٌّٕي، ٚوؤٔٙت    

.  سلنّ ُمف ة٢ػي  

 

 
 
ٔخشز ؿٛي ةٌفٕتء ةٌمي١ِنٞ  -

حعع ً٘يةر ِٓ ةٌيح١ع    

.  ةٌٔش٠ٛذ  

 
ةٔـنىر كٍفٙت ةٌـن٠مذ -

ةٌط٠ٍٛذ  

إٌٝ ةألُفً ؿشٝ غي٠ك    

.  ٠ي ةٌّغطٝ حتٌٔؼيةٌغن  

 
وتٔز ٕ٘تن أٓؼتى سفتؽ  -

وظ١يد ةألغصتْ، ٚأٓؼتى    

ٌِلٙت ةٌٔشتء، ٍِٚفٛف    

.  ِٙشيئ  

  ٔعك ةٌمطتى-
 

ٚ٘ٛ ٠ٍغ ةٌفعتء ةٌيؿج  -

 

ٔؼُ  ٌٍِىه ةٌـن٠ن٠ذ حّـتهةد َ-

ةٌفـُ،    

 

 

ؿ١ض وتٔز أىستي ِٓ -

.  ةٌعيحتر سيحط فٟ ة١ٌّٕتء 

 

ِي عّتي ةٌّٕتػُ ًىةفتر  -

 ٚٚؿنةٔتً ٚوؤُٔٙ أٓختؽ ٚلن  
.  ألفٍٛة ىةػع١ٓ إٌٝ ح١ٛسُٙ  

 

 

عٕن ؿتفذ ةٌِّشٜٛ ةٌٕٙنُٟ  -

ةٌّعٍع ٠مخع وٛف ٚةغئ    

سٌٕي    

إ١ٌٗ طالص مىػتر إٌٝ أُفً    

.  ىغي٠ك ةٌيِتم ِٓ ة٢ع  

 

 
أغصتْ مة١ٌذ عٕج ٔتسبذ  -

حعمتِٙت لن ٠خِز سٍِمز    

ةٌخ١ز ٚوؤٔٙت سٕٔج ِلتٌخٙت    

. فٟ ُمف ة٢ػي فشؼيٖ  

 
 
ؿٛي ةٌفٕتء ةٌمي١ِنٞ ٔخشز -

. ً٘يةر ِٓ ةٌيح١ع ةٌٔش٠ٛذ  

 
 
كٍفٙت، سـنىر ةٌـن٠مذ  -

ةٌط٠ٍٛذ إٌٝ ةألُفً ؿشٝ   

حٍغز ةٌغن٠ي ةٌوٞ غطتٖ    

.  ةٌٔؼي  

 

ٕ٘تٌه سٕتطير أٓؼتى سفتؽ -

ِغصٛصٕذ، ٚأٓؼتى ٓممٙت    

ةٌٔشتء، ٍِٚفٛف أٓعض   

.  أغخي  
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 ragged cabbages.  
-Beside the path  
 hung dishevelled  
 pink chrysan- 
 themums,  
-like pink cloths  
 hung on bushes.  

 

سنٌٝ حّـتهةد ةٌطي٠ك ألـٛةْ  -

ٚىمٞ ِخعظي،   

 
 
وظ١تث ٚىم٠ذ سعٍمز عٍٝ  -

 . ةٌٔؼ١يةر ةٌصغ١يد  

 

حّـتهةد ةٌطي٠ك سنٌٝ ألـٛةْ  -

ٚىمٞ أٓعض،    

 
 
ٚوؤٔٗ أطٛةث ٚىم٠ذ سعٍمز -

عٍٝ ةٌٔؼ١يةر ةٌصغ١يد    

 . ِشن١ٌذ

 
 Hyperboles: ج؛ سٕٔج ِلتٌخٙت؛ سـنىر؛ سعٍمز ِشن١ٌذ ةٔـنىر؛ سعٍمز؛ )ف١ِؾ؛ سلنّ؛  عٕخي .e.g)  (فعتء ىؿْس

 .  .إٌق
 Literary metaphors: (e.g.  .c.f)  .سٕٔج ةٌّلتٌج؛ سٕتطير ةألٓؼتى؛ ٍِفٛف أٓعض أغخي؛ ألـٛةْ أٓعض؛ إٌق

 ..سلنّ؛ وتْ ٕ٘تن أٓؼتى؛ ٍِفٛف ِٙشيئ؛ ألـٛةْ ِخعظي؛ إٌق)
 Literary words and expressions (e.g. ِغصٛصٕذ؛ سنٌٝ؛ ٓممٙت ةٌٔشتء؛  مة١ٌذ ٔتسبذ حعمتِٙت؛ لن ٠خِز؛

 .(.ويِذ ٔتسبذ حؤغصتٔٙت؛ ٠تحِذ؛ وظ١يد ةألغصتْ؛ سعٍك؛ ٌِلٙت ةٌٔشتء؛ إٌق .c.f)  (.إٌق
 Directional foregrounding: Fronting of many adverbials of the passage functioning as  

Signposts for accuracy of description (e.g. ةٌفٕتء؛ كٍف؛ ٕ٘تٌه؛ حّـتهةد ةٌطي٠ك؛ إٌق) عٕن ؿتفذ؛ ؿٛي . 
. These adverbials of place direct the readers to the locations of the most significant 
elements of the story's setting. In other words, the inanimate is preceding and replacing 
the animate which is turned inanimate, or at best, into shadows (i.e. the miners). A further 
literary implication for this foregrounding of signposts of description is the quiet and 
smooth flow of description passionately as much as unconsciously, which creates for the 
reader an atmosphere of tranquility and yielding to the miseries going around (see also 
Nash, 1982). 

 
5. TEXT (4): 
"Ten thousand vehicles careering through the Park this perfect afternoon. Such a show! And I 
have seen all – watch'd it narrowly, and at my leisure. Private barouches, cabs and coupés, some 
fine horseflesh – lapdogs, footmen, fashions, foreigners, cockades on hats, crests on panels – the 
full oceanic tide of New York's wealth and 'gentility'. It was an impressive, rich, interminable 
circus on a grand scale, full of  action and color in the beauty of the day, under the clear sun and 
moderate breeze … Yet what I saw those hours (I took two other occasions, two other afternoons 

to watch the same scene) confirms a thought that haunts me every additional glimpse I get of our 
top-loftical general or rather exceptional  phrases of wealth and fashion in this country – namely, 
that they are ill at ease, much too conscious, cased in too many cerements, and far from happy – 
that there is nothing in them which we who are poor and plain need at all envy, and that instead 
of the perennial smell of the grass and woods and shores, their typical redolence is of soaps and 
essences, very rare may be, but suggesting the barber shop – something that turns stale and 
musty in a few hours anyhow." 
                (Walter Whitman, Specimen Days, in Nash, 1986, in Brumfit and Carter, 1986: 87) 
 
This passage is an exquisite descriptive scene of a procession on a special New York occasion, 
followed by the writer's sarcastic reaction to it in a splendid literary style. A good translation has 
to attend not only to the procession but also to its implications. Here is the first, ordinary attempt, 
followed by the literary attempt: 
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5.1 Non-creative Translation: 
ىةلخشٙت حنلذ ٚعٍٝ  –ٌٚمن ىأ٠ز وً ٟٓء ! ٠ت ٌٗ ِٓ عيض. َ ةٌيةاعسؼٛث عٔيد آالف عيحذ ةٌّٛلف عصي ٘وة ة١ٌٛ")

والث  –عيحتر ةٌل١ً ةٌخيٚٓذ ةٌيحتع١ذ ةٌلتصذ، ِٚيوختر ةٌل١ً ةٌظٕتا١ذ، ٚعيحتر ةٌىٛح١ٗ، ٚك١ً ةٌيوٛث ٚةٌِختق : ىةؿشٟ

ةٌّـ١طٟ ٌظيةء ٠ٛ١ٔٛىن  ةٌّن –ؿعٓ، ٚكنَ، ِٚٛظتر، ٚأػتٔج، ٚعمن ٓيةاػ ٠ًٕذ عٍٝ ةٌمخعتر، ٚأعيةف عٍٝ أٌٛةؽ ٠ًٕذ 

ٌمن وتْ ١ُيوتً ِؤطيةً ٚغ١ٕتً ٚال ِشٕت١٘تً عٍٝ صع١ن ظلُ، ١ٍِبتً حتٌـيوذ ٚةألٌٛةْ فٟ ػّتي ةٌٕٙتى، سـز أٓعذ ". ٚمِتطشٙت"

ةغشّٕز ِٕتُخش١ٓ أكي١٠ٓ، ٚعصي٠ش١ٓ أكي١٠ٓ ٌّٔت٘ند )ٌىٓ ِت ىأ٠شٗ فٟ سٍه ةٌِتعتر ... ةٌَّٔ ةٌِتغعذ ٚة١ٌُِٕ ةٌّعشني 

٠ؤون فىيد ُىٕز فٟ مةكٍٟ عٕن وً ٔميد إظتف١ذ أٌم١شٙت عٍٝ عختىةر ةٌخٙيػذ ةٌعتِذ ِٕٙت ٚةالُشظٕتا١ذ ٌٍظيةء  (م ٔفِٗةٌّٔٗ

أٔٗ ال ٟٓء  –أٞ أٔٙت ِعطيحذ، ِٚشعّند ػنةً، ِٚغٍفذ فٟ أوفتْ وظ١يد ػنةً، ٚحع١نةً ػنةً عٓ ةٌِعتمد  –ٚةٌّٛظذ فٟ ٘وة ةٌخٍن 

غتء  أْ ٔـِنٖ، ٚأٔٗ عٛظتً عٓ ةٌيةاـذ ةٌلتٌند ٌٍعٔج ٚةٌغتحتر ٚ ةٌٔٛةغئ، ٠فٛؽ ٓوة ةٌصتحْٛ ف١ٙت ٔـشتع ٔـٓ ةٌفميةء ٚةٌخَ

ٟٓء ٠صخؾ ٔشٕتً ٚعفٕتً فٟ غعْٛ ُتعتر ل١ٍٍذ عٍٝ أ٠ذ  –ٚةٌعطٛى ةٌّمطيد، ىحّت ٔتمىةً ػنةً، ٌىٕٙت سٛؿٟ حصتٌْٛ ؿاللذ 

 .("ؿتي

 
The translation insists on rendering the literal contextual meaning of the English text as closely 
as possible. Yet, the original is over-stuck to more referentially than implicationally. That is, the 
implications of the style of irony of the description of the parade and the reactions to it are left 
out. Further, some expressions and terms are translated ambiguously either through loan words ( 
or transcription / transference)  (e.g.  حيٚٓذ؛ وٛح١ٗ، ١ُين) or literal translation of words (e.g. والث
 Perhaps the major drawback of this translation is its lack of literary .( ؿعٓ؛ أعيةف عٍٝ أٌٛةؽ

spiritedness, as it were, for it is a translation of the description of the original in body only, 
which might make it look all serious and positive, but in reality it is not. Hence a creative, 
literary version is suggested below to compensate for this serious shortcoming. 
 
5.2 Creative Translation 

أٔعّز ةٌٕمي حتٌعيحتر  –ٌٚمن ىأ٠ز وً ٟٓء ! ِت أحٙتٖ ِٓ عيض. عٔيد آالف عيحذ سؼٛث ةٌّٛلف عصي ٘وة ة١ٌَٛ ةٌيةاع")

ةر ةٌل١ً ةٌظٕتا١ذ ةٌخن٠عذ، ٚعيحتر ىحتع١ذ ِمفٍذ عيحتر ةٌل١ً ةإلفئؼ١ذ ةٌيحتع١ذ ةٌلتصذ ةٌخ١ٙذ، ِٚيوج: لتغخذ ٚعٍٝ ىةؿشٟ

والث ِنٌٍذ فٟ ةألؿعتْ وتٌٌٛنةْ، ٚكنَ ٚؿُٔ، ِٚٛظتر ِٚٛم٠الر، ٚأػتٔج ٚأغيةث،  –ٚم٠عذ، ٚك١ً ةٌيوٛث ٚةٌِختق 

ُُي  ٚٔختٌشٙت " ةٌّن ةٌي١٘ج ٌظيةء ٠ٛ١ٔٛىن ةٌفتىٖ ةٌعؼ١ج –ٚلخعتر ٌِمةٔذ حتٌٔيةاػ ٚةٌعمن ٚةٌش١ؼتْ، ٚأعيةف عٍٝ أٌٛةؽ ُٚم

ٌمن وتٔز فيلذ أٌعتث حٍٙٛة١ٔذ ٚكفذ حتٌغذ ةألطي ٚهةكيد حؤحٙذ ٚحٙيػذ ِٕٚميد ال سٕشٟٙ أحنةً عٍٝ ٔطتق ٘تاً، ". عي٠مذ ةٌّـشن

ٌىٓ ِت ىأ٠شٗ ... ِفعُ حتٌـيوذ ٚةٌـ٠ٛ١ذ ٚةألٌٛةْ ةٌٌة١٘ذ فٟ ٚظؾ ةٌٕٙتى ةٌخن٠ع، سـز أٓعذ ةٌَّٔ ةٌِتغعذ ٚة١ٌُِٕ ةٌع١ًٍ 

ؿٕت٠تٞ  ٠ؤون فىيد ةُشمير ح١ٓ (ةغشّٕز ِٕتُخش١ٓ أكي١٠ٓ، ٚعصي٠ش١ٓ أكي١٠ٓ ٌٍشفيع عٍٝ ةٌّٔٙن ٔفِٗ)٠عتر فٟ سٍه ةٌِٛ

عٕن وً ٔميد إظتف١ذ ىِمز حٙت عٍٝ عختىةر ةٌخٙيػذ، ةٌعتِذ ِٕٙت ٚةالُشظٕتا١ذ، ٌٍغٕٝ ٚةٌظيةء ٚةٌّٛظذ ٚةأل٠ًتء فٟ ٘وة ةٌخٍن 

ِمصٛمد، ِٚغٍفذ فٟ أوفتْ وظ١يد ٚف١يد، ٚأحعن ِت سىْٛ عٓ ةٌِيٚى ٚةٌـخٛى  أٞ أٔٙت ِعطيحذ ًٌِٙٚد، ِٚشعّند –ةٌّعطتء 

أٔٗ ال ٟٓء ف١ٙت ٠ؼعٍٕت ٔـٓ ةٌفميةء ٚةٌخِطتء أْ ٔـِنٖ أٚ ٔغخطٗ، ٚأٔٗ عٛظتً عٓ ةٌعخ١ي ةٌلتٌن ٌألعٔتث ٚةٌغتحتر  –

ٟٓء  –سٛؿٟ حعخك موتو١ٓ ةٌـالل١ٓ  ٚةٌٔطآْ ٚةٌلٍؼتْ ٠فٛؽ فٟ وً ِىتْ، سٕخعض ىةاـذ ةٌصتحْٛ ٚةٌعطٛى ةٌّمطيد، ٚةٌشٟ

 .("٠ٕمٍج ٔشٕتً ٚعفٕتً فٟ غعْٛ ١ٕ٘ٙتر

 

At first sight, the original suggests a lovely and lively scene that the New Yorkers must feel 
proud of. However, reading through the lines, the sense of irony is lurking everywhere in the 
description. Therefore, this translation has tracked all the possible traces of irony and rendered 
them in a spirited literary style, using the two general translation procedures of paraphrase and 
addition. Many words and phrases are amplified by way of achieving the sharpest sense of irony 
possible to match the huge sarcastic implications of the text. Following is an account of the 
ironical touches, indirect and direct, which are eventually the major component of the 
translation's literary flavor: 
 

 Exaggerated exclamation: (e.g. ِت أحٙتٖ ِٓ عيض!). 
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 Pretentious synonymy: (e.g. (حتٌغذ ةألطي ٚهةكيد حؤحٙذ ٚحٙيػذ ِٕٚفتك١ذ 
 Ostentatious pairs of synonyms (e.g. ٌٍغٕٝ ٚةٌظيةء؛ ٚةٌّٛظذ ٚةأل٠ًتء؛ ٔـِنٖ أٚ ٔغخطٗ؛ ِعطيحذ 

حٛى؛ ٔشٕتً ٚعفٕتً؛  إٌقًٌِٙٚد؛ ِشعّند ِمصٛمد؛ وظ١يد ٚف١يد؛ ةٌِيٚى ٚةٌؾ .)   
 Forced, fictitious prose rhyme: (e.g. (most words and phrases of the translation are made 

rhymed) ٚم٠عذ؛ فٟ ةألؿعتْ وتٌٌٛنةْ؛ كنَ ٚؿُٔ؛ ِٛظتر ِٚٛم٠الر؛ ... ةٌخ١ٙذ؛ ةٌخن٠عذ ... ةإلفئؼ١ذ ةٌيحتع١ذ 

ٓطآْ ٚةٌلٍؼتْ؛ةٌّعطتء؛ ةي... ةأل٠ًتء ... ةٌظيةء   ) 
 Affected rhythm: (e.g.  ٚةٌّٛظذ ٚةأل٠ًتء؛ إٌق/ ِشعّند ِمصٛمد؛ ٌٍغٕٝ ٚةٌظيةء / ِعطيحذ ًٌِٙٚد .) 
 Classical pompous phrases: (e.g. كنَ ٚؿُٔ؛ أٌٛةؽ ٚمُي؛ إٌق. ) 
 Triads of end-prominence: Three synonymous words with emphasis falling on the last 

one: (e.g. حؤحٙذ ٚحٙيػذ ِٕٚفتك١ذ) 
 Redundant repetition (e.g. (ِٕٓتُخش١ٓ أكي١٠ٓ، ٚعصي٠ش١ٓ أكي١٠ 
 Deliberate variation (e.g. عخك/ىةاـذ/عطي/عخ١ي ) 
 Rhymed variation (e.g.  فٟ غعْٛ ١ٕ٘ٙتر/ فٟ غعْٛ ٠ُٛعتر ) 
 Harmonious rhymed antonyms: (e.g. ٌٌٛنةْوالث ِنٌٍذ فٟ ةألؿعتْ وت  (the repulsive equation 

between 'dogs' and 'children'). 
 
These features of the literary style of irony are made sharper by reading the text as a 
representation of two extremes in contention: (1) The seemingly exalted, exquisite description of 
the parade('ten thousand … breeze'), (2) counteracted by cynical critique ('Yet … anyhow') This 

can be interpreted in terms of two polar lexical sets of positive and negative as follows: 
 

Positive Attitude Negative Attitude 

Ten thousand vehicles careering 
through the Park this perfect 
afternoon. Such a show! And I 
have seen all – watch'd it narrowly, 
and at my leisure. Private 
barouches, cabs and coupés, some 
fine horseflesh – lapdogs, footmen, 
fashions, foreigners, cockades on 
hats, crests on panels – the full 
oceanic tide of New York's wealth 
and 'gentility'. It was an 
impressive, rich, interminable 
circus on a grand scale, full of 
action and color in the beauty of 
the day, under the clear sun and 
moderate breeze. 
عٔيد آالف عيحذ سؼٛث ةٌّٛلف عصي ٘وة 

ٌٚمن ىأ٠ز ! ِت أحٙتٖ ِٓ عيض. ة١ٌَٛ ةٌيةاع

أٔعّز ةٌٕمي حتٌعيحتر لتغخذ  –وً ٟٓء 

عيحتر ةٌل١ً ةإلفئؼ١ذ : ٚعٍٝ ىةؿشٟ

ةٌيحتع١ذ ةٌلتصذ ةٌخ١ٙذ، ِٚيوختر ةٌل١ً 

ةٌظٕتا١ذ ةٌخن٠عذ، ٚعيحتر ىحتع١ذ ِمفٍذ ٚم٠عذ، 

والث ِنٌٍذ فٟ  –ٚك١ً ةٌيوٛث ٚةٌِختق 

Yet what I saw those hours (I took 
two other occasions, two other 
afternoons to watch the same 
scene) confirms a thought that 
haunts me every additional glimpse 
I get of our top-loftical general or 
rather exceptional  phrases of 
wealth and fashion in this country 
– namely, that they are ill at ease, 
much too conscious, cased in too 
many cerements, and far from 
happy – that there is nothing in 
them which we who are poor and 
plain need at all envy, and that 
instead of the perennial smell of 
the grass and woods and shores, 
their typical redolence is of soaps 
and essences, very rare may be, but 
suggesting the barber shop – 
something that turns stale and 
musty in a few hours anyhow. 

ةغشّٕز )ٌىٓ ِت ىأ٠شٗ فٟ سٍه ة٠ٌِٛعتر 

ِٕتُخش١ٓ أكي١٠ٓ، ٚعصي٠ش١ٓ أكي١٠ٓ ٌٍشفيع 
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ةألؿعتْ وتٌٌٛنةْ، ٚكنَ ٚؿُٔ، ِٚٛظتر 

ٚم٠الر، ٚأػتٔج ٚأغيةث، ٚلخعتر ٌِمةٔذ َٚ

حتٌٔيةاػ ٚةٌعمن ٚةٌش١ؼتْ، ٚأعيةف عٍٝ 

ةٌّن ةٌي١٘ج ٌظيةء ٠ٛ١ٔٛىن  –أٌٛةؽ ٚمُي 

ٌمن ". ٚٔختٌشٙت عي٠مذ ةٌّـشن"ةٌفتىٖ ةٌعؼ١ج 

وتٔز فيلذ أٌعتث حٍٙٛة١ٔذ ٚكفذ حتٌغذ ةألطي 

ٚهةكيد حؤحٙذ ٚحٙيػذ ِٕٚميد ال سٕشٟٙ أحنةً 

فعُ حتٌـيوذ ٚةٌـ٠ٛ١ذ عٍٝ ٔطتق ٘تاً، َ

ٚةألٌٛةْ ةٌٌة١٘ذ فٟ ٚظؾ ةٌٕٙتى ةٌخن٠ع، سـز 

 .أٓعذ ةٌَّٔ ةٌِتغعذ ٚة١ٌُِٕ ةٌع١ًٍ

٠ؤون فىيد ةُشمير ح١ٓ  (عٍٝ ةٌّٔٙن ٔفِٗ

ؿٕت٠تٞ عٕن وً ٔميد إظتف١ذ ىِمز حٙت عٍٝ 

عختىةر ةٌخٙيػذ، ةٌعتِذ ِٕٙت ٚةالُشظٕتا١ذ، 

م ٌٍغٕٝ ٚةٌظيةء ٚةٌّٛظذ ٚةأل٠ًتء فٟ ٘وة ةٌخً

أٞ أٔٙت ِعطيحذ ًٌِٙٚد،  –ةٌّعطتء 

ِٚشعّند ِمصٛمد، ِٚغٍفذ فٟ أوفتْ وظ١يد 

 –ٚف١يد، ٚأحعن ِت سىْٛ عٓ ةٌِيٚى ٚةٌـخٛى 

أٔٗ ال ٟٓء ف١ٙت ٠ؼعٍٕت ٔـٓ ةٌفميةء ٚةٌخِطتء 

أْ ٔـِنٖ أٚ ٔغخطٗ، ٚأٔٗ عٛظتً عٓ ةٌعخ١ي 

ةٌلتٌن ٌألعٔتث ٚةٌغتحتر ٚةٌٔطآْ ٚةٌلٍؼتْ 

سٕخعض ىةاـذ ةٌصتحْٛ ٠فٛؽ فٟ وً ِىتْ، 

ٚةٌعطٛى ةٌّمطيد، ٚةٌشٟ سٛؿٟ حعخك موتو١ٓ 

ٟٓء ٠ٕمٍج ٔشٕتً ٚعفٕتً فٟ غعْٛ  –ةٌـالل١ٓ 

 .١ٕ٘ٙتر

 
The foregoing argument is based on reading the text at more than one level: at the level of its 
textual-contextual meanings (i.e. 'the ordinary version'), and its creative literary-stylistic 
implications (i.e. 'the literary version'). However, the two are interrelated, and in the latter, we 
usually go one direction: from textual-contextual meanings to literary-stylistic implications. 
 
6. Conclusion 
The foregoing pairs of versions of translation of texts representative of four short stories (eight 
English and two Arabic) and the ensuing discussions suggest two main lines of methods for the 
translation of Short Story: First, possible ordinary, non-creative translation that focuses solely on 
the rendition of meaning in a straightforward way, with full commitment to sense in a normal, 
unmarked style of the target language; and, secondly, creative literary translation claimed to have 
been creative and accounted for the major literary delicacies, features, functions, tones and 
touches. Prime among these are: metaphorical expressions and implications, symbolisms, lexical 
densities, metonyms, puns, personifications, rhetorical repetitions of all types, rhetorical figures 
of different types (especially syndetic, polysyndetic and asyndetic patterns, chiasmus, 
hyperboles, periphrases, etc.), assertive/emphatic features of all types, lexical and syntactic 
foregrounding / backgrounding, literary diction, literary structures, sound / prosodic features and 
effects (especially, rhyme, rhythm, prose rhyme, sound harmony / disharmony, etc.), formality, 
classical literary phrases and expressions, antonyms and contrasts, synonyms and variations, 
parallel structures (lexical, grammatical and phonological), cultural expressions and implications 
and deviations (lexical and syntactic in particular), to name but the major ones. All these and 
other features discussed earlier in the paper are described to be features of creative impressive, 
expressive and effective literary language of Short Story and other major genres of literary text.   
It has been claimed throughout that, due to the speciality of the language and style of the literary 
texts, and due to the abundance of features of literariness unique to these texts, our translation of 
them is expected to be sensed and judged as literary in the Target Language. And these very 
features of literariness and literary style are the master key, as it were, to any creative version of 
translation to be described as 'literary'. This has been demonstrated in practice through a close 
comparison between the Non-creative Ordinary Version and the Creative Literary Version of 
translation suggested more naturally than artificially for every short story quoted from above. At 
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the end, it is left to the reader to draw the final judgment about the credibility of the literary 
creative version in particular. 
In conclusion, the translation of Short Story into equally creative and literary version in the 
Target Language is by no means a straightforward process. Yet, it is not impossible nor far-
fetched, but rather challenging and enjoying to attempt bravely.  
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Abstract 
Reading literary production from different literary and cultural backgrounds has been enabled by 
the growth of postcolonial studies. Postcolonial studies and its comparative perspective, 
however, have focused almost entirely on literary production from the British Empire. This paper 
aims to address these limitations by engaging with the work carried out by scholars on the links 
between postcolonial studies and the new comparative literature, and by exploring the 
possibilities that this engagement offers. This kind of work leads to an active exploration of a 
dialogue between writers, theorists and scholars working on the British and French empires, so 
that a truly comparative literature might emerge. The other aim of this paper is to translate this 
kind of comparative literature into an exploration of the links between postcolonial African 
fiction of French and English expression. 
Keywords: comparative literature; postcolonial studies; Francophone/Anglophone postcolonial 
fiction, identity. 
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Critical Introduction 
The explosion of postcolonial studies in the 1980s and 1990s saw the publication of key 

texts in the field such as The Empire Writes Back (1989) and The Post-Colonial Studies Reader 
(1995), among others, whose focus is almost entirely on postcolonial writing from the British 
Empire, and whose primary interest, as stated in the latter text, is on "the impact of postcolonial 
literatures and criticism on the current shape of English studies" (p. 4). Postcolonial theories of 
literary production have indeed brought ‗fresh air‘ into English studies by  offering challenging 

readings of texts created in colonial and postcolonial situations, and by enabling us to be more 
aware of the systems of representation that operate on the postcolonial writer as he/she addresses 
and struggles with the legacies of the colonial systems. Key themes have been: the position of 
the postcolonial writer navigating a course between the conflicting demands of two or more 
cultures and languages; the written language of the coloniser imposed upon the colonised 
population, and the devalorised and repressed oral traditions of the language of once colonised 
populations; the problem of writing in the language of the coloniser; the situation of the plural 
hybrid in the face of 'repressed' hybridity in anticolonial discourse; the difficulty of addressing 
the question of women's emancipation without identifying oneself with the values of the 
coloniser; the various strategies of resistance to the hegemonic language and culture of the 
coloniser, and to the marginalising and the representational logic within the once colonised 
culture or the newly independent state itself.  

  Another important aspect of postcolonial theory is in the way in which it has, in a sense, 
as Apter (1995) states, ―usurped the disciplinary space [comparative literature] that European 

literature and criticism had reserved for themselves" (p. 86). Work that looks comparatively at 
postcolonial cultures and their literary production, as Bill Ashcroft et al (1989) put it, is indeed 
the way forward in the world in which we live: ―... the strength of post-colonial theory may well 
lie in its inherently comparative methodology and the hybridized and syncretic view of the 
modern world which this implies (p. 36). The relationship of postcolonial theory to the new 
comparatism has been debated vigorously by various scholars. The 1993 Bernheimer report on 
"Comparative Literature at the Turn of the Century" demonstrates the decolonisation of the 
discipline and calls for new paradigms of comparative literature that would reflect the 
contributions of postcolonial and cultural studies (39-48). As the report emphasised, the 
"comparative" in comparative literature should include: 

 
comparisons between artistic productions usually studied by different disciplines; 
between various cultural constructions of those disciplines; between Western 
cultural traditions, both high and popular, and those of non-Western cultures; 
between the pre- and post-contact cultural productions of colonized peoples; 
between gender constructions defined as feminine and those defined as masculine, 
or between sexual orientations defined as straight and those defined as gay; 
between racial and ethnic modes of signifying; between hermeneutic articulations 
of meaning and materialist analysis of its modes of production and circulation; 
and much more (p.42). 

In the same year, Susan Bassnett (1993) makes the following statement: "Today, comparative 
literature is in one sense dead" (p. 47), a belief that was also to be shared by Gayatri Spivak 
(2003). Bassnett and Spivak do not tell us that comparative literature is at an end. On the 
contrary, it continues to exist but under different guises such as cultural studies, postcolonial 
studies, gender studies, and translation studies. Bassnett rejects traditional "Eurocentric" 
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comparative literature and argues for "a post-European model of comparative literature, one that 
reconsiders key questions of cultural identity, literary canons, the political implication of cultural 
influence, periodization and literary history and firmly rejects the ahistoricity of the American 
school and of the formalist approach" (p. 41). In this respect, as she further notes, the new 
comparative literature "opened by post-colonial theories of literary production is much more in 
keeping with the pluralism of the post-modernist world of the 1990s" (p. 86).  
 Reading texts from different literary and cultural backgrounds has thus been enabled by the 
growth of postcolonial studies. Postcolonial studies, however, cannot be truly comparative if it 
continues to focus almost exclusively on texts from the British Empire (African, Caribbean, and 
Indian), or, as Harish Trivedi (1999) puts it, to have "ears only for English" (p. 272). There is a 
need for a dialogue between writers, theorists and scholars working across cultures and 
languages, on and beyond the British Empire, so that a truly comparative approach to empire 
might emerge. Postcolonial studies, as Charles Forsdick & David Murphy (2003) argue in their 
volume Francophone Postcolonial Studies: 

must be truly comparative if it is to develop, opening itself up to, among others, 
French, Dutch, Spanish, Portuguese, Japanese, Turkish experiences. We must look 
beyond certain triumphalist discourses of a globalized, Anglophone uniformity in 
order to understand better the complexity and diversity – linguistic, cultural, 
political – of the world in which we live. As the rhetoric of empire seems 
increasingly to occupy a prominent place in public discourse, the urgency of such 
a project becomes ever more apparent (p. 14). 
  

Dialogue across cultures and languages can lead to the emergence of radical and creative 
responses to ―the rhetoric of empire‖ and the assumptions on which that ―rhetoric‖ is based, and 

to a genuinely comparative approach to empire.  
 The limitations of both French studies and postcolonial studies, as well as an active 
promotion of the relationship of postcolonialism to the new comparative project, are central to 
Forsdick and Murphy‘s volume. ―The urgency of such a project‖, as will be discussed below, 

will make it indeed possible to come to a wider and better understanding of postcolonial identity, 
as well as the complexity and diversity of the postcolonial world and the voices of writers, 
scholars and theorists working on empire and writing in languages other than English, whose 
work is not well known in postcolonial studies. The border between the study of Francophone 
and Anglophone literatures, for example, is puzzling when one considers the reliance of 
postcolonial studies on poststructuralist and feminist literary theory written originally in French 
by theorists such as Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Hélène 
Cixous, Julia Kristeva and the Moroccan Abdelkébir Khatibi, among others, as well as theorists 
of colonialism such as Frantz Fanon (Martinique/Algeria) and Albert Memmi (Tunisia). The 
centrality of these critics to postcolonial theory is undeniable. As Robert Young (2001) has 
pointed out, Anglophone postcolonial discourse is "a franglais mixture" (p. 18). Young points 
out that few poststructuralists ―have been ‗français de souche‘‖ (p. 415), and that many of those 

who developed the theoretical positions ―subsequently characterized as poststructuralism came 

from Algeria or had been involved in the war of independence‖ (p. 413). Their critique of 

Western philosophy is indebted to their childhood experience of colonialism in the colonised 
Maghreb, and the struggle for independence. According to Young, poststructuralism ―associated 

with these names could better be characterized as Franco-Maghrebian theory, for its theoretical 
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interventions have been actively concerned with the task of undoing the ideological heritage of 
French colonialism and with rethinking the premises, assumptions and protocols of its centrist, 
imperial culture‖ (p. 414). 
 While there exists a relatively new discipline called 'Francophone postcolonial 
studies,' and, among others, journals such as Francophone Postcolonial Studies within the 
British academy, and the same within the American academy, there is, as Belinda Jack (1996) 
points out, "no comparable francophone academy within which a comparable francophone 
discipline might emerge" in France (p. 3). As the French scholar Jean-Marc Moura notes in his 
paper to the Society for Francophone Postcolonial Studies conference in London (2002), the term 
'postcolonial' is ―resisted‖ by "les études littéraires françaises‖ (p. 64). "Les études littéraires 

françaises" (French literary studies) subsume Francophone literary texts from the French empire 
and apply the same techniques of textual analysis: the focus is on text, not on context. Textual 
analysis can of course provide significant clues to the meaning of texts, and is an enabling factor. 
But it would be wrong to restrict Francophone postcolonial texts only to textual analysis. With 
very few exceptions of scholars working on Francophone literary production, including Jean-
Marc Moura himself, it is difficult to understand French literary critics' reluctance to engage with 
postcolonial studies as a more helpful framework, particularly when 'Francophonie' could benefit 
from one of the most interesting aspects of postcolonialism, that is, the recognition of regional 
and territorial specificity of each 'Francophone' literature. One possible explanation can be found 
in the literary histories of France and the 'Francophone' world: 'Francophone' literatures are 
generally treated, analysed and taught as an extension of French literature that does not need to 
be situated to be understood. Insisting on the specificity of and situating postcolonial texts 
linguistically, anthropologically, sociologically and economically before even analysing them is 
a prerequisite in postcolonial studies. France, unlike Britain and the USA, is still obsessed with 
its colonising and assimilationist model, that is, the ignorance of the existing cultural specificities 
and differences in the so-called 'Francophonie.' Within France itself, the emphasis, echoing the 
colonial era, continues to be on immigration and assimilation of cultural difference: banning 
Muslims from wearing hijab (the headscarf) in French schools and workplaces, among other 
things, for example. 

This paper is a contribution to the links between postcolonialism and the new 
comparative literature, and to an active exploration of a comparative literature whose focus is not 
only on postcolonial writing in English, but on writing across languages and cultures. The aim of 
this paper is to contribute to this process by drawing on a research I carried out on postcolonial 
African writing of English and French expression (Dahhan, 2004), by highlighting the 
possibilities that this kind of work offers. My interest lies in North and sub-Saharan African 
writing. I believe that there is a lot to be learned from putting Francophone and Anglophone 
writers and theorists in dialogue with one another, and from scholars of African literature 
working on both the British and French empires.  This paper will not undertake a comparative 
analysis of literary texts; rather, the aim is to present and discuss the links between these two 
literary spheres, as well as my findings and conclusions. 

  
The emergence of Francophone and Anglophone Postcolonial Writing in Africa 
 African literature of French and English expression exists as a direct result of French 
and British colonisation of much of North Africa and sub-Saharan areas. The emergence of this 
literature can be attributed to several factors, the most significant of which was the educational 
policy that was posited on the assumption that a small number of the indigenous inhabitants 
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could be transformed into model French or British citizens. All the writers under consideration 
belong to that generation of African children who received most of their education during the 
colonial period: Abdelkébir Khatibi and Tahar Ben Jelloun from Morocco, Assia Djebar from 
Algeria, Chinua Achebe and Flora Nwapa from Nigeria, and Nuruddin Farah from Somalia (in 
the case of Somalia, both the British and the Italians colonised the country). It is noteworthy that 
this historical circumstance affects in similar ways their education and later their works. The 
school curriculum in the colonies must be understood as one of the ways in which colonial 
powers such as France and Britain both asserted their cultural superiority, and undermined 
indigenous cultures.i However, it would be naive to assume that the effects of colonial education 
on African schoolchildren are identical, as the colonial strategies of France and Britain are 
radically different.2 While both France and Britain showed a great concern with the success of 
education in their respective colonies, differences in colonial policy, as Bob White (1996) states, 
were conditioned by "the moral stances underlying colonial practice" (p. 9). There are two 
important features which can be said to characterise French colonial education in Africa: first is 
the use and spread of the French language; 3 second is the policy of assimilation. 4 As part of the 
French 'mission civilisatrice' (civilising mission), schools in many French colonies followed 
closely the French curriculum. The French policy of assimilation, as Kamal Salhi (1999) notes in 
the context of Algeria, "had the effect of breaking down the cultural identity of native children 
who entered the system" (p. 44). The schoolchildren who attended French schools in French-
speaking colonial Africa, as Abdou Moumouni (1964) --one of them-- notes, were taught that 
their ancestors were the Gauls: ―Nos ancêtres Gaulois […] dans ses colonies la France traîte les 

indigènes comme ses fils‖
  (p.56). 5 

 By contrast, the focus on religious education, as well as the collaboration between the 
British government and the missions, characterised British colonial education in the history of 
the British African colonies.6 Another important feature which characterises British colonial 
education in Africa is the importance of integrating local languages and customs into the 
educational process. Unlike the French policy of assimilation, the decentralised approach of the 
British is clearly manifested in the British state policy of 'Indirect Rule.'7 However, postcolonial 
critics such as Ngugi (1972) and many others criticised the British colonial education system for 
the ways in which it devalued indigenous African religious and cultural practices while at the 
same time asserting its values as the best or most true (p.14). The centrality of the French 
language and values to the French coloniser (Khatibi's La Mémoire tatouée, 1971) and the focus 
on religion in the British colonial education system (Achebe's Things Fall Apart, 1958) are 
posited as determining factors in alienating African schoolchildren from their cultures. The 
existing differences between the cultures of North African and sub-Saharan regions were thus 
exacerbated by different colonial strategies. In all cases, however, the issue of constructing an 
identity in the colonial and the postcolonial situation with a view to emphasising their differences 
from the assumptions of the imperial centre is a key issue.  
 For many African authors in the (post)colonial situation, writing not only enables the 
writer to address the harmful effects of colonisation - the effect on the coloniser has yet to be 
fully explored-, but also to regain control over his/her historical discourse, using it to subvert the 
discourse and effects of colonisation. As Edward Said (1986) writes: 
 

Between colonialism and its genealogical offsprings, there is thus a holding and 
crossing-over. Most of the postcolonial writers bear their past within them - as 
scars of humiliating wounds, as instigation for different practices, as potentially 
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revised visions of the past tending towards a future, as urgently reinterpretable and 
redeployable experiences in which the formerly silent native speaks and acts on 
territory taken back from the colonialist (p. 55). 
 

Why read North African and sub-Saharan postcolonial writing together? 
 Postcolonial African literatures in English and French, with the exception of very few 
studies, are usually studied and discussed in isolation from each other. This perspective may 
carry with it potential pitfalls. First, it may not generally distance the critic from the process of 
making Europe the absent centre around which postcolonial Anglophone/Francophone literatures 
revolve, and thus perpetuate hierarchical relationships. This, in turn, might reinforce the 
argument that contemporary African cultural issues and modern identities are massively 
fashioned and determined by the workings of colonialism. Of course colonialism was a very 
significant influence, but it is only one influence among many others. Jawaharlal Nehru's (1997) 
description of India as "an ancient palimpsest on which layer upon layer of thought and reverie 
had been inscribed, and yet no succeeding layer had completely hidden or erased what had been 
hidden previously," is relevant to many societies with a history of colonialism (p. 169). African 
literature of French and English expression emerges out of multiple cultural inheritances. The 
question of the relationship of the postcolonial writer to language and culture is central to these 
inheritances which, in turn, as we will see below, lead to the creative collapsing of borders and of 
ideas of unitary identity. To read postcolonial literatures together then enables us to place more 
emphasis on the shared concerns in the postcolonial situation. The significance of a horizontal, 
comparative reading of postcolonial literatures written in European languages is one way of 
dislocating Europe as a centre. This enables us to focus on the alternatives which postcolonial 
writers seek out. The questioning of existing boundaries and definitions is taking place not only 
in postcolonial theory, but also in the fictions and essays of many 'third world' writers. This 
comparative approach to Francophone and Anglophone texts together, then, is a challenge to any 
exclusive definition of the 'postcolonial'; it offers the means of thinking comparatively about the 
various representations/situations emerging from different colonial traditions, calling for an 
attention to the specific; and it also challenges the reluctance within the French academy to 
acknowledge the relevance and importance of the theoretical and political agendas associated 
with the term 'postcolonial.'  
 Another reason for reading North African and sub-Saharan Francophone and 
Anglophone writing together is consistent with the crossing and the transgression of borders: the 
crossing of the Sahara desert which is traditionally used in literary discourses as the cultural and 
geographical border between North Africa and sub-Saharan Africa. The socio-economic, 
political and cultural implications of colonialism have been the concern of Arab, Berber and 
Jewish writers in North Africa, just as they have been the concern of sub-Saharan African 
writers. It would be false not to admit the existence of cultural differences between the two 
geographical spheres. Indeed, the Arabo-Berber reality of North Africa is reflected in the 
traditions, the customs and the cultural life of the people. The geographical position of North 
Africa adds to this difference by being a crossroads of Mediterranean, Arab and African cultures. 
But these differences are not specific to North Africa because many countries south of the Sahara 
also have strong Arab and Islamic cultures such as Mali, Sudan, Mauritania, Somalia and even 
partly Nigeria, Senegal, Ghana and Kenya. Moreover, complexity and diversity – linguistic, 
cultural, political – exist in sub-Saharan Africa. It would be naive to assume that West African 
cultural life is similar to the East African, as Achebe (1975) argues: 
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Those who in talking about African literature want to exclude North Africa 
because it belongs to a different tradition surely do not suggest that Black Africa 
is anything like homogenous. What does Shabaan Robert have in common with 
Christopher Okigbo or Awoonor-Williams? Dr Mongo Beti of Cameroun and 
Paris with Nzekwu of Nigeria (p. 94). 
 

 What is the basis for comparison of literatures of French and English expression from 
north and south of the Sahara? A commonality exists between North and sub-Saharan Africa as 
regions with cultural links and a common experience of Empire, without erasing or minimising 
their differences. What is the nature of these similarities and differences? Would a sustained 
crossing back and forth between North African and sub-Saharan literatures open up a space for a 
wider and better understanding of postcolonial identity, and the complexity and diversity of the 
postcolonial world?  
 
Key themes and concerns in African texts 
 The emphasis throughout this study is on paired readings of authors and their texts. 
The approach is thus comparative, aiming to combine close readings of individual authors and 
texts with careful framings in terms of history and politics. In this way, a sense of dialogue and 
difference, of shared concerns and local distinctions, is drawn out and discussed. In light of the 
writers‘ concern with the cultural politics of their respective countries (Morocco, Algeria, 

Nigeria and Somalia), and in order to read their literary texts fruitfully, It would be helpful to 
understand the intertextual relation between literature and other parts of African discourse. For 
this reason, it is crucial to consider the history of critical approaches to African cultural identity 
in North and sub-Saharan Africa, and the crucial debates they engender about authenticity and 
hybridity, the nation, ethnicity, language and national literatures.  
 
La Mémoire tatouée by Abdelkébir Khatibi, and Things Fall Apart by Chinua Achebe 
Achebe and Khatibi‘s desire for an African narrative is, as they tell us in their respective texts, 

initially motivated by the loss or repression of an African tradition under colonialism. This loss, 
in turn, generates narratives such as Things Fall Apart and La Mémoire tatouée that rewrite 
African culture. It was precisely their alienation from their ancestral traditions that made them 
writers. Both Khatibi and Achebe, in spite of the cultural, linguistic and colonial differences in 
their respective backgrounds, are aware that political or tribal independence in no way 
guarantees decolonisation and freedom. Both know that the writer is the one who must explore 
the implications of the problem, not only for himself/herself, but for those who cannot ask the 
questions that must be asked.  
 In this section I consider the role of history and memory in shaping postcolonial cultural 
identity. One of the most vexed questions in postcolonial studies is the agency of the colonised 
subject, or 'subaltern,' and whether it can be recovered and represented by postcolonial 
intellectuals. Khatibi and Achebe's treatment of the intersection between history and culture 
provides a valuable insight into the problematics of cultural identity and representation 
highlighted by postmodernism and poststructuralism. An important reason for the comparison of 
these texts and these two authors is the significant insight that may be gained into current debates 
in postcolonial studies through comparison of authors not only from completely different 
linguistic and cultural backgrounds, but from two different postcolonial positions.  
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  Although Khatibi and Achebe come from two different formations of African 
postcoloniality, one appropriating poststructuralism (Khatibi), the other espousing cultural 
'nationalism' (Achebe), they both interest me in the way in which they use almost similar tropes, 
which are associated with the process of decolonisation. To create something new, Achebe 
(1975) uses the figure of "the crossroads of cultures" (p. 67) as the juncture where the Igbo 
tradition intersects with the colonising structure. His reading of Onitsha market and its literature 
provides further clues to his writing. Onitsha, like the figure of the crossroads, is a site of 
doubleness and reversal: "It can be opposite things at once: It sits at the crossroads of the world. 
It has two faces—a Benin face and an Igbo face—and can see the four directions, either squarely 
or with the tail of an eye" (pp. 90-91). For the Igbo, says Achebe, "Wherever Something stands, 
Something Else will stand beside it. Nothing is absolute. ‗I am the truth, the way, and the life‘ 

would be called blasphemous or simply absurd for it is not well known that a man may worship 
Ogwugwu to perfection and be killed by Udo" (p. 94). This dualism, a dynamic relationship 
between opposites, offers remarkable parallels with Khatibi‘s conception of the Maghreb, and 
could well be the key to understanding Achebe‘s and Khatibi's textual practice in their texts.  
  Khatibi‘s (1983) conception of  the Maghreb is understood in terms of his philosophical 

―bilangue‖, which is  associated with his ‗pensée autre‘, a ‗thinking otherwise‘: a space in which 

native and foreign languages, feminine and masculine sexualities, voice and writing, as well as 
hegemonic and marginalised cultures, may mingle and mix without merging to form a new unity 
(pp. 177-207). Khatibi often evokes the dynamic heritage the Maghreb has acquired because of 
its geographic location between the West and other parts of the world, between European visions 
of the world and those of Africa and Asia. According to Khatibi, and as Robert Young points out 
above in the context of the origins of poststructuralism, the Maghreb might well serve as the 
catalyst for new ways of thinking. It is for this reason that Khatibi writes about the links between 
the postmodern and postcolonial world, and about the need to recognise the common bond that 
links decolonisation with French thought, including deconstruction (pp. 47-48).  
 Achebe's figure of the ‗crossroads‘ is one that is a composite of Igbo tradition and 

European culture; it participates in two worlds. Khatibi's notion of ‗bilangue‘, however, is more 

radical; it is created of multiple sources and is positioned in-between, emphasising its fluidity 
and its disregard for linguistic, cultural or sexual borders. 'Bilangue' and the figure of the 
'crossroads‘ underline the potentiality of a cultural space that opens boundaries between cultures 

and among people within the same cultures.  
 
Benjelloun’s L’Enfant de sable and Farah’s Maps 
 This section looks at how margins contain their own centres. Ben Jelloun's L'Enfant 
de sable (1985) and Farah's Maps (1986) are sites of the dilemmas and contradictions of 
emergent nationhood. Both writers challenge the nation, explore and expose the artifice of 
gender construction and the formation of national identity in the new nation by interrogating the 
essentialising subject positions inherent in imperialism and nationalism. Both authors are 
explicitly engaged in the process of a nomadic hybridisation, a process which underscores their 
shared 'postmodern' affinities. This section draws attention to the multiple ways in which the 
categories of race, culture, gender, colonialism and nation can be approached. These texts of the 
1980s made an important intervention in the way in which they break with the structures and 
narratives of colonialism and nationalism. In light of my reading of L'Enfant de sable and Maps, 
nomadic hybridity is, for Farah and Ben Jelloun, part of identity construction. Apparently, this is 
indicative of the larger blurring of boundaries in postmodern discourse that is finding place in 
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African fiction. Postcolonialism and postmodernism have certain things in common such as, for 
example, the questioning of grand narratives. Nevertheless, the position that this study takes is 
that postcolonial writers may draw on whatever techniques and models in Europe or in their 
cultures to create space for a criticism that acknowledges differences and divergences, and to 
imagine an alternative subjectivity that is neither the universal nor the communal subject of 
modernist or nationalist discourse, respectively. An alternative such as this is one of the most 
important concerns in L'Enfant de sable and Maps. Farah and Ben Jelloun, however, do not erase 
the experience of their people from their texts, and they identify intimately with the human 
condition of their respective countries. 
 
Asia Djebar’s L’Amour, la fantasia and Flora Nwapa’s One is Enough 

African women writers and critics face a triply difficult task because they belong to more 
than one group simultaneously: as woman in patriarchal discourse, as a ‗third world‘ person, and 

as a writer who, with ambivalence, has to unsettle the colonial and patriarchal structures in the 
language of the coloniser. These are factors that come into play when the African woman writer 
writes or speaks. This section returns to the question of gender, voice and writing. Like Khatibi 
and Achebe, Djebar's autobiographical novel L’Amour, la fantasia (1985), and Nwapa's realist 
and urban novel One is Enough (1981), are used to interrogate the gendered basis of authority 
and history. They both use their insider position in the home and in the new nation to subvert 
patriarchal/colonial discourses by challenging their objectification and the roles that they have 
been conditioned to play. Female solidarity/collective, writing, education, and economic 
independence enable the women who have been denied access to public space and speech. As 
two postcolonial women writers, they share the experience of being constructed as the sexual and 
cultural other, and both emphasise the commonalities between colonial and patriarchal structures 
in their texts and in their essays.  In expressing their individual and collective identities as they 
write to and for the subaltern women as well as themselves, Djebar and Nwapa, each in her way, 
interrupt the discourses that rendered the subaltern woman mute, and thus create a new space for 
challenging and disruptive voices. While the concerns in their fictions present complementary 
voices, the focus and the choice of alternatives in their writing can be seen to mark the different 
cultural, historical, political, and intellectual experience of women in their respective nations. 

  
Conclusion 
 From one perspective the writings of Khatibi, Achebe, Ben Jelloun, Farah, Djebar and 
Nwapa, have been partly read as a critique of Western discourses about Africa and the 'third 
world' as a whole. They are, in varying degrees, critical of simplistic or monolithic views of 
Africa, or the Orient, or Islam. This does not mean that 'writing back' is prevalent in these 
postcolonial texts. Although the issues of colonial history, colonial education and 'decolonising 
the mind' are more pronounced in some texts (Khatibi, Achebe and Djebar) than they are in the 
others, they are only one part of a wider set of concerns.  
 The point of unity in the various responses/strategies in the texts is the writers‘ 

determination to end facile oppositional practices, by suggesting new paradigms of identity, both 
sexual and cultural, which go beyond oppressive definitions. Their articulation of a 
heterogeneous national and cultural identity undercut colonialist and nationalist claims to a 
unified self, and is in keeping with the pluralism of the world in which we live. 
 Reading postcolonial literature across languages and cultures opens up a space for an 
exploration of the responses and strategies developed by various writers and theorists for the 
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construction of postcolonial identity. What it does not offer, as Bassnett points out, "are clear cut 
answers and definitions" (p. 86). This comparison, therefore, is in keeping with the plural 
identities, voices and choices of the postcolonial world. It is a challenge to any exclusive 
definition of the ‗postcolonial‘. The conclusions reached do not claim that the selected texts are 
emblematic of any unified theory of African writing or are representative or illustrative of all 
postcolonial writing. Nor do they claim that these texts are typical illustrations of their respective 
nations. This comparative study has highlighted the dangers of such claims, while at the same 
time asserting the important work carried out by these European-language writers: their common 
determination to change how their world is imagined. The wealth of possibilities offered by this 
kind of work should not come as a surprise. What is surprising is the dearth of comparative 
literature that opens itself up to other languages and cultures. Finally, the framework of 
comparison of European-language literatures needs to be broadened. There is a need for further 
research to accommodate other voices from within African cultures. This can be done, for 
example, by linking literary texts with other types of cultural production such as film, 
newspapers, art and music. Only through a consideration of this polyvocality can one attempt to 
develop a more accurate understanding of postcolonial societies.  
 
                                                             

 

Endnotes 
i In his discussion of colonial education in the colonies, John McLeod argues that "Colonialism 
uses educational institutions to augment the perceived legitimacy and propriety of itself, as well 
as providing the means by which colonial power can be maintained" (p. 140) In John McLeod, 
Beginning Postcolonialism: Manchester: Manchester UP, 2000) 140. 
2 We need to discriminate adequately between different experiences of colonialism, even when 
those experiences are linked to the same colonial power. As Belinda Jack points out in her 
discussion of North African colonies, indigenous cultures of Morocco and Tunisia, for example, 
"were less systematically undermined or destroyed than those of Algeria under French rule" (p. 
185) In Belinda Jack (1996). Francophone Literatures: An introductory survey. Oxford: Oxford 
UP. Thus, as Ferhat Abbas notes in the context of Algeria: "Le colonialisme français n‘a pas 

ménagé ses efforts pour asservir les Algériens, désislamiser et désarabiser l‘Algérie. Tous les 
efforts entrepris durant le siècle de colonisation l‘ont été dans ce sens […] L‘Algérie en 1830 a 

été déclarée terre vacante et l‘Algérie musulmane inexistante" (p.23). In Ferhat Abbas. La Nuit 
colonial. Paris: Julliard, 1962. 
3 The use of 'indigenous' languages as a medium of education was rejected in many French 
colonies. In the eyes of the colonisers, learning the French language is itself the education. This 
is precisely what Brevie, Governor General of French West Africa 1930, implied when he wrote 
that ―the native‘s mind can become disciplined by the mastery of spoken French‖ (p. 14) Quoted 

in Bob White. (March 1996). Talk about School: Education and the Colonial Project in French 
and British Africa. Comparative Education 32, 9-25. 
4 Assimilation, a key principle of French colonial policy, means that French civilisation is 
universally applicable, and implies that education will bring Africans to a higher level of 
civilisation. As Bob White  states:  

The French model corresponds more closely to the idea of cultural universalism. 
The French 'mission civilisatrice' sought to bring all dependents together under 



AWEJ. Special Issue on Literature No.2   October , 2014       
 

 

Crossing the Borders: Comparing Postcolonial Fiction Across                         Dahhan 
 

 
  

Arab World English Journal                                                                       www.awej.org 
ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                  

46 
 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    

one roof and unify them through the French language and culture. The stated 
policy of assimilation (and later association) and the metaphor of the French 
family are good examples of the universalist trend in French policy (Talk about 
School, p21). 

 
5 Moumouni, Abdou. (1964). L’Education en Afrique. Paris: François Maspero.  Similarly, 
Frantz Fanon notes that this absurd situation obtained in the West Indies too, emphasising that 
the colonised is psychologically trained to think that the White is good and superior, that the 
White is the master (p. 147). In Frantz Fanon. Peau noire, masques blancs. Paris: Seuil, 1952. 

6 African Education (1953), a joint study produced by the British Colonial Office and the 
Nuffield Foundation, reflects a strong belief in a Christian-based system of education in the 
British colonies: "there is a deeper confidence that the spread of enlightenment, which is the aim 
of education, is the surest means of leading a people to the truth" (p. 44). In Nuffield Foundation 
and the Colonial Office. (1953). African Education: A Study of Educational Policy and Practice 
in British Tropical Africa. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
7 It can be argued, however, as Bob White notes, that "a heightened awareness of cultural 
differences is itself a form of racism. The highly segregated social spheres in the British colonies 
are often given as an example" (24). Many British colonies had segregated schools. There were 
schools for whites and selected African students (academic institutions), and schools for the 
'masses' where, in the opinion of the Nuffield Foundation, the "whole of the curriculum should 
be integrated with agriculture and other work in it" (African Education, 11). 
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Abstract 
This paper introduces Ethnopoetics as a literary discipline that aims at increasing the 
appreciation of oral poetics of indigenous people of different cultures. It discusses ethnopoetics 
as a field of study that appeared in the second half of the twentieth century and the purposes, 
methods and scholars of that field of study.  As an application to the methods of transcription and 
representation used by the scholars of ethnopoetics, this paper rediscovers an oral chant that has 
been chanted to children in the East Mediterranean countries for ages. Following the guidelines 
of transcription that have been set by Dinnes Tedlock, this paper transcribes the song and 
represents its translation on the page to make it accessible to the English reader. Another 
objective is to explain this chant as an oral narrative along with its social and linguistic contexts.  
In general, this paper will be an elaboration for the methodology of transcription, representation 
on the page and the problems of translation.  
Keywords: Ethnopoetics, East-Mediterranean, Tedlock, Hymes 
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Introduction 
Ethnopoetics is the study of the verbal art of the pre-literate cultures that aims at 

discovering the cultural and aesthetic aspects of their oral poetics. It focuses on texts, their 
rhetorical structure and presentational form. Ethnopoetics was developed as a separate discipline 
of study in the middle of the twentieth century by both the anthropology scholars and linguists 
Dell Hymesi and Dennis Tedlock.ii However, it was first coined as a term in 1968 by “Jerome 

Rothenberg who views ethnopoetics as a way of talking about poetry, both the practice and the 
theory of poetry, as it exists in different cultures in which oral poetry and poetics seemed to be 
dominant.” (as cited in Moore, 2013, p. 34).  

Hymes understands ethnopoetics as an “intervention into the printed form of texts, a way 
of rearranging the transcript of an event of oral narration so as to recover the literary form in 
which the native words had their being" (Hymes, 1981, p. 384). This claim suggests that it is 
possible to arrive at an arrangement of a transcript that reflects on the page the poetic structure of 
any oral performance in order to recover the native voice, or, in other words, their cultural 
meaning. Hymes calls this arrangement of a transcript a „presentational form‟ that functions as „a 

verse analysis‟ method to enhance the respect for the native voice and the appreciation of the 
“aesthetics of original oral text and their literary monuments.” (Silverstein, 2010, p.936)  
 As Hymes believes in the significance of the cultural and esthetic aspects of the oral text, 
he also believes that patterns or the form of an oral text is of a great significance. To him, 
“Language is ... a configuration of common understandings and individual voices” (Hymes, 

1996, p.98). Accordingly, pauses and repetition that are abundant in oral texts are significant and 
have impact, or otherwise, he argues, “why do storytellers use pauses and repetitions in their oral 

performances?” (as cited in Quick, 1999, p. 97) Hymes‟ theory focuses on the grammar and 
syntax of the transcribed and translated texts to bring about their cultural and aesthetic values. 
Content, as Jan Bolmmaert believes, “is an effect of the formal organization of a narrative: What 

there is to be told emerges out of how it is being told.” (Blommaert, 2006, p.182). 
While Hymes‟ ethnopoetics focuses on aesthetic and cultural aspects of the verbal art, 

Dennis Tedlock‟s has developed a method of oral texts‟ documentation and transcription for 

performance purposes. In the introduction and the first chapter of his book, The Spoken Word 
and the Work of Interpretation, Tedlock presents his theory of ethnopoetics. He insists that the 
stories are not merely narrated, but performed, or re-enacted in an oral narrative situation (p. 54). 
His purpose has been to find a method of transcription and translation to write a performable 
text. Leif Lorentzon, in her essay “Translating Orality to Literacy,” summarizes his approach by 

stating that “Tedlock's idea is to perceive oral narratives as dramatic poetry” (1997, p. 7). 
Tedlock argues that: 

The content tends towards the fantastic rather than the prosaic, the emotions of 
the characters are evoked rather than described, there are patterns of repetitions 
of parallelism ranging from the level of words to that of whole episodes, the 
narrator's voice shifts constantly in amplitude and tone, and the flow of that 
voice is paced by pauses that segments its sounds into what I have chosen to call 
lines (1983, p. 55). 

Therefore, a new method of transcription of the oral text is required to reflect the “patterns of 

repetition”, “parallelism”, and the “narrator‟s voice shifts”, “tone” and “pauses.”  
 Tedlock further argues that the visual representation of oral text for performance in the 
form of written texts conveys more accurately the aesthetic qualities of the verbal art. He defines 
ethnopoetics as 
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the study of the verbal arts in a worldwide range of languages and cultures. 
Primary attention is given to the vocal-auditory channel of communication in 
which speaking, chanting, or singing voices give shape to proverbs, riddles, 
curses, laments, praises, prayers, prophecies, public announcements, and 
narratives. The aim is not only to analyze and interpret oral performances but to 
make them directly accessible through transcriptions and translations that 
display their qualities as works of art (1992, p.81). 

This addition to the function of ethnopoetics involves that oral texts should be made “directly 

accessible through transcriptions and translations that display their qualities as works of art.” The 

process of transcription of the original text in English language graphology is a process of 
transliteration. In short, the transcription and translation suggested by Tedlock are actually 
translation and the transcription of the transliteration of the audible text which is usually not 
English.  

Jerome Rothenberg, an American poet and anthropologist who founded and co-edited with 
Dennis Tedlock Alcheringa, the first magazine of ethnopoetics, highlights the importance of both 
translation and transcription of the transliteration so as to convey the aesthetics and poetics of the 
original text. He writes that “most translations of Native American oral traditions . . . failed to 

capture the power and beauty of the oral performances on the written page,” especially when 

“western poetic styles were imposed upon these written texts” (as cited in Quick 1999, p.96). To 

Rothenberg  the power and the beauty of the oral performance should follow an “accessible method 

of transcription” (as cited in Quick 1999, p. 96). This method has to be accessible to everyone not 
only linguists and phoneticians.   

In order to write the audible text in an accessible method, Tedlock has constructed a 
method that transcribes oral style into verse. This method is called “textual representation” 

(1972, p. xxv). For instance, he breaks a line when a pause can be heard. If the pause is longer he 
jumps a line, or inserts a dot before the next line. He also manages to include other paralinguistic 
features in the audible text by splitting lines, using capitals, parentheses, italics. He writes 
gestures like stage directions, and dashes for long vowels, (e.g. go o----n), etc. Tedlock (1972) 
designed guidelines for transcription and reading aloud in his essay “Because he Made Marks on 
the Paper, The Soldiers Came.” The guidelines read as follows: 

 Pausing: A new line at the left- hand margin is preceded by a pause of at 
least a second but no more than a full second; indented lines run without a 
pause. Longer pauses are indicated by strophe breaks, with one dot (.) for 
each full second. 
Amplitude. Bold Type indicates loud words or passages; softness is 
indicated by small type.  
Intonation.  A lack of punctuation at the end of a line indicates a level 
tone; a dash indicates a rise; a coma, a slight fall; a semicolon, a more 
definite fall; and a period, the kind of fall that marks a complete sentence. 
(p.583) 

This method is not a replacement for the meaning text, but a way to show how it has to be 
performed in a similar manner to the original people or a form or what Hymes calls “narrative 

patterning” (1996, p.219). Ethnopoetics doesn‟t concern itself with simply poetic lines and 

careful attention to performance qualities. The demonstration of the “narrative patterning” can 
enhance respect for and appreciation of the voices of others. “Translations and other attempts to 

understand and represent such voices, with appropriate fidelity to their artfulness” are necessary 
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to understand and appreciate the indigenous language texts (Webster and Kroskrity, 2013, p.5). 
Dennis Tedlock (1972) defends his use of textual representation of poetry. To him, 

everyone can become a storyteller and can experience "vocal texts" if the transcriber has done his 
job correctly. He drives a trained academic reader back into the oral tradition by employing 
italics, bold type, and other easy to understand textual manipulations. To him, representing the 
natural performance in an accessible way makes a greater impact on the reader‟s mental images 

(p. xxiv). In “Because He Made Marks on Paper,” he emphasizes the idea that transcription is so 

much more than just dictation-rather a good transcriber must use a system to represent the 
performance-to capture the essence of the original. Tedlock writes, “when writing makes its 
appearance on the scene, it does so an instrument of power” (p.581). 

 
Ethnopoetics as a Literary Discipline 
  Ethnopoetics emerged in the context of a generational struggle between practitioners 
working in a number of different but overlapping fields of inquiry and practice: academic 
anthropology, folklore, literary criticism, poetry, and performance art. However, Hymes insisted 
on the literary nature of this discipline in definition of ethnopoetic, he writes that it is “a way of 

arranging the transcript of an event of oral narration so as to recover the literary form in which 
the native words had their being” (1981, p. 384). In so doing “to recover the literary form in 

which the native words had their being,” there is an emphasis on the literary nature of the study 
to discover the poetics of the indigenous people.  Jerome Rothenberg, the coiner of the term 
ethnopoetics, explains in a interview his own view about Ethnopoetics as “not a way of making 

poetry, but rather a way of talking about poetry, both the practice and the theory of poetry, as it 
exists in different cultures” (Moore, 2013, p. 35).  

M. Eleanor Nevins, on the other hand, suggests that ethnopoetics is most commonly 
understood as “that branch of linguistic anthropology dedicated to the discovery of the poetic 
organization of oral texts, their transcription and representation on the printed page, and their 
translation into more widely accessible languages.” (as cited in Bauman, 2013 p.180 ) 

Nevertheless, ethnopoetics involves two principal factors, the „ethno‟ which is a prefix 

concerned with specific people, nation, or an ethnic group, and „poetics‟ which gives prominence 

to an interest in the artfulness and artistic values of the text. The text, in such a view, is not 
necessary to be written in a literary language as poets, novelists or playwrights usually do 
because “poetics”, as the term, doesn‟t imply an absolute distinction between literary and non-
literary language. Instead, poetics is taken in “its etymological sense, that is, as a name for 
everything that bears upon the creation or composition of works having language at once as their 
substance and as their instrument” (Todorov, 1981, p. 7).  

Contrary to M. Eleanor Nevins, who classifies ethnopoetics as a branch of linguistic 
anthropology (as cited in Bauman, 2013 p.180-83 ), Jan Blommaert (2006) finds ethnopoetics as 
a literary method “designed, initially, for the analysis of poetry and folk stories and based on an 

ethnographic performance-based understanding of narrative emphasizing that meaning is an 
effect of performance”(p.181) Ethnopoetics, seen from this perspective, is a literary method to 

analyze poetry and discover meaning. This meaning doesn‟t only lie in the word but also in the 

performance, sounds, pauses and even vocal hems. This understanding of poetic analysis relates 
the study of poetics not only to the written text, but also to the audible aspect of the language. 
This understanding of ethnopoetics is echoed by Henri Meschonnic who writes, "If everything in 
language is the play of meaning, which is necessarily so, since nothing that is in language can 
fail to have an effect on meaning, then not only do rhymes have meaning, and meters, but also 
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each consonant, each vowel, all the seen and heard materiality of words that contributes to 
meaning" (1988, p.93). 

The “materiality of words” in the above quotation refers to everything that can be “seen 

or heard,” which, in other words, refer to the transcription of the word on the printed page (what 

can be seen) and sound or music of that word (what can be heard). The transcription of words, or 
the way it looks on the printed page as part of the function of ethnopoetics, was discussed earlier 
in this paper with reference to both Dennis Tedlock and Dell Hymes while the importance of 
music as essential part of literary studies was emphasized by both T.S Eliot and Ezra Pound. 
Eliot wrote of the quality he calls “instrumental music” which allows us to “be deeply stirred by 

hearing the recitation of a poem in a language of which we understand no word” (1975, p.22). 

Pound (1968), on the other hand, emphasizes the same idea. He says, “In short, behave as a 

musician, a good musician, when dealing with that phase of your art which has exact parallels in 
music. . . . There is . . . in the best verse a sort of residue of sound which remains in the ear of the 
hearer and acts more or less as an organ-base” (p. 7). 

Similarly, William Wordsworth, in his famous poem “The Solitary Reaper,” stresses the 

power of the sound and music as a means of literary appreciation despite the fact that he doesn‟t 

understand the meaning of the song of the reaping girl.   At the closing lines of the poem, and 
after wondering for long about the meaning of the girl‟s song, he says, “The music in my heart I 

bore, / Long after it was heard no more” (1999, p. 20). The pleasure of Wordsworth is caused by 

what Eliot calls “instrumental music,” and the pleasure it affords comes through the sound.  
Samuel Coleridge, like his friend and colleague William Wordsworth, is moved by the 

song and the music of the Abyssinian maid who plays on the dulcimer and sings of Mount Abora 
in his poem “Kubla Khan.” The speaker of the poem insists that if he could only “revive” within 

him “her symphony and song,” (Quiller, 1919, p.1084) he would recreate the pleasure-dome out 
of music and words, and becomes a magician. The power of the music and words of the oral text, 
in this context, is a means of artistic pleasure and source of inspiration for great literary works.  

 
Ethnopoetic Transcription and Translation of an East-Mediterranean Song 
 Inspired by ethnopoetics as a literary discipline, this paper rediscovers an oral chant that 
has been chanted to children in the East Mediterranean countries since ages. Following the 
guidelines of transcription that have been set by Dinnes Tedlock, the song will be transcribed and 
represented on the page to make it possible for the non-Arab reader to sing it. The chant is also 
explained as an oral narrative along with its social and linguistic contexts.  The song‟s title is 

„Yalla Tnam Reema,‟ which is a Shaman
iii song usually sung by mothers to their children to put 

them to sleep. Like the stories told to children before going to sleep, this chant is a sleeping song 
that is chanted by a large number of people in the east-Mediterranean area.  
 
Poetics of the Chant 

Unlike the narratives told to children who are able to understand and interact with the 
story, this song is usually sung to those younger children or infants who have no sense of 
storytelling. Children, in this age, are in need for a repetitive rhythm and soft tone to help them 
go to sleep. For this reason, the song of discussions is rhythmic and has stanzaic rhyme scheme 
that changes in four stanzas.   
The rhythm of the song alternates between slow and mid-fast, but regular in general and the 
reason is not to distract the child‟s attention. This rhythm is usually accompanied by the regular 

lulling of the child. The lulling and the rhythm are harmonic to serve the same purpose of putting 



AWEJ. Special Issue on Literature No.2   October , 2014       
 

 

East-Mediterranean Ethnopoetics: Transcription and Representation              Elhallaq  
  

Arab World English Journal                                                                       www.awej.org 
ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                  

53 
 

 

the child to sleep. The song is usually sung by a single voice and a soft tone that varies between a 
long tone, as the song starts, then a short tone in the middle which returns to the same length of 
the first part at the end.  

The song has a poetic form although it can‟t be called a poem because it doesn‟t follow 

the rules of Arabic poetry composition. The only similarity is the end rhyme closing the lines 
despite the fact that Arabic blank verse has one end rhyme called (Qafia) that is repeated at the 
end of all lines of the poem. Arabic free verse, on the other hand, on which there is a lot of 
debate whether to be considered poetry or poetic prose, is unrhymed in general. The child‟s song 

of discussion has a stanzaic rhyme pattern which is unfamiliar to both Arabic blank verse and 
free verse. Moreover, the song doesn‟t follow the Arabic poetry meters which are of great 

importance to the process of composition. Arabic poetic meters usually divide the poetic line into 
a regular number of feet in both parts of the poetic line (the poetic line in Arabic poetry is 
usually divided into two parts of the same number of feet). The lines of “Yalla Tnam Reema” 

don‟t have a form of regularity neither in the type of feet nor in the number of feet in each line. 
 

Orality Features 
The song is of oral tradition. It includes the characteristics of oral texts; the first of which 

is the formulaic structure of sentences. All complete sentences in the song have a kind of a 
parallel structure that keeps the same rhythm. Most importantly, there is a set of common 
expressions usually used in Arabic language as formulas to express some ideas. The first 
example which is very common in Arabic is that making supplication to god to make something 
happen (O Lord…. Make something happen). The very common supplications for those whom 
we love are:  Lord make them Healthier and make them love praying fasting.  It is also very 
common in Arabic to describe a beautiful girl as „charming of fine blond hair‟. Another common 

formula used to describe lovely children is „the one who loves you, gives you a kiss, and he who 

hates you, will never succeed‟. Natural elements like, peach trees, apricot trees, Jasmine trees, 

blowing of breeze, are common symbols used in Arabic to refer to the good old days of pastoral 
life.  

A second feature of orality in the song is the repetition of words and phrases; „yalla‟ is 

repeated seven times, „yjeeha‟ is repeated twice, „Reema‟ four times, „Tnam‟ three times, and 

„hey‟ is repeated three times. This repetition, as Tedlock says, “frequently serves obvious poetic 
ends…. repetitions give greater force.”(1972, p. xxvi) The last two lines of the song indicate that 

the song is of an old oral tradition; „Hey Leena, lend us you copper basin to wash Reema‟s cloths 

and dry them on the jasmine tree.‟ The copper basin ceased to be used for washing long time 

ago, and branches of trees are no longer used for drying clothes.  
 

Guidelines for Transcription of the Song 
Unlike the English language, Arabic Language has 28 letters; nine of them are different 

from the English sounds, but have similar places and manners of articulation. The first of which 
is the /ق / (Qaf) sound, which is a voiceless uvular stop. It is a heavy /q/ sound. The song 
discussed is in the east Mediterranean dialect, in which speakers change the heavy /q/ sound into 
an /a/ sound, for example the word /qahwa/ „coffee‟ in classical Arabic, is pronounced /aahwa/ in 
east Mediterranean dialect. To solve the problem of confusion with the original /a/ sound, the 
heavy /q/ will be represented as /a~/ in the song transcription. The second sound is / خ/  (kha), 
which is voiceless uvular fricative. It is usually transcribed as /x/ sound as in (Javier), but in 
order not to be mixed with the original English „x‟ sound, it will be represented as /kh/ in the 
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song transcription. The third sound is / غ/ (Gha) like in (Ghoul), which is voiced uvular fricative. 
It will be transcribed as /gh/ in the song. The fourth is / ح/ (ha) like in (humus), which is 
voiceless pharyngeal fricative. It will be transcribed as /h/. The fifth sound is / ع /  like in 
(Amman), which is voiced pharyngeal fricative. It is usually transcribed as /aa/ sound, but to 
avoid the confusion with both English /a/ sound and Arabic /a~/, it will be transcribed as /a‟/ in 

the song. The sixth sound is /ص /,  which is a heavy /s/ sound like in (sudden). It will be 
transcribed as /s/ in the song. The seventh sound is / ض/, which is a heavy /d/ sound. It will be 
transcribed as /d/ in the song. The eighth sound is / ط  /, which is a heavy /t/ sound; it will be 
transcribed as /t / in the song. The last different sound is /ظ/, which is a heavy /δ / sound like in 
(thus). It will be transcribed as /th/ in the song. The table below sums up the different sounds 
from English and their transcription in the song. 

 
     Table 1. Transcription of Arabic sounds different from English  

Arabic 
Alphabet 

In English written 
as 

Sounds as in Transcription in 
the song 

 /~a heavy /q/ Quran  /a (Qaf) ق
 /Javier /kh (kha) خ
 /Ghoul /gh (Gha) غ
 /Humus /h (ha) ح
 /‟Amman /a (aa) ع
 /a heavy /s/ Sudden /s ص
 /a heavy /d/ Dump  /d ض
 /a heavy /t/ Tough  /t ط
 /a heavy /δ / Thus  /th ظ

  
The loudness in this song ranges between normal speech and whispering. Following Tedlock‟s 

method of transcription, the soft whisper-like tone will be represented by lowercase letters (font 
10), normal speech, on the other hand, will be represented by lowercase letters (font 12). The 
tone which may be louder than normal speech will be represented by capital letters. Different 
pitches will be represented by a level that is different from the normal level of transcription. The 
high pitch will be transcribed above the normal pitch, while the lower pitch will be in a lower 
level than the pitch of normal speech. Example:   

HE 
              sang  
                      a song  

 
Another important aspect of transcription is the time interval spent in singing a word or 

part of it. Adopting Tedlock‟s method of representation, “the long time or distance may be 

indicated by repeated vowels rather than by long dashes, while keeping a steady pitch.” (1972, p. 

xxiii) In case there is a change in the pitch, the lower pitch will be represented by a descending 
ladder shape vowels, while the higher pitch will be represented by an ascending ladder vowel 
shape.  The longer the steps of the ladder, the longer the time distance indicated and vice versa.  

 
Representation of the Translation  

When a translation is done into another language, the translator has to interpret the 
meaning and render it in the new language.  It is, by nature, an approximation of the meaning, 
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since words and ideas cannot be expressed identically in different languages. When I started 
translating this song, I encountered a number of conventional problems of translation. One of 
these problems is the cultural problem; the song is a cultural song that is sung in a certain 
situation to specific listeners. If the translation has been done without the explanatory 
background provided in this paper, it will be very difficult for the target language reader to 
understand what it is all about. The song also has some cultural terms that may seem out of 
context or lack coherence for the target language reader. These cultural terms are „I will 

slaughter a pigeon for her,‟ „kidnapped by the gypsies,‟ and „oh you the one who sells grapes and 

grapes' jam.‟ Each of them has its cultural connotations that require further explanations. I 

preferred to keep them as they are without further explanation because I think explaining them 
will add more ambiguity to the song.  

Arabic is a characterized by verbosity; it has a very big number of words, and words have 
many shades of meaning.  Thus, as in many languages, it often requires more wordiness to get 
the exact meaning of the source text.  No matter how many times the translation of this song was 
revised, there might be something lacking.  

A third problem was translating „vocables‟ or „untranslatables‟, which are the nonsense 

words. Such words have no meaning, but serve necessary rhyming sounds in the song. 
„Witishetsha witishetsha‟ are two repetitions of the same nonsense word in the song. They have 

no meaning in the Arabic language, but they are used in the song to serve both the rhythm and 
rhyme. They are rhythmic because of repeated similar syllables and they rhyme with the end of 
the following line. Instead of deleting them from the translation, I preferred to keep them 
untranslated. A similar decision I took regarding the proper names in the song. Reema and Leena 
are two Arabic proper names for girls. Both are translatables, but translating their meaning would 
be of no benefit because they are originally used in the song as proper names not because of the 
connotations of their meaning.  

 Because of the stanziac pattern of the song, and the Arabic poetic line structure, which is 
usually divided into two parts, as well as the rhyme of the song, it was difficult for me to decide 
how to transcribe or represent the English translation of the song on paper.  The tone of the song, 
the pitch of pronunciation and the time distance also added to this difficulty. I found that the best 
method of representation is Tedlock's technique that combines both the poetic and dramatic 
features of the text. Such approach enabled me to determine the tone, rhythm, intonation, pauses 
all other supra-semantic elements. 

To make the chant more accessible to the English speaker, the translation of the song is 
represented in the same way English poetry is written. Another reason that supports this 
approach is the difference in the word order of both Arabic and English languages. This 
difference makes it difficult to compare the transcription of the song with the representation of 
its translation. The transcription represents the Arabic word order while the translation follows 
the English language grammar and structure. The following two pages show the transcription of 
the song and the representation of its translation successively. 

 
Conclusion 
In closing, this paper surveyed the main interests of ethnopoetics and explained Dennis 
Tedlock‟s method of transcription.  It also focused on ethnopoetics as a literary discipline that 

aspires to rediscover the oral narratives of different cultural backgrounds.  To reconstruct the 
east-Mediterranean cultural voice and for the purpose of increasing appreciation of the 
indigenous texts by English language readers, this paper applied Tedlock‟s  approach to an 
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exemplary text from the Middle East region.  The paper concludes that for better understanding 
and appreciation of an oral text, common translation is not enough. It appears that the text has to 
be considered in terms of complete oral performance and representation on the page. If one 
wishes to reach as large an audience as possible to reflect target-culture aesthetics, Tedlock‟s 

method is advisable. 
Transcription of the song 
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Representation of the Song’s Translation 

 

[tense voice ] O lord make Reema fall asleep__ 

let sleep come to her__ 

[tense voice ] O lord make her love praying__   

make her love fasting__ 

[tense voice ] O Lord make her healthier__    

 [whisper like] a day after day__  

let her sleep, let her sleep;     

[normal voice ] and I will slaughter a pigeon for her in turn 

O pigeons don‟t take me seriously,   

I am bluffing Reema to sleep. 

Reema, Reema you are a charming girl,  

you have a fine blond hair  

Those who love you, give you a kiss   

and he who might hate you will never succeed__ 

[ smooth] Oh you who sells grapes. 

 and grapes jam 

tell my father and tell my mother 

[ Normal again] I was kidnapped by the  Gypsies 

when I was playing under Majdalia tent__ 

Wtishetsha Wtishetsha  

peach trees grow below the apricots‟ ones 

every time the breeze blows    

I will pick an apricot for Reema to eat. 

Hey Hey  you Leena; 

lend us your copper basin  

to wash Reema‟s clothes__ 

and dry them up on the Jasmine tree__. [ smooth voice] 
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Authors Notes 

i The Washington Post introduces Hymes as “an influential scholar of linguistics and 
anthropology who helped pioneer the study of how people use language in their everyday 
lives…. While scholars such as Noam Chomsky studied the abstract ways that people acquire 

grammar and other language skills, Dr. Hymes pursued a simpler question: How do people 
communicate?” (Langer, 2009) 
ii A Research Professor of Anthropology at the State University of New York at Buffalo. 
iii „Sham‟ refers to the countries located in the east Mediterranean area which are: Syria, 

Lebanon, Palestine and Jordan 
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Abstract 
Amy Foster has never been one of the most popular or critically acclaimed works by Joseph 
Conrad. Yet this early story clearly deserves attention. Initially analyzed mostly in terms of 
autobiographical criticism, it has recently been read through the post-colonial and feminist 
lenses, with emphasis on intercultural encounters or misogynistic treatment of the female 
character. The present article focuses on the issues of narrative point of view to discuss Conrad‟s 

text as a study in the mechanism of othering. Literally and metaphorically speaking, Amy Foster 
revolves around issues related to voice. Like Conrad‟s major works, this text foregrounds the act 
of narration. The tragic tale of an outcast dying in utter solitude is told by a country doctor whose 
credibility is in turn established and qualified by the frame narrator.  
Aware of the relativity of social mores and having enough sensitivity to understand the victim‟s 

alienation, the narrator links ethnocentrism to fear, lack of imagination and imprisonment in 
cultural narratives. Ironically, his own tale is not free of bias and reveals limits to his empathy. 
Thus, while it explores the simultaneously inclusionary and exclusionary nature of cultural 
narratives, Amy Foster also highlights the subjectivity and incompleteness of any act of 
perception.  
 
Key words: voice, empathy, cultural scripts, othering 
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 Empathy and Othering in Joseph Conrad’s Amy Foster 
Conrad‟s short story Amy Foster, first published in the Illustrated London News  in 1901 

and subsequently in Typhoon and Other Stories in 1903, easily lends itself to interpretation in 
terms of autobiographical criticism. The poignant tale of a castaway dying in utter solitude in a 
small village on the coast of Kent can be seen as reflecting Conrad‟s own predicament of living 

in exile.  In view of how often the novelist was called "[a]n alienated émigré... an outsider, 
nationally and culturally” (Najder, 2007, p. 576) it is not surprising that many critics  read Amy 
Foster as mirroring Conrad‟s suppressed dislike of England or his marital and sexual problems.

i 
This, however, is but one of many different approaches. In the words of a scholar, “Conrad has 

been read so radically differently at different times that it is tempting to talk of different 
Conrads” (Collits, 2005, p. 3). What does this text mean to today‟s reader? 
 Conrad was writing at the heyday of the British Empire and at the time of intense 
preoccupation with the issue of national character; at the same time, he was experimenting with 
new literary techniques. Hence, on both thematic and structural level his work is of obvious 
interest to participants in the post-modern discourse “rotating around the “identity” axis” 

(Bauman, 2004, p.1). Applying the prism of post-colonial studies to Conrad‟s position on race, 

imperialism or eurocentrism has resulted in insightful, albeit often conflicting conclusions (see, 
for example, Achebe, 1996; Krajka, 1990; Hampson, 2000; Hooper, 1996; Firchow, 2000; Ross, 
2004; Collits, 2005, and Henthorne, 2008). Similarly, discussion of female characters in 
Conrad‟s fiction shifted from complaints about their presence in otherwise “masculine” tales 

(Moser, 1966, p. 99) to complex analyses of their role and portrayal; the claim that Conrad‟s 

“narrative strategies are articulated through a language of sexual difference” (Schneider, 2003, p. 

4) best captures the distance travelled in this regard. The focus on identity, gender and 
intercultural encounters that has yielded new and valuable insights into Conrad‟s major works 

appears to be also very relevant pertaining to Amy Foster. After all, although this text does not 
set Europe against its colonies, it depicts a cultural Other, probes gender stereotypes, and 
problematizes the issue of interpretative authority.  
 Placed within the framework of post-colonial and gender studies, the present article 
proposes that Amy Foster can be read as a study in the mechanism of othering. The concept of 
othering builds on Hegel‟s theory of self and other, universalized later by Beauvoir in The 
Second Sex with regard to gender and by Said in Orientalism with regard to race; it also draws 
extensively on the work of the French psychoanalyst Lacan. Coined by Spivak in 1980, the term 
has since then been widely used in the liberal arts, social studies, and intercultural research (see 
Dervin, 2011). Broadly speaking, othering is related to ethnocentricity and stereotyping; it 
always involves the domination of an in-group that declares itself superior to the out-group and 
denies the Other subjectivity and uniqueness. Thus understood, the term seems applicable and 
useful in discussing Conrad‟s short story. 
 The plot in Amy Foster is stark in its simplicity. Lured by ruthless agents, a young 
mountaineer, Yanko, leaves his Carpathian village in search of a better future in America. After a 
traumatic voyage his ship runs aground; as the only survivor he finds himself in a small rural 
community in England where he meets with hostility and rejection. He tries to adapt and 
manages to get a foothold in the community; he even marries Amy Foster, the only person who 
initially shows him some kindness. However, the birth of a son marks the beginning of “steady 

domestic differences” (p. 226)
ii in the life of the couple. Amy, herself a liminal community 

figure, feels threatened when Yanko tries to share his own language and heritage with their child. 
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In the end, she abandons her husband when he is raving in fever and asking for water in his 
native language. The narrator, a country doctor, attributes Yanko‟s death to heart failure. 
 Although the outcast‟s tragic fate is the affective core of the narrative, it is merely one of 
the building blocks of its thematic structure. Like Conrad‟s major works, Amy Foster 
foregrounds the act of narration. Literally and metaphorically speaking, the story revolves around 
issues related to voice and point of view. Similarly to what he does in his earlier texts, in Amy 
Foster Conrad uses his signature narration - within - narration structure. The dominant voice in 
the story is that of Kennedy, a physician with  “the talent of making people talk to him freely, 

and an inexhaustible patience in listening to their tales” (p. 202).  In the main, the fictional world 

is revealed to the reader as seen through this man‟s “grey, profoundly attentive eyes” (p. 202). At 

the same time, Kennedy‟s reliability is established and qualified by his anonymous addressee. 
Introducing Kennedy in the opening sentences of the text the frame narrator tells us that this man 
served abroad and wrote papers on the flora and fauna of little known places. From the outset, 
his comment delineates the parameters of the doctor‟s vision: 
 

The penetrating power of his mind, acting as a corrosive fluid, had destroyed 
his ambition… His intelligence is of scientific order, of an investigating habit, 

and of that unappeasable curiosity which believes that there is a particle of a 
general truth in every mystery. (p. 202) 

Then again, Kennedy and the frame narrator have much in common. Their camaraderie is 
implied early on in the surprisingly instantaneous agreement as to Amy‟s appearance and mental 

faculties. They see her as ugly, dull, passive and lacking any depth, “a vague shape which, after 

all, may be nothing more curious or strange than a signpost” (p. 204). The ease and unanimity 

with which they this opinion portend a shared world view. iii Furthermore, as pointed out by 
Hampson (2000), both Kennedy and his companion are expatriates who have considerable 
knowledge of the world outside the community to which they return and which they observe 
with some measure of detachment and an almost ethnographic interest. Theirs is the  “high point 

of view – the panoptical stance – is enjoyed by those in privileged positions in the social 
structure, to whom the world appears as a spectacle, stage, performance” (McClintock, 1995, 

p.122). 
 It is from this perch that Kennedy depicts a community faced with the threat of the Other. 
His account identifies three possible reactions to foreignness, ranging from interest in the 
outlandish, shown by Mr. Swaffer, to human kindness displayed by Amy, to rejection and 
downright hostility demonstrated by most of the villagers. Ultimately, what prevails and 
determines the course of events is the ethnocentric attitude. The doctor‟s speculation on the 

question as to why and how it happens centers on the role of empathy. 
 Among the villagers, Swaffer is an exception, his eccentricity known and tolerated only 
because of his wealth and social standing.  He acts out of curiosity rather than true kindness. He 
“keeps” Yanko, almost like a pet, due to his interest in what he perceives as exotic, not due to 

solidarity with another human being. Just as he does not need to explain himself to the villagers, 
he does not feel any need to communicate with the alien. Only after he saves Swaffer‟s 

granddaughter from drowning does Yanko earn a place at his table and later on a cottage and an 
allowance that enables him to marry Amy. This act of gratitude, however, is not equivalent to 
opening a dialogue, and although it gives Yanko access to the community, it does not secure his 
place in it. 
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 Amy‟s impulsive act of kindness - giving Yanko some bread when he is hunted down and 
locked up as a dangerous creature or deranged lunatic – stands in direct contrast to Swaffer‟s 

attitude.  Amy is herself a marginal figure in the community due as much to her meager 
resources as to her looks and personality. If heard at all, her voice is “low and timid” (p. 202), 

and she speaks with “a slight hesitation in her utterance, a sort of preliminary stammer” (p. 204); 

addressed harshly, she quickly loses her head. She seems to blend in with the surroundings, her 
life nothing but drudgery. Ironically, she becomes socially visible - and of interest to Kennedy - 
only through her association with Yanko. As presented by Kennedy, Amy lacks subjectivity, 
which makes identification with her difficult. Yet she plays a major role in the tragedy and the 
narrator‟s ruminations on it. In his eyes, it is Amy‟s empathy that initially helps the outcast 

survive, and it is its withdrawal that kills him. If her attraction to Yanko shocks the locals, her 
desertion of him when he is sick mystifies the doctor. How does he account for such a failure of 
compassion?  
 What initially distinguishes Amy from her neighbors and family members is her 
gentleness. As Kennedy observes, “there is no kindness of heart without a certain amount of 

imagination” (p. 204). Although Amy‟s senses are dulled by the sameness of her daily routine, 

she has some sensitivity; in Kennedy‟s words, she has enough imagination to find beauty in “an 

unfamiliar shape” (p. 204) and “”silently, obstinately” (p. 205) fall in love with Yanko. In doing 
so she lays a claim to selfhood and stands her ground against the voice of the public opinion.  
Yet this position is only temporary. In fact, the limits of Amy‟s empathy are signaled very early 

in the story. Kennedy reports that she had never been heard to express a dislike for a single 
human being, and she was tender to every living creature; yet for all her kindheartedness she did 
nothing to save her employer‟s pet bird:  
 

… as to Mrs. Smith‟s grey parrot, its peculiarities exercised upon her a positive 
fascination. Nevertheless, when the outlandish bird attacked by the cat, shrieked for 
help in human accents, she ran out into the yard stopping her ears, and did not 
prevent the crime. (p. 204) 

This incomprehensible failure to act is  attributed by the villagers to Amy‟s stupidity; to 

the narrator it also  displays her fundamental weakness and augurs her flight from Yanko.  
The doctor considers Amy‟s abandonment of her husband  “physiologically” possible. In his 

eyes Amy is a creature of habit and instinct. Despite her kindheartedness and physical attraction 
to her husband, she is too squeamish and weak-minded to stand by him. Not having enough 
imaginative sensitivity to understand the pain of Yanko‟s alienation, she feels threatened by his 
intention to teach their son, Little John, to speak his language. What is more, she does not remain 
loyal to him for long.  In Kennedy‟s words, with Yanko‟s physical presence gone, “his memory 

seems to have vanished from her dull brain as a shadow passes away upon a white screen” (p. 

229).  Ultimately, the narrator attributes Amy‟s betrayal of her husband  to “nothing but the 

maternal instinct and … unaccountable fear” (p. 228). At the same time, since he acknowledges 

that the fear is fueled by “all the talk against the man that had been dinned into her ears” (p. 227), 

he also sees it as a product of the community‟s mentality.  “All the countryside” speaks with one 

voice, and this voice of the collective consciousness becomes an inexorable force. If in Heart of 
Darkness Conrad personifies the wilderness, in Amy Foster it is the intermental thoughtiv  that 
acquires the status of an agent in the drama.  
 To a considerable extent, the characters in Amy Foster are shown as products of their 
milieu. The story exemplifies what Leo Gurko has called Conrad‟s unique gift - “his abnormal 
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awareness of place, an awareness magnified to almost a new dimension in art, an ecological 
dimension defining the relationship between earth and man" (Gurko, 1962, p.147). The 
symbolism of the setting is crucial in building the theme of alienation and imprisonment. 
Pointing out that the landmarks dominating the landscape in Amy Foster suggest “ramparts 

designed to repel intruders” (p.162), Simmons (2006) has noted that  “this demonstrates how the 
rules of cultural inclusion are simultaneously those that ensure the exclusion of others” (p.162). 

In fact, throughout the text the protagonists‟ mental landscapes appear to be both shaped by their 

physical surrounding and symbolized through their interaction with it. Thus the essential 
difference between the foreigner and the community that rejects him is captured in the 
juxtaposition of the frame narrator‟s comment on the locals, “The men we walked past, slow, 

unsmiling, with downcast eyes, as if the melancholy of an over-burdened earth had weighted 
their feet, bowed their shoulders, borne down their glances (p.203), with Kennedy‟s recollection 

of Yanko, a mountaineer “straight as a pine, with something striving upwards in his 

appearance… when he was passing one of these villagers here, the soles of his feet did not seem 

to me to touch the dust of the road (pp. 204-205). To the villagers, Yanko‟s racial  
characteristics, body language and behavior - the way he walks, dances, eats or lies in the grass 
looking at the sky - mark him as foreign and “odious.” However, it is his voice that makes him 

completely unacceptable.  

 Communication – verbal or non-verbal- requires shared symbolic competence and 
comparable levels of emotionality; without them speech will sound “annoying” or terrifying. In 
Amy Foster the locality the characters inhabit is shown to be palpably the space of shared 
cultural codes and signifying practices. Doubtless, speech is the most distinctive denominator of 
culture and identity. After he is washed ashore, Yanko finds himself in an alien land. His 
inability to speak English makes him less than human to the villagers. This degradation is both 
verbal and physical, as exemplified by the use of animal imagery and brutalizing handling. 
Reduced to the level of a “creature”, the castaway is feared and hated like Frankenstein‟s 

monster. Needless to say, the castaway‟s attempts to communicate further alienate him. His 

“insane, disturbing voice, a sudden burst of rapid, senseless speech” (p. 213) is interpreted as a 

sign of lunacy. He becomes an embodiment of the Other that must be hunted down and locked 
up to protect the community. 
 What Conrad does so well in Amy Foster is to show the alienation of an individual  
“taken out of his knowledge” (p. 211). Even when Yanko learns some English and can 

communicate with Kennedy in “childish language, he does not have the words in any language to 

describe his harrowing journey because he is talking about things he had never before 
encountered or imagined. Similarly, his interiorized frames of reference do not work in the new 
environment. In disparate cultural scripts the same act or behavior will be interpreted differently 
or made meaningless. As Kennedy puts it,  "this castaway that like a man transplanted into 
another planet, was separated by an immense space from his past and by an immense ignorance 
from his future” (p. 222). Uprooted and taken outside of the web of shared assumptions and 

associations Yanko looks for similarities to find only differences; he lives in the world of what in 
Lost in Translation Eva Hoffman calls empty signifiers. 
 Just as Yanko is “taken out of his knowledge,” the people that reject him are imprisoned 

in theirs. In Amy Foster ethnocentrism is shown to be grounded in fear, ignorance and lack of 
sensitivity. The locals are not bad – they just lack imagination. As Kennedy puts it,   
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Smith is not a hard man at all, but he had room in his brain only for that one idea of lunacy. He 
was not imaginative enough to ask himself whether the man might not be perishing with cold and 
hunger. (p. 213)  
Moreover, the villagers form an isolated, close knit community, with its collective memory and 
consciousness a combination of the factual and hearsay. Bound together by telling and retelling 
stories, they weave a social fabric that cannot accommodate difference. The  “dread of an 

inexplicable strangeness” (p. 213) that marks Yanko with “a peculiar and indelible stamp” (p. 

221) of foreignness is fueled by gossip, rumor and conjecture. 
 Not surprisingly, Yanko remains an object of close scrutiny and discussion even after he 
makes “progress” in cultural adjustment. The inhabitants of the village get used to seeing the 

outsider, but” his peculiarities” (p. 221) continue to offend them. The intensity of this resentment 
becomes clear when Yanko decides to marry Amy. Up in arms, the community immediately 
closes ranks to “protect” one of their own armed with the predictable argument that “these 

foreigners behave very queerly to women sometimes” (p. 226). The opposition will not lessen 
with time. Naturally, the outcast‟s attempts to cling to some aspects of his cultural identity- his 
ways of singing, dancing, courting or praying - and later on to share them with his son aggravate 
the situation. Simply put, there is simply no place and no role for Yanko in the cultural script the 
community enacts and acts out. Consequently, after his death, all the traces of his presence need 
to be expunged from shared memory. This happens quickly, since erasure of incongruities in 
orally transmitted versions of events is not difficult. Yanko is illiterate and the only written 
record of his presence in the village is the cross made in the marriage contract. Hence even his 
name is obliterated and soon his son begins to be known simply as “Amy Foster‟s boy.”  

Nonetheless, Yanko continues to live - and comes to life for the reader - in the space allotted to 
him by Kennedy‟s interest and memory. What kernel of truth does the narrator find in the story 

he tells and what does it disclose about him?  
 Kennedy‟s vision is sufficiently broad to encompass varying perspectives. With his 

experience and scientific bend of mind, he is aware of the relativity of social mores and the 
mechanism of othering. In allowing us to hear Yanko‟s voice he stresses the equivalence of the 
two cultures that conceptualize experience differently; at times, Yanko‟s culture is shown as 

morally superior. Furthermore, despite his tone of detachment the doctor is sensitive enough to 
understand the depth of the outcast‟s despair and loneliness. Clearly, his pronouncement that 

Yanko died of heart failure is more an expression of this empathy than a medical diagnosis. At 
the same time, the narrator‟s interest in reading minds does not extend to Amy. In fact, he denies 
her any depth or complexity. Arguably, Kennedy‟s narrative is gendered in silencing Amy and 

making her a conduit for perpetuating repressive attitudes. If the villagers at times look like 
ethnographic plates, Amy is almost a blank. As observed by Hooper , “the real other in 

Kennedy‟s story is not Yanko, but Amy” (p.15).  
 Like other works by Conrad, Amy Foster questions the validity of relying exclusively on 
either a scientific or non-scientific understanding of reality. Knowledge is not sufficient to deal 
with the complexities of human emotions and relationships; ignorance or a purely instinctive 
reaction is even more detrimental or useless. A reader of Conrad does not need to be reminded of 
the novelist‟s conviction that neither philosophy nor art will help us to penetrate through the 
outer shapes to the inner truth.  While Amy Foster mirrors this skepticism, it also highlights the 
role of imagination; “the enemy of men, the father of all terror” (Lord Jim p. 8) can be 
dangerous, but it can allow for an empathetic identification with others. One could add that it is 
in fact indispensable in the process of acknowledging our own foreignness. As Kristeva puts it so 
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eloquently,” it is with the help of that sole support that we can attempt to live with others”  

(Kristeva, 1991, p. 170). It is dearth of empathy that does not allow Kennedy to recognize the 
moment of crisis and prevent Yanko‟s demise. The answer to his question why he “didn‟t see” 

that Yanko would be abandoned by his wife lies in his lack of what Conrad calls “imaginative 

responsiveness” (p. 165) in Heart of Darkness or later on “responsive sensitiveness” (p. 74) in 

The Rescue.  
The narrator‟s failure to see is important in determining his interpretative authority. As a 

recorder of events who is both an insider and outsider in the world he is depicting, Kennedy is 
not free of bias. His narrative reveals the limits of perception resulting from  the observer-object 
of observation relationship. To quote Hawkes (1977),  
Every perceiver‟s method of perceiving can be shown to contain an inherent bias which affects 
what is perceived to a significant degree. A wholly objective perception of individual entities is 
therefore not  possible: any observer is bound to create something of what he observes (p.17). 
Hence, Hawkes concludes, the thing really worth observing is the relation between the observer 
and the object of observation. This statement rings very true with reference to Amy Foster. 
Kramer (2003) is right when he points out the centrality of the narrator‟s role in this short story.  
 The interpretative frame that structures Kennedy‟s understanding of the world is exposed 

through the persistence with which the image of imprisonment punctuates the movement of his 
narrative. On several occasions Kennedy compares Yanko to a wild bird under a net; he also uses 
this metaphor almost verbatim in the final scene, this time with reference to Yanko‟s son, Little 

John. The image of Amy hovering over the crib of her son “with his fluttered air of a bird in a 

snare” (p. 230) crystalizes the doctor‟s view of Yanko‟s tragic fate. It also poses as a universal 

truth about the condition of man. For the narrator Yanko‟s fate encapsulates a tragedy “arising 

from irreconcilable differences and the fear of the Incomprehensible that hangs over all our 
heads - over all our heads. …” (p. 203). This belief is in some ways akin to Yanko‟s belief that 

Amy‟s instinctive goodness, her “good heart,” will save their union. Both views propose the 

existence of human emotions that are universal in nature and mechanisms of human interaction 
that function independently of time and place. Ironically, while Kennedy recognizes the force 
and rigidity of culturally determined boundaries and perspectives in the society he studies, he 
tends to disregard them when it comes to formulating – and reflecting on - his own conclusions.  
 In the end, Amy Foster shows not only the storyteller‟s fallibility but also his loneliness. 

What we see and share is always but an approximation. If it is hard to see the truth of anyone‟s 

existence, including one‟s own, it is even more difficult to share it with others. We live by telling 

stories and they can bring us together, but they also separate us. Thus Amy Foster echoes 
Marlow‟s conclusion in Heart of Darkness, “…No, it is impossible; it is impossible to convey 

the life-sensation of any given epoch of one‟s existence – that which makes its truth, its meaning 
– its subtle and penetrating essence. It is impossible. We live as we dream - alone… (Conrad, 

1996, p. 43).  
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Notes 
i The parallels between Conrad‟s alienation and the experience he describes in Amy Foster are plentiful.  
As recollected by Jessie Conrad, during their honeymoon Conrad fell ill and, delirious with fever, 
frightened her by speaking in Polish. In her words, “Now he raved in grim earnest, speaking only in his 

native tongue and betraying no knowledge of who I might 
For hours I remained by his side watching the feverish glitter of his eyes that seemed fixed on some 
object outside my vision, and listening to the meaningless phrases and lengthy speeches, not a word of 
which I could understand (1935:26). In this context Edward Said has remarked, "It is difficult to read 
„Amy Foster‟ without thinking that Conrad must have feared dying a similar death, inconsolable, alone, 
talking away in a language no one could understand" (Said, 1998, p.2).   
iiConrad, J. (1947). Amy Foster. In The Conrad Companion. A.J. Hoppe (Ed.) (1947). London: Phoenix 
House. Henceforth referred to by a page number. 
iii As observed by feminist critics, this camaraderie suggests the viewpoint of a male audience marginalizing the 
female point of view and it seems to extend to the implied reader.  
 
iv Palmer (2010) has noted that intermental thinking understood as “joint, group, shared, or collective thinking”… 

socially distributed, situated, or extended cognition” (184) is as prevalent in fictional worlds as it is in the real world. 
His comment, “ a large amount of the subject matter of novels is the formation, development, maintenance, and 
breakdown of these intermental units” (184) will certainly resonate with the reader of Amy Foster. 
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Abstract 
The purpose of this paper is to examine how Arab British novelist Leila Aboulela represents a 
number of marginalized characters in a way that enables them to express their opinions about 
Sudan‟s imminent independence in her historical novel Lyrics Alley (2010). The novel, which is 
set in 1950s Sudan, focuses on mini narratives rather than on the grand narrative of independence 
and shows how the aspirations and disillusionments of these characters intertwine with debates 
and discussions about the future of the emergent nation. The voices of these characters vibrantly 
resonate throughout the novel in a way that draws attention to Fredric Jameson‟s provocative 

statement that third-world cultural productions are “national allegories”. In a novel populated by 

heterogeneous characters whose differences in opinions and thoughts are tremendously 
influenced by their diverse socio-political backgrounds, the nation is defined, delineated and 
configured in infinite ways. In this sense, Lyrics Alley can be perceived as Aboulela‟s attempt to 

investigate, from the perspective of the less privileged,  the history of Sudan and explore how the 
colonial era has tremendously influenced Sudan in the post-colonial era culturally, politically, 
economically, ideologically and socially. By giving a space for characters of different 
backgrounds to express their views and feelings on such a thorny topic, the novelist creates a 
platform for discussing, from varied angles, a topic that is almost always monopolized by 
politicians and upper class elites. 
Keywords: Arab writers in diaspora, Fredric Jameson, Leila Aboulela, national allegory, Sudan 
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Writing from the Margins of the Nation: Leila Aboulela’s Lyrics Alley 
Leila Aboulela is a British Arab novelist who uses English as a tool for writing. She grew up in 
Khartoum and lived much of her adult life in Scotland and now lives in Doha. Prior to Lyrics 
Alley (2010), Aboulela wrote two novels, namely, The Translator (1999) and Minaret (2005) and 
a collection of short stories titled Coloured Lights (2001). The Translator and Minaret portray 
characters whose Islamic beliefs greatly influence their perceptions about their identities and 
largely regulate their relationships with other characters and the societies in which they live. 
Both novels are set in Britain and depict the daily experiences of Muslim women who attempt to 
negotiate the terms and conditions of their existence and create a niche for themselves in a 
secular world that pays little attention to religious beliefs, values and mores. As Hassan (2008), 
Abbas (2011), Chambers (2011), Nash (2012) and Rashid (2014) illustrate in their discussions of 
these two novels, the two women suffer from a sense of displacement, unhomeliness and 
alienation and they ultimately find solace in Islamic faith which morally and psychologically 
nurtures the two characters by offering a sense of belonging that other forms of camaraderie fail 
to foster. 

Lyrics Alley is thematically and structurally different from Aboulela‟s previous two 

novels. On the one hand, the novel is set in 1950s Sudan, the years that lead up to the nation‟s 

independence. In this novel, “the nation as a narrative,” to borrow Homi Bhabha‟s words, 

intertwines with the ambivalent narratives of the characters who populate the novel (2000, p. 
292). On the other hand, the novel explores the hopes and agitations of more heterogeneous 
characters whose social classes, gender, education, professions, ideological backgrounds, 
generation and citizenship status are varied. Specifically, while both The Translator and Minaret 
focus on the development of two female protagonists, Sammar and Najwa, respectively, Lyrics 
Alley is populated with more diverse characters whose expectations and disappointments are 
revealed in different chapters of the book. Each chapter is structured around the narratives of 
Mahmoud, Nur, Soraya, Ustaz Badr and Nabila who express their views, utter their judgments, 
and project their fears and hopes of the future as the nation marches into independence from the 
Anglo-Egyptian Condominium. In this sense, Lyrics Alley can be perceived as Aboulela‟s 

attempt to investigate, from the perspective of the less privileged,  the history of Sudan and 
explore how the colonial era has tremendously influenced Sudan in the post-colonial era 
culturally, politically, economically, ideologically and socially. 

The novel explores the psychological and socio-political implications of Sudan‟s 

imminent independence on a number of characters whose aspirations and disillusionments 
intertwine with debates and discussions about the future of the emergent nation. The discordance 
and cacophony created by the voices of these characters on the eve of independence summon up 
Fredric Jameson‟s controversial statement that third-world cultural productions are “national 

allegories”. In a novel populated by heterogeneous characters whose differences in opinions and 
thoughts are tremendously influenced by their diverse socio-political backgrounds, the nation is 
defined, delineated and configured in infinite ways. In each chapter, the omniscient narrator 
focuses on the thoughts and quotidian experiences of one of the five main characters, initiating a 
colloquy in which the individual anatomizes his/her relationship with the emergent nation, 
gradually exposing and revealing its crudeness and complexity. By writing about her home land, 
Aboulela explores the socio-political context of a crucial period in Sudan‟s modern history and 

sheds light, albeit fictionally, on Sudan‟s chronic identity and political crisis. 
The novel follows the mis/fortunes of the powerful and trade-minded Sudanese family of 

Abuzeid. The head of the family, Mahmoud Abuzeid who is married to two women, a Sudanese 
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and an Egyptian, is attempting to catch the wave of modernisation and technological revolution 
in an anticipation of expanding his business in the post-colonial era. A businessman with 
progressive outlooks, Mahmoud heavily invests in the education of Nur, his younger son from 
his first marriage. He is a promising student at the prestigious Victoria College in Alexandria and 
is in love with his cousin Soraya, the youngest of the three daughters of Mahmoud‟s widowed 

brother and business partner, Idris. Unlike Mahmoud, Idris is dull, lacks a vision and opposes 
Soraya‟s education. One summer, as Nur is swimming on the beaches of the Egyptian resort of 

Alexandria, a strong wave hits him and leaves him crippled. As his hopes for marrying his cousin 
fade away, his talent as a poet gradually emerges. In fact, people start to recite his poetry, 
unwittingly wrapping it in a nationalist and revolutionary aura. In other words, Nur‟s poetry 

which implicitly re-tells the story of his unfulfilled love to Soraya is interpreted by the listeners 
along nationalist lines and is believed to be “encoding anti-British [...] sentiment” and a yearning 

for the independence of Sudan from the Anglo-Egyptian Condominium (Sharkey, 2003b, p. 
102). 

As Sudanese people fervently debate the future of their country‟s relationship with Egypt, 

Mahmoud‟s Egyptian wife, Nabilah, feels uncomfortable living in the Sudanese town of 

Umdurman. For Mahmoud, Nabilah is a modern woman who fits into his plans of modernising 
his private and public life. However, Nabilah decides to return to Egypt, protesting against the 
barbarity with which her husband‟s first wife, Waheeba, has arranged to circumcise her daughter, 
Ferial. In fact, one is tempted to argue that the skirmishes between “Mahmoud‟s two warring 

wives,” to use Aminatta Forna‟s words, reflect the restlessness of the relationship between Cairo 

and Khartoum in the public sphere in the 1950s (2010, para. 5). In the meanwhile, Mahmoud has 
recently become disgruntled because he is unable to find a proper medical treatment for his 
crippled son. Mahmoud‟s love for his son makes him deal leniently with Badr, Nur‟s Egyptian 

teacher, who has approached Mahmoud to lease an apartment in his new building.  Badr‟s 

agitation at the residence allocated to him by the Sudanese government recapitulates his sense of 
unhomeliness in Sudan. He feels that he is an invisible person who lives on the margin of society 
and does not fit within the folds of the emerging nation. Badr‟s faith, however, guides him into 

enduring the hardships of displacement, alienation and marginalization. 
The novel is based on a true story that was inspired by an accident that Aboulela‟s uncle, 

Hassan Awad Aboulela, incurred in 1948, but Aboulela “„moved the date to 1951 so that it 

would coincide with the progress of independence in Sudan‟” and added fictitious characters and 

their plotlines (Tarbush, 2011, p. 7, italics mine). In other words, the changes that Aboulela has 
made show that the novelist is interested in investigating what independence means to the 
characters she depicts in the novel. As Tamara Sivanandan puts it, independence was perceived 
by the masses in Asia, Africa and elsewhere “in a spirit of a heady expectancy” (2004, p. 42). In 

this sense, the novel highlights how these characters view the imminent independence and how 
they experience the few remaining years under the Anglo-Egyptian administration. Specifically, 
the novel‟s “shifting viewpoints,” to quote Anita Sethi‟s words on Aboulela‟s novel, “give 

fascinating insight into Sudanese society, with different characters embodying the dramatic clash 
between tradition and modernity” (2010, para. 2). For instance, the two brothers, Mahmoud and 
Idris, hold two different perspectives on the future of post-colonial Sudan. While Mahmoud 
“kept an open mind and a determination to go with the flow,” Idris “was negative about 

Sudanisation and self-government” (Aboulela, 2010, p. 49). In other words, the two brothers 
offer two contradictory views on independence, a fact that vividly reflects the promise and 
challenge that Sudan‟s imminent decolonization invokes. In this sense, “independence” becomes 
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a heatedly-debated issue which permeates the novel and turns it into a forum for presenting the 
hopes and fears that “independence” may engender. 

In Living with Colonialism: Nationalism and Culture in the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan, 
Heather Sharkey describes Sudan after the re-conquest of 1898 by the Anglo-Egyptian armed 
forces as “a legal anomaly: a de jure territory of two countries, Great Britain and Egypt” (2003b, 

p. 4). Egypt, having itself been “occupied” in 1882 by Britain, “spent the Condominium period 

trying to shake Britain from the Nile Valley even while pressing claims to Egyptian authority 
over the Sudan” (p. 6). Sharkey maintains that Egypt‟s role in Sudan was “mainly as a symbolic 

counterpoint to the British presence and as a source of encouragement for Sudanese resistance to 
British colonialism in the Nile Valley” (p. 6). As Egypt and Sudan were under British colonialist 

influence, the relationships between the Egyptians and Sudanese became more intricate and 
elaborate socially, economically, culturally and politically. The relationship between the two 
countries has a lasting impact on crystallizing an Egyptian national identity. As Eve Troutt 
Powell argues, “the Sudan helped Egyptians identify what was Egyptian about Egypt, in an 

idealized, burgeoning nationalist sense; yet one‟s presence in the Sudan was an exile, a 
detachment from home in Egypt, a disgrace” (2003, p. 51). 

In fact, the relationship between the two countries has come to the foreground before the 
British conquest of the two countries. In the nineteenth century, Egypt‟s Turkish ruler, 

Mohammad Ali, managed to conquer Sudan and annex it to his “small empire” (Powell, p. 27). 

As Powell illustrates, Mohammad Ali‟s “attempts to colonize the Sudan had great impact on the 

future of the Nile Valley and how Egyptians came to draw boundaries in their sense of 
nationhood and nationalism” (p. 27). Specifically, Powell argues that the work of Rifaah Rafi al-
Tahtawi who has sown the first seeds of an Egyptian sense of nationalism, “set down on paper 

important tropes about the Sudan, a place he despised yet considered intrinsic to the territorial 
and historical integrity of Egypt” (p. 23). In fact, some of the remarks made about Sudan by 

Egyptian characters in Lyrics Alley seem to reflect al-Tahtawi‟s thoughts as will be illustrated 

later. In this sense, the novel highlights the fact that Egyptians have contributed to delineating 
Sudan socially, economically, politically and culturally. 

Seen through this lens, the marriage of upper class Sudanese merchant Mahmoud 
Abuzeid to middle class young Egyptian Nabilah in Lyrics Alley is something of a common and 
widespread phenomenon. Equally prevalent is Mahmoud Abuzeid‟s marriage to his Sudanese 

cousin, Waheeba, who after her husband‟s marriage to Nabilah resigns herself to the quarters of 

the mansion the family owns in Umdurman. As Alessandra Rizzo puts it, “Sudan and Egypt are 

two antagonistic women - represented by Waheeba and Nabilah - in Aboulela‟s narrative space” 

(2012, p. 173, italics in original). Along with his ancestral and trade links to Egypt, Mahmoud 
Abuzeid literally and symbolically connects the two countries in the novel and brings into the 
picture the ongoing discussion on the nature of the future political relationships between the two 
neighboring countries. His grandfather immigrated to Sudan in the early 1800s, “fleeing 

conscription in the Egyptian army” (Aboulela, 2010, p. 40). He is married to a Sudanese woman 

and an Egyptian woman, and hence, for him the relationship between Sudan and Egypt is a 
public and private affair. According to C. E. Rashid, “the metropolitan Nabilah [...] and 

traditionalist Waheeba [...] characterize the simultaneous rivalry and inseparability of the two 
cultures” (2012, p. 615). One the one hand, Mahmoud believes that the Egyptians and the 

Sudanese are “„historically, geographically and culturally tied‟” (Aboulela, 2010, p. 195). His 

relationship with his two wives is greatly influenced by the relationship between Sudan and 
Egypt which is not unaffected by British colonialist policies in the Nile Valley. While Mahmoud 
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associates his Sudanese wife, Waheeba, “with decay and ignorance,” “the stagnant past,” 

“crudeness,” he affiliates his Egyptian wife, Nabilah, with “the glitter of the future” and 

“sophistication” (p. 45). In short, Mahmoud and Sudan‟s prospects are inextricably tied. He feels 
that the “misery” of his country is his and serving his nation fill[s] him with the satisfaction that 

he was contributing to his country‟s progress” (p. 268). 
The comments that Rizzo and Rashid make on how the relationship between Nabilah and 

Waheeba mirrors that between Egypt and Sudan in the 1950s draws our attention to Jameson‟s 

provocative stipulation that third-world cultural texts are national allegories “where the telling of 

the individual story and the individual experience cannot but ultimately involve the whole 
laborious telling of the experience of the collectivity itself” (Jameson, 1986, p. 86). The novel 

foregrounds the definition of Sudan as an emergent nation. The setting of the novel and the 
diversity of the socio-political backgrounds of the main characters in the novel raise questions 
about the citizenship status of some of these characters and whether or not they fit in the 
structure of the embryonic nation. Just as these characters struggle to find a niche for themselves 
in the new era of independence and to outline the contours of their identities in a world of 
changing mores, they also cope with colonialism and destabilise it. In other words, British 
colonialism, to borrow Sharkey‟s words on how colonialism has influenced Sudanese 
nationalism and Sudanese officials, has “„got under their skin” [...] It irked them [...] but most of 

the time they lived with it” (Sharkey, 2003b, p. 109). 
While Lyrics Alley depicts the life of a nation under British colonialist administration, it 

attempts to complicate the definition of a nation by centralizing the narratives of marginalized 
characters. The diversity of the socio-political backgrounds of the characters makes hard to view 
the nation as a homogenous body politic. The characters are diverse and so are their expectations 
about the nation. According to Amir Idris, Sudan‟s transition from colonialism to political 

independence marks the start of a “political conflict over the identity of the postcolonial state,” 

throwing the country in “a national identity crisis” (2005, p. 44). As the novel ardently portrays 

the hopes, expectations, fears and disappointments of a host of characters who are socially and 
politically dissimilar, it also highlights both the failure of the nation as a political unit that 
ostensibly represents people. As independence becomes nearer and politicians stake their claims 
for representing the nation, Aboulela creates a fictitious space in which the narratives of 
marginalized characters are centralized. In the novel, to borrow Ania Loomba‟s words on 

Spivak‟s provocative question “Can the Subaltern Speak?”, Aboulela “make[s] visible the 

importance of subalterns without necessarily suggesting that they are agent of their own 
histories” (2005, p. 203, italics in original). 

As the characters voice out their thoughts on the future of Sudan and its thorny 
relationship with its northern neighbor, Egypt, they concurrently express their fears, anxieties, 
hopes and expectations about the future. Their responses and reactions to the ongoing events can 
be viewed as an unofficial national dialogue which supplements and simultaneously destabilises 
the dialogue politicians and partisans are actively involved in. As the novel vividly portrays these 
episodes, one thinks of Jameson‟s argument on the nature of third world literature. Jameson 

argues that: 
All third-world texts are necessarily, I want to argue, allegorical, and in a very 
specific way: they are to be read as what I will call national allegories, even 
when, or perhaps I should say, particularly when their forms develop out of 
predominantly western machineries of representation, such as the novel. (1986, 
p. 69) 
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In fact, Jameson insists that even third-world texts that are “seemingly private and invested with 

a properly libidinal dynamic - necessarily project a political dimension in the form of a national 
allegory” (p. 69). In third world literature, Jameson maintains that “the story of the private 

individual destiny is always an allegory of the embattled situation of the public third-world 
culture and society” (p. 69).

 
He concludes that “third-world national allegories are conscious and 

covert” (p. 69). 
 To illustrate, in the novel, Soraya is preoccupied with the socioeconomic and political 
changes that Sudan‟s imminent independence is expected to engender. As she re-visits her school 
one afternoon, her memories about childhood mix with her outlooks about how British 
colonialism has shaped her identity and those of millions of her compatriots: 

Soraya walked around the empty, shady courtyard. She could hear the faint 
drone of the teachers in various classrooms, and the younger students chanting 
out their times tables. Part of her grievance against British rule, she had come 
to learn in university, was how they established missionary schools to 
undermine and lead astray the Muslim population. (Aboulela, 2010, p. 247) 

As the above quotation demonstrates, a public issue encroaches on Soraya‟s private world. In 

other words, Soraya‟s solitary walk around the courtyard of her childhood school turns into a 
contemplation on how British colonialism has had left everlasting marks on millions of the 
Sudanese via its educational policies in colonial Sudan. In this sense, this episode seems to 
confirm Jameson‟s words and validates his stipulation on the nature of third world literature. 

Several critics have taken different positions in response to Jameson‟s provocative 

statement. Some critics, including Spivak, argue that “Jameson‟s desire to allegorize produces 

allegory‟s most dangerous tendency: moving towards a single, overarching, even totalizing 
meaning” (Tambling, 2010, p. 156). Aijaz Ahmad‟s response is by far the most powerful and 

radical response to Jameson‟s argument as Ahmad dismisses Jameson‟s theory as a “positivist 

reductionism,” and accuses Jameson of “homogenization” and submerging “the enormous 

cultural heterogeneity of social formations within the so-called third world [...] within a singular 
identity of „experience‟” (1987, pp. 4-10). Other critics, like Michael Sprinker, have demanded 
that the national question should be situated “within the context of international determinations 

that exceed the limits imposed by the nation and national culture” (1993, p. 28). Imre Szeman, on 

the other hand, argues that the concept of national allegory “suggests a number of things about 

how we should think about postcolonial or third world texts in the context of the period of 
decolonization and globalization” (2001, pp. 812-813). 

The above argument foregrounds the fact that the relationship between an individual and 
the nation is convoluted and multifaceted. As Homi Bhabha points out, “the people are both the 

historical „objects‟ of a nationalist pedagogy [... and] the „subjects‟ of a process [...] by which the 

national life is redeemed and signified as a [...] reproductive process” (2000, p. 297). In other 

words, the daily experiences of people practically define the outlines of a nation and turn it into a 
recognizable entity. However, in the post-colonial era, as Sivanandan reminds us, “the dreams of 
what independence would bring seem misguided in retrospect” as these states have failed “to 

attain hoped-for social and economic freedoms for their peoples” (2004, p. 42). Bhabha‟s words 

help contextualize Aboulela‟s decision to set her third novel on the eve of Sudan‟s independence 

as the novel investigates the various characters‟ opinions, attitudes, plans and hopes about 

independence. The divergent and discordant voices that one hears in the novel demonstrate the 
complexity and malleability of the definition, nature and limits of the nation-state. By giving a 
space for characters of different backgrounds to express their views and feelings on such a 
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thorny topic, the novelist creates a platform for discussing, from varied angles, a topic that is 
almost always monopolized by politicians and upper class elites. 

As Idris reminds us, in Sudan, “history has always been associated with the institutions of 

the state and the ruling elites” (2005, p. 16). Idris elaborates: 
Therefore, in the case of the Sudan, we have to distinguish between two types 
of history: official history, which tends to be institutionalized by state policy, 
and the subaltern histories of those who are excluded from the state. While the 
former consolidates and justifies the existing nation-state, the latter seeks to 
question its legitimacy by reconstructing and reinterpreting the subaltern. 
(2005, p. 16) 

Idris‟s words help understand the socio-political backdrop of Lyrics Alley. By focusing on mini 
narratives rather than on the grand narrative of independence, Aboulela efficiently employs 
Idris‟s paradigm of “the multitude of levels of history” which, Idris insists, helps clarify “the 

relationship among history, identity, and conflict in the Sudan” (p. 18). The mini narratives that 

the novel valorizes offer alternative histories that undermine the official one. Aboulela‟s novel, to 

quote Loomba once again, positions the articulation of these divergent, yet marginalized, voices 
“with each other and with other social forces” (2005, p. 200). By contextualizing these 
narratives, the novel uncovers untold and suppressed histories. 

Since its publication late 2010, the novel has received a discernible interest by reviewers. 
Most reviews commend Aboulela‟s ability to “dra[w] her wonderfully rich characters” (Yassin-
Kassab, 2011, para. 8), while few complain that Aboulela‟s book “does not echo the present” 

since it is set in “a world of rosy nostalgia” (Qualey, 2011, para. 1). In addition to these reviews, 

two academic articles have investigated the aesthetic and thematic richness of this novel. 
Alessandra Rizzo describes Lyrics Alley as “a translated narrative space, where characters lead a 

nomadic existence within African states” (2012, p. 178, emphasis added). Rizzo‟s analysis of 

Lyrics Alley locates the novel within a vibrant world of immigration, cultural encounters and 
hybridity. However, Rizzo‟s reading of the novel seems to come short of explaining Aboulela‟s 

choice of Sudan‟s imminent independence as the backdrop of her narrative. In addition, Rizzo‟s 

emphasis on the Africanness of Egypt and Sudan eclipses the fact that the two countries are Arab 
countries and that the debate on the Arabness of Sudan has been a central issue in discussions 
about the identity of Sudan before and after its independence as illustrated in the first few pages 
of this research. 

The other academic article that has explored Lyrics Alley so far is by Eva Hunter. In her 
article, Hunter analyzes Aboulela‟s representation of male and female Muslims who have faith. 

Specifically, Hunter contrasts the dullness and servility of Najwa in Minaret with the liveliness 
and self-confidence of Badr in Lyrics Alley. Hunter argues that Aboulela advocates for her 
female characters of faith “an Islamic form of quietism, their withdrawal dovetailing with 
patriarchal views of the virtuous conduct required of women” (2013, p. 97). On the other hand, 

Hunter claims that Badr, the male character who has faith, is “particularly fitted to exercise the 

role of spiritual and moral model in Sudan” (p. 96). Despite the interesting comparison between 
Najwa and Badr, Hunter does not seem to notice that Badr has had his fair share of anguish and 
pain as a foreigner living in Sudan. In fact, at one point, Badr himself notes that he is an invisible 
man among the rich people of Khartoum. When he visits Mahmoud at his mansion, Badr stands 
“unnoticed” by Sudan‟s most important men (Aboulela, 2010, p. 18). Badr acknowledges that 

“he was not one of them […] nor should anyone rise up to greet him” (p. 18). Rather than 
“possess[ing] intellectual and spiritual superiority that compensates for his material poverty” as 
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Hunter claims (p. 97), Aboulela presents Badr as a vulnerable person whose contributions to 
building the nation are eclipsed by his nationality as an Egyptian. 

Indeed, as the characters express their thoughts about the country‟s ongoing affairs, 

including the prospects of the Egyptian-Sudanese ties, the novel turns into a popular debate on an 
issue from which the views of marginalised people, like Badr, are usually unaccounted for. In a 
novel that is set on the eve of independence, to use Bhabha‟s words, “there emerges a more 

instantaneous and subaltern voice of the people, a minority discourse that speaks betwixt and 
between times and places,” making its claims on the national community (2000, p. 309). Of the 
five characters that each chapter alternately concentrates on, four can be easily recognized as 
social and political pariahs; people who are excluded from voicing their opinions about a crucial 
issue like independence and the prospects of the future nation-state. While Mahmoud, the 
prominent Sudanese merchant, can be seen as part of the mainstream, and hence, his thoughts are 
accommodated in a nation-wide discourse on the future of the country, characters like Nur, 
Soraya, Badr and Nabilah are practically excluded from the national dialogue by virtue of their 
physical disability, gender, social status, and citizenship status, respectively. Nevertheless, 
through narrating their stories, these four people participate in the ongoing unofficial discussion 
about independence and the future of the relationship between Sudan and Egypt. In this sense, 
the novel, “uncovers the multiplicity of narratives that were hidden by the grand narratives” 

(Loomba, 2005, p. 200). 
At one point, Nur seemed to be the natural inheritor of the Abuzeid family‟s wealth. He 

was actually preparing himself to play a pivotal role in directing the family‟s business after 
independence. Nur and Soraya have already made up their minds about their future life style: 
they perceive themselves as community leaders who will induce social changes in the post-
colonial era. In Sudan, just like in other African and Asian countries during the period of 
decolonization and right after independence, “the possibilities for independent social, economic, 
and political development seemed within reach,” to quote Sivanandan once again (2005, p. 55). 

Nur and Soraya, in fact, have already started a revolution against the old generation, ridiculing, 
for instance, Idris‟s narrow-mindedness and male chauvinism. When Soraya complains to Nur 
that her father has disallowed her from going to the university, Nur criticizes his uncle‟s short-
sightedness (p. 153). Nur‟s criticism of his uncle‟s position is, in fact, a comment on the position 
taken by Sudanese elites and colonial authorities on the subject of the education of women. As 
Sharkey notes, “Females had no place at Gordon College, nor was education providing basic 
literacy easily accessible to girls throughout the colonial period” (2003b, p. 8). Sharkey argues 
that, “[t]he conservatism of Northern Sudanese society” and “the reluctance of British officials to 

spend scarce funds on [...] girls‟ schools, stifled the development of girls education until late in 

the colonial period” (2003b, p. 8). 
Hence, Nur‟s relentless sardonic mimicry of his uncle‟s conservatism represents the 

criticism of male-chauvinist mentality on a national issue which was hotly debated particularly in 
post-colonial Sudan. Before Nur capitulates to his fate as handicapped as a result of a diving 
accident on the beach of Alexandria, Nur has frequently attended poetry readings that ignite 
nationalist and patriotic feelings. He shares his thoughts and feelings about this approaching 
historic moment with his beloved Soraya: “„It‟s the time we‟re living in; everyone [is] talking 

about self-determination and independence‟” (Aboulela, 2010, p. 12). Nur and Soraya “were 

stirred by the patriotic sentiments that the poem aroused [... They] carried a strong sense of their 
Sudanese belonging. Their glittering future was here, here in this southern land” (Aboulela, 

2010, p. 12). 
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Even after the accident, Nur still feels that “[h]e wants to be the hero of his own life. He 
wants to do, to reach, to contribute” (Aboulela, 2010, p. 161). Bedridden, Nur unburdens his 
mind by writing poetry about his beloved, Soraya. Paradoxically, his love poetry is 
misinterpreted by his fellow citizens as a national allegory of the current political relationship 
between Sudan and Egypt. In one of his poems, Nur ascribes to the accident incurred on the 
beach of the Egyptian resort of Alexandria his perpetual pain, literally referring to his status quo 
as handicapped. But, living in an environment replete with nationalism and patriotism, some 
Sudanese people read this poem as a nationalist call for ending Egyptian presence in Sudan since 
the former is the source of Sudan‟s pain: 

One day on campus Soraya passed a „Sudan for the Sudanese‟ rally and 

stopped to listen. The speaker was adamant in his rejection of any kind of 
Egyptian influence over a future, independent Sudan. He spoke with passion 
and serious purpose, then, as if to change tactics, he smiled and said, „“Haven‟t 

you heard the poet say In you Egypt is the cause of my troubles?”‟ (Aboulela, 

2010, p. 244, italics in original) 
The uncanny act of misreading Nur‟s poem as a national allegory conflates the private with 

public, the literal with the metaphoric, and unwittingly, centralizes the marginalized. Overnight, 
a handicapped amateur poet becomes a nationalist hero. In short, Nur‟s poetry, to quote Qualey, 

becomes “an anthem for Sudanese independence” (2011, para. 2). 
Just like Nur, Soraya thinks that she has a role to play in the nascent nation. Buoyed by 

her family‟s richness, her uncle‟s boundless support and Nur‟s sincere love for her, Soraya plans 

to be at the forefront of the nation, pursue her higher education and push forward the wheel of 
progress in her country. Soraya‟s future seems intertwined with that of the nascent nation. In this 
way, Soraya‟s “psychology, or more specifically, libidinal investment, is to be read in primarily 

political and social terms” as Jameson reminds us of how third world texts project a political 

dimension in the form of a national allegory (1986, p. 69). Although she enrolls in the medicine 
school and marries a Western-educated man, Soraya‟s dreams of freedom and progress, like 

those of her nation, remain unfulfilled. Soraya‟s position is not dissimilar from the few other 

Sudanese girls who pursued their higher education after school. According to Lilian Sanderson, 
Sudanese girls who attained university education “often lived in two diametrically opposed 

worlds - the emancipated one of the College and their home environment, where their newly-
developed spirit of independence was often regarded as tantamount to impertinence” (1968, p. 

150). 
Soraya wants to challenge what she sees as stagnant Sudanese traditions that render her 

inefficient, invisible and insignificant. She loves her country, but she loves to be in Egypt where 
she “[does not] have to wear a tobe in Cairo” (Aboulela, 2010, p. 4). Her admiration of Nabilah, 

her uncle‟s Egyptian wife, is an admiration of a modernity she desires to bring home: “Nabilah 

was everything that Soraya considered modern” (p. 9). She is eager to discuss the political 

situation in her country with her elders (p. 158). When she is not allowed to attend nationalist 
poetry readings, she is about to cry “because exciting, transforming things would happen and she 
would only hear about them and not be part of them” (pp. 12-13). Shortly, she “want[s] to be at 
the centre of everything” (p. 13). Unlike her older sisters, Soraya is conscious of the 
responsibility she has to shoulder once the new era commences. She even envisions how her 
sisters “would do her housework for her and look after her children while she went to work” (p. 

13). For Soraya, “work” means helping build the nation on solid grounds, a mission that Badr 

has heftily and wholeheartedly contributed to, but Nabilah has been unaware of. 
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Although Badr and Nabilah are Egyptian, socially and culturally they are a world apart. 
In addition, the two have different positions vis-à-vis Sudan. While Badr clearly sees and 
cherishes the role he plays in building the nascent nation, Nabilah‟s vision is at best myopic as 

she insulate herself in an Egyptian-spun cultural cocoon. Badr, a teacher of Arabic language, is 
quite happy at his presence in Sudan because it is “an opportunity to make the kind of savings he 

would never have made had he stayed in Upper Egypt” (p. 16). Fortified with a strong religious 

affiliation and a belief in Allah‟s continuous support for him, Badr feels comfortable in Sudan 

despite his wife‟s recurrent complaints about “the Sudanese-style house they had been allocated 
by the school” (p. 17). Badr constantly meditates on the future of the relationship between Sudan 

and Egypt and is aware of “the rumours that the British would thwart a union with Egypt”, and 

hence, Egyptians in Sudan may be forced to leave the country. However, being a devout Muslim, 
Badr “does not despair in Allah‟s mercy” (pp. 56-57). In fact, his faith makes him feel 
comfortable in Sudan, experiencing “more benign spirits” (p. 58). 

Badr‟s thoughts about Sudan are mixed: while he believes that as an educated man he 
needs to help the Sudanese out of their superstitions, Badr views Sudan itself as a magical place 
where reality can easily get distorted: 

The Sudanese needed rescuing from superstition and deviation – this was why 
the Shariah judges were Egyptians and why it was important for Badr to be 
here, to teach Arabic and Religious Education [...] A place where reality was 
slippery and fantasy could take over the mind, a place of wayward spirituality, 
a place where the impossible and the romantic pulsed within reach. (pp. 60-61) 

Badr believes that his presence in Sudan is ordained by Allah and that as an educated Egyptian, 
he has a mission to fulfill: to build the nascent nation and to disseminate Arabic language and 
Islamic teachings. At one point, Badr bemoans Egypt‟s lack of influence in Sudan: “„We could 

have spread Islam further [...] squashed the seeds of religious deviation with more vigour [...] 
nurtured and taught Arabic and enlightened‟” (p. 296). In short, he feels that he has a 

responsibility towards Sudan, that this new nation needs guidance and support and that it is 
Allah‟s mandate for him to be there and to contribute to Sudan‟s progress. In this sense, Badr 

seems to have developed an attachment to Sudan that transcends political borders, national 
origins and social status. 

On the other hand, Nabilah, the other Egyptian character in the novel, does not feel that 
her presence in Sudan is of any significance. Nabilah‟s isolation and alienation are aggravated 

and aggrandized by her refusal to adapt to the new circumstances. Nabilah wraps herself in a 
cocoon woven of Egyptian cultural artifacts: “Nabilah surrounded herself with the sights, accents 

and cooking smells of Egypt” (p. 25). As Tarbush succinctly puts it, “Nabilah‟s feelings of 
Egyptian superiority over Sudan lead her to feel some revulsion even at her own children‟s 

Sudanese looks” (p. 7). When in Egypt, Nabilah feels at ease because she is “just another 

Egyptian lady” (Aboulela, 2010, p. 93), but in Sudan even her clothes, “highligh[t] her position 

as an outsider” (p. 95). In what can be seen as an allegory of the tense political relationship 

between Egypt and Sudan, quite often, Nabilah skirmishes with Waheeba. It is not surprising that 
the spat between the two women over domestic affairs is wrapped in a nationalist aura and drawn 
along the two countries‟ borderlines. 

On the one hand, Nabilah‟s views on Sudan are replete with stereotypes long established 

within Egyptian cultural life: “For Nabila, the Sudan was like the bottom of the sea, an exotic 
wilderness, soporific and away from the momentum of history” (p. 24). To a large extent, 

Nabilah‟s views of Sudan are similar to those of Rifaah Rafi al-Tahtawi in a poem he wrote to 
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lament his “exile” in Sudan. In the poem, al-Tahtawi “offer[s] stark images of hateful Sudanese, 

to whom he attributed no tribe, no religion, no language, no identity except that of slave or „a 

blackness in a blackness in a blackness‟” (Powell, 2005, p. 54). On the other hand, Waheeba 

depicts Nabilah as an outsider, an unwanted intruder or even an invader. Waheeba‟s assault on 

Nabilah is quite telling: “„We were living well before you came from your country; we had 

nothing to complain of‟” (Aboulela, 2010, p. 175). Waheeba, a staunch believer in Sudanese 
traditions and customs, including female circumcision, defines her identity as Sudanese by 
marking Nabilah as an outsider whose lifestyle is incongruent with Sudanese traditions and 
customs. Waheeba, to quote Bhabha on how the political unity of the nation is set up, draws the 
borders of Sudan as “a signifying space [... by invoking] the patriotic, atavistic temporality of 

Traditionalism” (2000, p. 300). 
Nabilah refuses to listen to her mother and grandmother who insist that Sudan and Egypt 

are culturally linked. Her mother asserts that “„Sudan [... is] like a southern province, an 

extension of Egypt‟” (p. 182). Her grandmother tells her that “„Sudan and Egypt are one 

country‟” and advises her to change and to “„become different‟” for her children‟s sake (p. 98). It 
is only when Nabilah travels with her husband to Britain that she feels “unrestricted by the 

demands of Egyptian versus Sudanese culture” (p. 177). Their marriage, one is tempted to say, is 

inseparable from the ongoing political, cultural, social and economic issues that bind the three 
countries: Sudan, Egypt and Britain. When Soraya visits Nabilah in her flat in Cairo, “Nabilah 
was taken aback” because now she realizes that she was loved, respected and admired by her 

Sudanese family (p. 285). Nabilah finds out that her refusal to interact with her community has 
blinded and isolated her. She now comprehends that “[l]ife in Sudan would have had a meaning 

if [she] had been able to make a difference, if she had thrived as a role model, as a champion of 
progress, as a good influence” (p. 286). In short, Nabilah realizes that she, too, has a role to play 

in building the new nation. Just like Badr, she can help improve life standards in the country of 
her children. In this sense, Nabilah perceives of herself as a Sudanese subject whose “destiny is 
always an allegory of the embattled situation of the public third-world culture and society” to 

quote Jameson (1986, p. 69, italics in original). 
In Lyrics Alley, the private lives of the characters intertwine with the public sphere of the 

emergent nation. What Jameson has “identified as the primacy of national allegory in third-world 
culture” (1986, p. 84) provides a key to contextualising Aboulela‟s novel. Lyrics Alley depicts 
the experiences of numerous characters whose perceptions and their positions in the nation are 
dissimilar. Although the characters in this novel are socially, economically, politically and 
ideologically diverse and heterogeneous, each character seems to be involved in nation building; 
each responds to ongoing debates on self-determination and independence and has plans for the 
future. As these characters move in the space of the novel, they articulate their hopes, 
disillusionments, fears and worries about the future. The divergent views and discordant voices 
that we hear in the novel present the nation, to quote Bhabha, as “a space that is internally 

marked by cultural difference and the heterogeneous histories of contending peoples, 
antagonistic authorities, and tense cultural locations” (2000, p. 299). In presenting the narratives 
of Nur, Soraya, Badr and Nabila, Aboulela seems to accept the “circumscribed task” which 

Spivak has proposed that intellectuals “must not disown with flourish” (1988, p. 104). As the 

novel gives voice to the less-privileged and marginalised, it opens new spaces for these 
characters to re-define the nation and re-configure its constituents, further explicating its fluidity 
and malleability. 
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Abstract  
This paper is interested in interrogating how Dashiell Hammett‟s (1894 – 1961)  use of the short 
story is interconnected with the gender scheme in his work on the one hand, and the 
representation of violence, on the other. It argues that although Hammett is known as the author 
of The Maltese Falcon  (1930) The Glass Key (1931), his  short stories show best his themes of 
gangsterism, the urbanization of the American city, and more importantly his interest in female 
criminals who work on a par with the male detectives. The paper aims to demonstrate that 
Hammett consistently relied on the short story to create his hardboiled world where the gender 
dynamics, encapsulated in  detectives threatened by the dangerous sexuality of female 
characters, is intrinsically tied to the violence that pervades his texts. This paper also argues that 
Hammett utilized the characteristics of the short story (for example, brevity, and  economy of the 
description) to deconstruct the formula of the classical detective story to create a "hardboiled" 
formula which establishes an underworld of violence and lawlessness,  and proffers a character 
study of the criminal himself or herself.  Hammett‟s short fiction can thus be considered as a 

thread  that leads to see his writing as a platform that portrays the complex intertwined 
discourses of criminality, power, and gender roles.   
Keywords: Dashiell Hammett, short story, crime fiction, violence, gender  
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Violence and Gender in Dashiell Hammett’s Short Stories 
 
Introduction  

In 2011, The Strand Magazine published a previously unknown short story by Dashiell 
Hammett. The story, titled “So I Shot Him,” is one of fifteen stories discovered by The 
Strand editor, Andrew Gulli at the Harry Ransom Centre at the University of Texas.i With this 
discovery, more attention is drawn to Hammett, not only to his achievements as a mystery writer, 
but specifically to his short stories as a medium convenient to the genre of  hardboiled crime 
fiction that he created.  

Hardboiled crime fiction is a term used to designate the crime writing that  developed in 
the interwar period of the 1920s and 1930s, fully maturing in the 1940s in America. Hardboiled 
crime fiction can be said to emerge from the turmoil spawned by Prohibition, the Depression and 
two World Wars. Expressive of cultural concerns in American society and more broadly 
addressing (and often challenging) the structures and patterns of cultural realities as far as 
gender, race and class are concerned,ii hardboiled crime fiction renders a dark portrait of what 
Raymond Chandler (a contemporary  to Hammett and  another renowned writer in the genre)  
describes as “a world gone wrong [where] [t]he law was something to be manipulated for profit 

and power. The streets were dark with something more than night” (1964: 7). In contrast to 

British detective fiction, in which the detective is the main crime solver, hardboiled crime fiction 
changes the formula from ratiocination, the solution of the mystery and accomplishment of 
justice, to a grim depiction of the “mean streets” where a “hardboiled” detective strives (with 

varying degrees of success) to protect himself from the threats posed by attractive and dangerous 
women.iii  

 Hammett began his writing career as a short story writer. His stories, which first 
appeared in the Black Mask magazine in the early 1920s,iv mark  the above-mentioned  shift from 
the classical detective story in which the detective is the main crime solver and the events take 
place in middle-class suburban mansions and drawing rooms, like, for example, in Arthur Canon 
Doyle's Sherlock Holmes stories, to an urban space in America where crime and corruption are 
predominant. Hammett wrote a large number of short stories throughout his career and only five 
novels.v Some of his novels (for example, Red Harvest and The Dain Curse) were serialized in 
The Black Mask before being published as novels. But even with the success of his novels, 
Hammett continued publishing short stories until he entirely stopped writing in 1934.vi This 
paper is interested in interrogating how Hammett‟s use of the short story is interconnected with 
the gender scheme in his work on the one hand, and the representation of violence, on the other. 
It argues that although Hammett is known as the author of The Maltese Falcon (1930) The Glass 
Key (1931), his short stories show best his themes of gangsterism, the urbanization of the 
American city, and more importantly his interest in dangerous culpable women who work on a 
par with the male detectives as well as the criminals that populate his fiction. The paper aims to 
show that Hammett consistently relies  on the short story to create the hardboiled world where 
his representation of gender, encapsulated in  detectives threatened by dangerous sexuality of 
seductive women, is intrinsically tied to the violence that pervades his texts. Hammett utilizes the 
characteristics of the short story (for example, brevity, unity, intensity, as well as  economy of 
the description, the limited number of characters and the single theme/plot), to deconstruct the 
formula of the classic detective story and replace it with a new one. In the  puzzle formula in 
classic detective fiction, mostly British crime fiction like that of Agatha Christie and Arthur  
Canon Doyle, the  “who” – whodunit – is the main question  while the central focus of   the 

http://www.who2.com/bio/dashiell-hammett
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detective is cantered on the ratiocination  and the constant attempts to solve the crime and find 
the identity of the criminal. This puzzle formula  is substituted  in the American version with a 
“hardboiled”   crime  narratives  that  mainly  shed light on the criminal and the underworld that 
he/she inhibits.   

By turning to Hammett‟s short fiction, this paper questions the critical over-emphasis on 
his novels and highlights a body of short stories that can be read against the grain of the 
scholarly opinion on Hammett.vii  This paper also  visits the view  that some critics advance 
about the apparent shift in Hammett‟s novels, as shown in the way that the narratives move from 

rather misogynistic representations of women (the addict childish  Gabrielle of The Dain Curse 
(1929) for example) to more nuanced portrayals of women (the female detective, Nora, in The 
Thin Man (1934)),viii and goes on to show that Hammett‟s short fiction is a thread that can be 

used to see  his writing as a platform that portrays the complex intertwined discourses on 
criminality, power and violence. By looking at the short stories from his early 1920s to the mid 
1930s, credit can be given to Hammett as a short story writer, and hence the short story in itself 
can be re-assessed as an important component and indeed a medium in the hardboiled crime 
genre that Hammett founded.  

Hammett and the Realism of the Pulps  
As one of the "finest mystery writers of all time" (Layman, 1981, p. 239), Hammett is an 

influential writer on many levels.ix In addition to revolutionizing the genre of crime fiction, 
Hammett also redefined the conceptualization and the understanding of detection and law and 
order. Hammett‟s fiction destabilizes  the formula of law and order as we find his detectives in 
one narrative after  another implicated in the criminal underworld that these narratives clearly 
depict. Hammett‟s detectives are not an aloof genius like Sherlock Holmes of Arthur Canon 

Doyle‟s fiction. Instead Hammett presents tough detectives with questionable moral code and 
ones who do not hesitate to get involved in the violence that permeates the action.x As such, the 
distinction between the criminal and the detective figure  is sometimes hard to achieve as 
everybody seems to be immersed in the chaos and lawlessness that constitute his world. 
Furthermore, Hammett's narratives do not conclude with resolution or restoration of law and 
order. In fact,  reading Hammett's narratives often reinforces the circular nature of his fiction 
according to which the reader feels that the story ends where it began.  Hence the only things 
that one can take away after reading Hammett are the sense of uncertainty and a grim image of 
the world  that he portrays 

Therefore, Hammett‟s intervention with crime fiction and the way he shifted the 
expectations of the reader in terms of how to engage with and how to read crime fiction cannot 
be denied. Not only is he known for his works that are still the material of adaptations on the big 
screen, but he is credited for his technique that changed the face of detective fiction.xi His 
“credible characters, and the wonderfully drawn action scenes, the canny air of authenticity with 

which they capture the mood and texture of the twenties underworld” (Dooly, 1984, p. xi) all 

sketch his reputation as a one of the most distinguished crime writers.  Hammett, an ex-detective 
in the Pinkerton Detective Agency himself,xii used  authentic details drawn from his years in the 
detective business which he brought to life in  the action of his stories.xiii 

Hammett‟s success, however, was born out of American pulp culture.
xiv He was first and 

foremost a writer of the pulps. Cheap magazines popular in the 1920s, pulp magazines were 
commonplace for a new platform of crime fiction. The pulps met the needs for stories about 

http://www.thefreedictionary.com/ratiocination
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adventures, mysteries and crime. The Black Mask was the vehicle that carried a lot of new 
characteristics of the new growing genre. In one of the seminal essays on crime fiction, 
Raymond Chandler (1973) states:  

Hammett gave murder back to the kind of people that commit it for reasons, not just 
to provide a corpse; and with the means at hand, not with hand-wrought duelling 
pistols, curare, and tropical fish. He put these people down on paper as they are, and 
he made them talk and think in the language they customarily used for these 
purposes. He had style, but his audience didn‟t know it, because it was in a language 

not supposed to be capable of such refinements. They thought they were getting a 
good meaty melodrama written in the kind of lingo they imagined they spoke 
themselves. It was, in a sense, but it was much more (p. 12).xv  

Here Chandler describes the world that Hammett sketches in his work, and  more importantly 
points to the realism that characterizes it. Indeed one of the distinguishing characteristics in 
Hammett‟s stories is how they portray the political and socio-economic concerns and issues that 
were part of the American scene at the time.  The 1920s, when Hammett started writing his 
fiction, is a decade of upheavals. It was the era that started with woman suffrages, the Prohibition 
( a nationwide ban on the sale, dealing, importation, and transportation of alcoholic 
beverages that was effective in the 1920s )  and ended with the collapse of the Wall Street and 
the beginning of the Great Depression in 1929. Crime rate was rising at the time and there was a 
shift towards a more rigid policing system in America.xvi Hammett‟s fiction spoke to these 
upheavals portraying bootleggers, gangsters and criminals who were part of this lawless cosmos. 
The pressing question, however, is whether the “reality” in Hammett‟s fiction is a mere fictional 

portrayal or perhaps a harsh criticism of America in the 1920s, or is it an artistic device that 
Hammett utilized to create a new genre to break from the classical tradition? It is noteworthy to 
mention here that Hammett used the short story as a vehicle to negotiate all these different, if not 
contradictory, questions.  But to answer these questions we can first examine the definition of 
Hammett‟s real world: 

The realist in murder writes of a world in which gangsters can rule nations and 
almost rule cities, in which hotels and apartment houses and celebrated restaurants 
are owned by men who made their money out of brothels, in which a screen star can 
be the fingerman for a mob, and the nice man down the hall is a boss of the numbers 
racket; a world where a judge with a cellar full of boot- leg liquor can send a man to 
jail for having a pint in his pocket, where the mayor of your town may have 
condoned murder as an instrument of money-making, where no man can walk down 
a dark street in safety because law and order are things we talk about but refrain from 
practising (Chandler, 1973,  p. 14).  

Chandler's description highlights the brutality of crime and lawlessness of the city, and 
reinforces the dooming sense of disruption and disorder.  Dennis Porter, on the other hand, 
argues that Hammett‟s realism is “a matter of style”: “The reason why, however, is not that he 

[Hammett] represented life more accurately than did Agatha Christie but that he adapted to the 
genre a new more exciting set of literary conventions better suited to the taste of the time and 
place” (1981, p. 130). Hammett‟s fiction may be said to unite the two different aspects of artistry 

and reality. Although the “powerful vision of life” (Cawelti, 1976, p. 163) that Hammett‟s 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alcoholic_beverage
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narratives depict  seems constructed and artistically utilized, Hammett also draws a dim picture 
of America during the 1920s, which witnessed a number of social and political changes.xvii One 
can disagree with Carl  Malmgren‟s (1999) view that ignores the socio-cultural and political 
milieu of the  American context suggesting that Hammett fiction does not represent the real 
world, but rather “the beginning of the fall of language” (p. 382). Nonetheless, Malmgren‟s 

contention that Hammett‟s  narratives “subvert the whole idea of valid models, insofar as a 

model is itself a sign vehicle presupposing a motivated relation between signifier and signified” 

(Malmgren, 1999,  p. 382) is valuable in terms of  hardboiled crime fiction being a genre that 
problematizses and challenges established norms and values. Hammett‟s reality loses grounding 

and total certainty since it also subverts the “cognitive, ethical, and linguistic unintelligibility” 

that formulate this world (Malmgren, 1999, p. 382).  

Although he starts his essay with the statement “If they agree about nothing else, 

historians of the detective story at least concur in the view Hammett was a realist", Gary  Day 
(1988, p. 39) goes on to deconstruct the “reality” in Hammett‟s work. The detectives in Hammett 

by no means have the privilege or the superiority of “knowing.” Hammett‟s world is so chaotic 
and disorderly that “truth” is not only inaccessible but also meaningless. One of the devices that 

Hammett utilizes to achieve this is the blurring between appearance and reality –  it is this 
blurring that makes Hammett‟s world lacking any coherence and makes the “distinction between 

appearance and reality is a false one” ( Day, 1988 p. 41-2). Appearance both reveals reality and 
obscures it; and this very contradiction is the core of “divided nature” of the Hammett‟s narrative 
(Day, 1988, p.41).xviii As will be illustrated below, the divide between appearance and reality is a 
significant theme and one of the characteristics that define gender roles in the short stories.  

Hammett and Dangerous Women   
Hammett‟s short stories are full of dangerous women, women who are as “beautiful as all 

hell” (“The Girl with the Sliver Eye”, p. 188)
xix and who use this beauty and sexual charm to 

commit criminal acts.xx The danger the women in Hammett‟s narratives pose stems from the 

excessive sexuality that threatens the masculinity of the detectives in the stories .xxi Though 
tough and enduring, Hammett‟s detectives feel vulnerable in the face of the women‟s attempts to 

seduce  them. Sexual desire, as James Maxfield suggests, is the “greatest threat to the Hammett 

hero‟s invulnerability” (Maxfield, 1985, p. 111). For example, when the Continental Op, one of 

Hammett's detectives who appears in many of his early works,  captures Princess Zhukovski in 
“The Gutting of Couffignal” (1925) and accuses her of robbery and murder whilst she offers him 
her body, his response shows rejection of any sentiment: "You think I'm a man and you're a 
woman. That's wrong. I'm a man-hunter and you're something that's been running in front of me. 
There's nothing human about it” ("The Gutting of Couffignal"  p. 34).xxii This is an example of 
the kind of dynamic that governs the relationship between the detective and female character – it 
is a dynamic that mainly depends on sexual tension and a performance of toughness on the part 
of the detective that hides his vulnerability to the woman's sexual wiles. What the Op is 
suggesting in the quote above from "The Gutting of Couffignal" is that he has abandoned his 
humanity and  with it  his vulnerability.  This is because his  instinct as a "manhunter", 
"overrides all other instincts – like sexual desire – that might interfere with it” ( Maxfield, 1985, 

p. 112).  
The woman thus  serves as an obstacle to the detectives' quest for knowledge and his 

inquiry for the “truth” in Hammett's short fiction. In “Sex/Knowledge/Power in the Detective 
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Genre”, Stephen Cooper (1989) provides valuable insights. He argues that the main theme of 

detective fiction in general is about the male inquisitive to solve a mystery.xxiii His search for the 
facts (knowledge), which implies his wish for power, is interrupted and disrupted by the woman 
(through her sexual appeal). This suggests a continuum between sex and knowledge, on the one 
hand, and knowledge and power, on the other. This, however, does not imply, Cooper elaborates, 
any alignment of the detective to “the conventional forces of power, namely, the law and those 

arrayed against it” (Cooper, 1989, p.23). Instead, there is “friction” between the male protagonist 

and a female foil (Cooper, 1989, p.24). The women in Hammett‟s short stories question the Op‟s 

power and they eventually thwart his effort in solving the mystery, in addition to   challenging  
his authority as  far as his role as a detective is concerned.   

Yet, there is a noticeable shift in Hammett‟s treatment of women. The women in a 
number of his short stories, for example “The Tenth Clew,” “The Golden Horseshoe,” “The 

House in Turk Street,” and “The Girl with the Sliver Eye,” which all appeared in Black Mask in 
1924 (and re-printed later) and all feature the Continental Op as the detective, are not only 
seductive and beautiful but extremely capable of planning and accomplishing what they want. 
The Continental Op describes Elvira (her real name is Jean Delano), a memorable female 
character who appears in “The House of the Turk Street” and “The Girl with the Sliver Eyes”, as 

“the red-haired she-devil” (“The House in Turk Street” p.132), she “was as beautiful as the devil, 

and twice as dangerous” (p.130). The two stories  are tied together through the adventures of the 
detective to solve the crime  on the Turk Street. The "Turk House"  starts with the detective 
statement:  “I have been told that the man for whom I was hunting lived in a certain Turk block” 

(“The Houser in Turk Street” p. 123). This line is a good example of the kind of prose that 
Hammett used in his stories. Hammett employs direct language; no digression is necessary in 
stories where the effect of the narrative  is realized through role-playing (deception and fake 
identities), and at the same time play with words. In “The House of the Turk Street," the Op is 

deceived by an old couple who gave him faked names but they are shown to be the villains in the 
story.  In this story we see the Op's weaknesses and his flaws as a detective. Describing the 
deception, the Op emphasizes the woman‟s abilities to act versus his inability to do anything and 

his paralysis physical and mental: “In this place, I might have believed her myself – all of us 
have fallen for that thing at one time or another – but sitting tied up on the side-lines, I knew that 
he‟d have been better off playing off with a gallon of nitro than with this baby. She was 

dangerous!” (“The Houser in Turk Street”,  p. 131).  Yet the story has  a loose ending as it is 

followed by “The Girl with the Sliver Eyes,” published two months after the “Turk House.”  

Although it starts with a case of a missing person of Burke Panghburn‟s fiancée, "The Silver 

Girl" is soon revealed to be a story  that revolves around  the same themes of the “Turk House” – 
faked identities  and deception. A woman is missing but she is not what her fiancé thinks she 
really is. We hear about her from letters, and through her fiancé, but it turns out that the detective 
as well as the reader both need to re-evaluate the truth and what it entails. Later in the story we 
discover along with the detective that this missing woman is the same woman from the “Turk 

House.” The Op describes the process of “recognition” (which is analogous to the detective‟s 

knowledge) in terms outlining the danger and the threat that she represents: “Recognition must 

have shown in my eyes  in spite of the effort that I made to keep them blank, for, swift as a 
snake, she had left the arm of the chair and was coming forward” ( “The Girl with the Silver 

Eyes”, 175). Also, the gap between appearance and reality is a dominant theme in both "The 
Turk House" and “The Girl with the Silver Eyes.”  The Op is deceived by appearances, which 
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turn out to be false. He seems really incapable of the detective work he is supposed to do. This 
gap also dictates the gender dynamics in the stories. It turns out that the female character (Elvira 
)  succeeds in  tricking the detective, who is unable to distinguish her "real" identity as the 
villainess.  

The events in the story prove that Elvira is a threat to the detective. In a scene when they 
are in a car together and after pulling to the side of the road on her request, she tries to 
manipulate the Op by using her charms, while he clearly falls under her spell:  

The robe I had given her had fallen away  from her white shoulders. Whether or not 
it was because she was so close against my shoulder, I shivered, too. And my fingers 
fumbling in my pocket for a cigarette, brought it out twisted and mashed ("The Girl 
with the Silver Eyes”, pp. 186-7).  

Here Hammett uses the formula that is going to dominate his later work: a detective who falls for 
a beautiful but dangerous woman. The final scene of “Sliver Girl” is reminiscent of The Maltese 
Falcon, one of Hammett's most known novels, when the detective hands in the criminal woman 
to the police. In the 1930 novel, the detective Sam Spade falls in love with the ultimate villainess 
in the story, Brigid O'Shaughnessy, but he hands her in to the police at the end when he 
discovers that she killed his friend. Reading the final scene in the short story next to that of the 
novel, we find similarities that are easy to detect.  The confrontation between the Op and Elvira 
(in the short story) and Sam Spade and Brigid (in the novel) shows that Hammett once and again 
returns to earlier formulas that he used in the short stories. Indeed his short fiction seems the 
original source from which the novels are created having the main cues that dominate Hammett‟s 

writing.   

However, in Hammett‟s later work,
xxiv what looks like a pattern  of the beautiful 

dangerous woman also shifts; “the misogynistic reduction of women to a single female 

type…gives way in the later works to a broad spectrum of women characters” (Herman, 1994,  p. 

209). John Cawelti (1976) explains the shift in Hammett's work:  

As he developed as a writer, Hammett lost some of the aroma of the decadence, not 
so much because his attention focused more directly on life, but because his literary 
models changed. Hammett‟s early stories grew directly out of pulp tradition and 

many of them, like Red Harvest, resemble westerns as much as they do detective 
stories. Even at this time Hammett occasionally experimented with the 
transformation of other traditional literary types into his own hard-boiled mode. This 
became a standard practice in his later novels (p.165).  

This shift is significant not only in terms of understanding Hammett‟s stories and how this shift 

resonates in the boy of his works, but also it is relevant to the treatment of gender and the 
misogyny that is especially attributed to his early work.xxv Even with the early work of Hammett, 
one can argue that he experimented or perhaps it is better to say retreated to something different 
from the hardboiled tradition. To be precise, Hammett‟s work is characterized by variation and 
this variation is significant in understanding the representation of gender in his work. Hammett‟s 

narratives display a range of women who slip in and out the femme fatale image that I argue 
Hammett destabilized through the wide-ranging representations of women. Hammett‟s 
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representation of female characters  does not exactly match how feminists describe the way 
women are victimized by emphasizing their lack of agency in the face of a patriarchal society, 
but simultaneously it does not go far from it.  That is, Hammett does not present an all-
encompassing image of women in his works. Rather, Hammett often fuses within the same story 
opposing roles of women: victim versus culpable woman; weak versus powerful woman. A good 
example of this is the helpless Gabrielle in The Dain Curse – which was first serialized before 
being compiled into a novel, who is presented along with Alice Leggett, a criminal powerful 
woman. As such Hammett‟s fiction reveals the intersections between gender roles and his 

prominent themes of violence and chaos in the American city of the 1920s, which will be 
discussed below. 

The Short Stories and the Duality of Gender and Violence  
Hammett‟s first short story appeared in 1923. He published a total of forty six short 

stories. Thirty four of them have The Op as the detective figure.xxvi Most of these stories were 
reprinted in paperback or hardcover form. Later revised, Hammett turned the stories into novels. 
The two main collections for Hammett short stories are The Big Knockover (Vintage Books 
1972) and The Continental OP (Vintage Books 1974).  Although these two collections are not 
“books” as Hammett's novels are,  the early short stories in these collections "already  reveal 

most of the themes  and values, as well as many of the literary devices, to be found in the mature 
work" (Dooly, 1984,  p.19-20). Moreover the distinctive features of Hammett's style are 
highlighted  in the short stories. 

The most distinctive feature is the characterization of his detectives. For example, The 
“Tenth Clew” is one of Hammett's early stories in which he demonstrates one of his main 

themes; that things are not what they appear. The Op investigates the death of a wealthy 
businessman called Leopold Gantvoort who was murdered and left with clues in the murder 
scene. Yet when the detective analyzes these clues he concludes that some of them are faked in 
order to mislead him. Throughout the course of the investigation, The Op grows suspicious of  
Creda Dexter, Gantvoort's fiancée, and with the tension between the OP and the dangerous 
woman, violence and gender  come full circle.  With eyes “large and deep and the color of 

amber”, Creda is described in a language that refers to her seductive and cunning nature: “she 

was pronouncedly feline throughout. Her every movement was the slow, smooth, sure one of a 
cat, her small nose, see of her eyes, the swelling of her brows, were all cat-like” ("The Tenth 

Clew" pp. 63-4). The reference to animals is significant here. It can be seen as a misogynistic 
device which apparently can give the detective the upper hand. The animalization is used here to 
pathologize Creda by making her sexuality even more dangerous. It suggests a reference to the 
woman as a “succubus” from medieval lore that is marked by limited mentality and a clear 
source of danger to those around her. Yet, Hammett makes  the Op fallible and vulnerable too. 
He is not in control and he is often implicated in the chaotic world that the narratives present. 
This juxtaposition of vulnerability (the male detective) and danger (the criminal woman) is the 
recipe that characterizes Hammett‟s early fiction and governs his presentation of gender roles. 

The vulnerability of the detective is key to  the interaction between gender and violence 
in Hammett‟s short stories. In “The Big Knockover”  and “$106,000 Blood Money,” two 

connected stories both first published in 1927 and reprinted as a collection in 1943, the same 
female character appears. Ann Newhall, an alias for Nancy Regan, is a beautiful woman  who is 
involved with criminals. The Op admits that he is attracted to her, yet he is annoyed with his 
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feelings for her. He says “It annoyed me to find I was staring into the girl‟s eyes  as fixedly as 

she into mine, and that when I wanted to take my gaze away it wasn‟t easily done. I jerked my 
eyes away from her, took my hands away” ( "$106,000 Blood Money" p. 624). The fact that he 

feels threatened by the presence of this woman ultimately makes him decide to hand her in to the 
police at the end. His vulnerability  and his fear of showing any weakness,  as far as Ann is 
concerned,  makes  it  inevitable  to remove the temptation by turning her in to the police.  

A comparison with another story clarifies the point about the detective's vulnerability and 
its relation to  gender representation and violence . In “The Scorched Face,”  (1925),  the Op 

faces a similar situation to that in  "The Big Knockover”  and “$106,000 Blood Money.” A 

woman, Myra Banbrrock also commits murder, but the Op wants to save her the trial, so he does 
not turn her in to the police. As Mexfield suggests, the Op can afford to be merciful to Myra 
because he is not attracted  to her, while mercy to Ann seems  out of the question   as his 
vulnerability is at stake. Showing mercy to Ann would only prove his  flaws  which he tries hard 
to evade.  

  Therefore, Hammett ties the way he treats violence in his stories with women who 
transgress the traditional gender roles. He brings the tension around gender roles to the surface 
and crystallizes the anxiety around women in his stories. This is done through the 
dichotomization of the masculinity of the detective versus the femininity, perhaps one can say 
the hyper-femininity of the dangerous women in narratives that usually end with no resolution of 
the crimes. His detective hero is not quite the "hero" with the powers of superior detectives.  

What Hammett uses to establish this dynamics in regards to gender and violence is also  
related to the nature and technique of the short stories. Hammett in fact masters economy in his 
stories in ways that made it possible for greater impact. He “writes like the Op thinks, cutting 

through the irrelevant and moving swiftly to the business at hand” (Dooley, 1984, p.24). The 

rhythm of the short stores, versus the lengthy novels, is fast-paced like the rhythm of Hammett's 
world. The straightforward punchy prose of the short stories parallels the action that happens 
there. Hammett's writing reflects how his characters think, especially the detective. This 
economy and fast pace of the stories  ultimately serve to draw the chaotic rhythm and violence of  
Hammett's underworld.   

Conclusion  
Hammett‟s short fiction can be seen as a flashlight to look his oeuvre and even beyond. 

Hammett's short stories establish the essential parameters of the “new” tradition of crime 
writing. This is done on multiple levels. On the one hand, Hammett contributed to the market of 
the pulps in which serialization was the main method for publishing. As such, the short story was 
a more appropriate form for publication in pulp magazines in the first place. The brevity and 
intensity that the short stories allow created the memorable narratives that readers are familiar 
with and still read.  Hammett‟s novels, as we know them today, were not  initially presented as 

full texts with progression and development that novels usually require. Rather they were given 
in dozes as short stories. For example, The Dain Curse was serialized in four issues of Black 
Mask between November 1928 and February 1929. Then the book in its entirety was published 
in July 1929.  But even with the few novels were also serialized in The Black Mask, keeping the 
suspense of readers, Hammett‟s short stories still succeeded in drawing together the essential 
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elements of a new genre, with violence as main component and an interesting take on women's 
roles as discussed above.  

As such the discovery of the short stories in 2011  takes another turn and can be taken as 
an indicator to reread the way hardboiled fiction is read. Through focusing on the characteristics 
and components of the short story, Hammett‟s short fiction becomes a new lens through which 

the genre of hardboiled crime fiction is reconsidered within American popular literature and even 
more broadly in the array of literature of the 1920s and 1930s.  
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Notes 

                                                             
i These stories are now included in a new volume entitled The Hunter and Other Stories (2013), 
which is edited by Julia  Rivett, Hammett's granddaughter and Richard Layman, one of 
Hammett's main biographers. 
ii For readings of class in crime fiction see, for example, Smith (2000); for race, see Reddy 
(2003); for gender see Plain (2001), Forter (2000),  and Breu (2005).   
iii  The term  “ hardboiled crime fiction”  is used as a broad term that encompasses the detective 

narratives that this paper addresses . Hardboiled crime fiction is described as  a “genre,”  here 

despite critical disagreement on using “genre” or “subgenre” to refer to the hardboiled tradition. 

For more details on genres and formulas, see for example Cawelti (1976). Also, there are 
different views on the classification of crime fiction. Knight in Crime Fiction 1800-2000: 
Detection, Death, Diversity (2004), contends that terms like “hardboiled” and “golden age” are 

emotive and suggests “private eye” and “clue-puzzle” respectively.   
iv For more on the Black Mask see  Nolan (1985).  
v The five novels that Hammett wrote  novels between 1929 and 1934 are Red Harvest (1929), 
The Dain Curse (1929), The Maltese Falcon (1930), The Glass Key (1931), and The Thin 
Man (1934).  
vi After his last novel, Hammett stopped writing as a political statement of his leftist activism. He 
was involved with the Communist party, which caused his arrest and interrogation in 1951. For 
more details, see Layman (1981).  
vii Among the many critical studies on Hammett's novels are Gregory (1985), and Marling 
(1983).  
viii See Herman (1994) for an account on the development in Hammett‟s work.  
ix For a detailed account on the position of Hammett in relation to modernism and modern 
litterateur, see McGurl (1997) and Gray (2008).  
x For more on the general characterization of Hammett's detective, see Edenbaum (1968).  
xi A number of Hammett‟s stories were adapted by Hollywood during the 1930s and 1940s. Some 
of these films are The Maltese Falcon (1931),  The Thin Man (1934), Woman in the Dark (1934), 
The Glass Key (1935), Satan Met a Lady (1936),  After the Thin Man (1936), The Maltese 
Falcon (1941), Shadow of the Thin Man (1941), The Glass Key (1942), The Thin Man Goes 
Home (1945), Secret Agent X-9 (1945), and Song of the Thin Man (1947). For more on the 
adaptation of Hammett's fiction in Hollywood, see Irwin (2006), chapters seven and eight.       
xii Marc Seals (2002)  notes the fact that Hammett worked as a detective for the Pinkerton Detective 
Agency, and suggests that this job influenced his writing insofar as Hammett learned that the detective 
occupies “more than just a space between the federal authorities and local law enforcement; he also lives 
in a gray area between the law and the criminal” (p. 68). For more information on Hammett and the 
Pinkerton Agency , see Raczkowski (2003). 
xiii For Hammett‟s biography see Layman (1981), Johnson (1983), Nolan (1969), and Marling 

(1983).  
xiv See Haut (1995) for the conceptualization of American pulp culture in relation to crime 
fiction.  
xv Chandler‟s “The Simple Art of Murder,” a seminal essay about hardboiled crime fiction, was 

first published in 1944 in The Atlantic Monthly. Unless otherwise stated, I will use throughout 
this study the reprint of Chandler‟s essay in The Second Chandler Omnibus (1973).  
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xvi See Heise (2005) for a detailed account of the discourses of policing and crime in the US in 
the 1920s.  
xvii Sindra Gregory  (1984) maintains that although the exposure of corruption is more revealing 
than any other novel of the time, including The Great Gatsby, she still thinks that Red Harvest is 
“more than a political or social tract” (p. 29).  
xviii Steve Marcus provides an insight Hammett‟s underworld “what happens in Hammett is that 

what is revealed as “reality” is still further fiction making activity” (1975 xxii). That is, Hammett 

is creating  fiction in the real world and the fiction he creates, like the real world, is “coherent, 

but not necessarily rational” (1975 xxii).  
xix Unless otherwise stated, quotations from "The Girl with the Sliver Eye," "The House in Turk 
Street,"  "The Whosis Kid,"  "The Tenth Clew" "The Big Knockover"  and “$106,000 Blood 

Money"  are from Dashiell Hammett: Crime Stories and Other Writings (2001). A page number 
will follow the title of the short story after each quote.   
xx For more information about Hammett‟s short stories see Marling (1983), chapter two; Wolf 

(1980). See also  Herman (1994) for the treatment of  female characters in the short stories.   
xxi For the treatment of masculinity in Hammett‟s work see Breu (2004) and (2005).   
xxii Unless otherwise stated, quotations from “The Gutting of Couffignal” are from Hammett‟s 

The Big Knockover (1972), which is one of the main collections of short stories. A page number 
will follow the title of the short story after each quote.  
xxiii Cooper (1989) discusses four films The Maltese Falcon (1941), The Big Heat (1953), 
Chinatown (1974) and Angel Heart (1974).  
xxiv I consider The Maltese Falcon the defining line between Hammett‟s early and later work. In 

this novel, Hammett achieved a remarkable hardboiled novel, and the two novels that he wrote 
after it The Glass Key and The Thin Man employ different dynamics especially in relation to 
gender.  
xxv David Herman (1994) argues that androgyny lessens in Hammett‟s later work: “Hammett‟s 

characterization of women does in fact undergo development, and that the absence of androgyny 
in the later works represent not an increased conservatism about gender, but rather an interpretive 
code according to which gender itself becomes multiple and complex” (p. 210).  
xxvi For more on the characterization of Hammett's detective, the Continental Op, see Day (1988), 
Wheat  (1995) Whitley (1980). 
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Abstract 
The study of Arabic in Nigeria has always been associated with the religion of Islam. The use of 
Arabic language for literary expression has therefore been appreciated from the perspective of its 
religious value. Contemporary Nigerian users of Arabic have however diversified their areas of 
human interests which had led to the production of literary works in Arabic that have little or 
nothing to do with the religion of Islam. These include national and global issues in the three 
major genres of literature, namely: Poetry, Prose and Drama. One of the most leading Nigerian 
poets in Arabic is Isa Abubakar who has  two collections of poems to his credit. The first is Ar-
Riyadh (the Gardens) while the second one is named Al-Suba’iyyāt which means Odes 
comprising seven line each. This article intends to study four poems in the second collection that 
touch on national and global issues from the perspective of a Nigerian Poet using Arabic for 
expression. The study includes translation and appreciation of, and commentary on each poem.  
This is in addition to a short biography of the poet and a general review of the work. 
 
Keywords: Nigerian Literature, Suba‟iyyāt, Ruba‟iyyāt, Poetry, Arabic 
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Introduction 
The study of Arabic in Nigeria like in any other non-Arabic speaking country is always 

associated with Islam. Its spread in Nigeria is however due to many other purposes apart from 
religion. These include historical (Dike, 1965, p.32) cultural (Abubakar, 1972, p.10) and 
diplomatic factors. 
 With the study and mastery of the language in Nigeria as a result of constant and 
continuous development of its curricula, Nigerians naturally began to respond to their 
environment through writing about their experiences which at the initial stage were a reflection 
of the religious training they have undergone. Most of the early writings were, therefore, on 
religious themes. This is not to say that mundane matters were not discussed at all. By the 
expansion of scholarship in Arabic through establishment of schools and introduction of Arabic 
and Islamic studies in the curricula of different institutions including Universities coupled with 
the admission of Nigerian students into Arab and Western Universities for degrees in Arabic, the 
perception in Nigeria is being repositioned to see Arabic not only as a language of Islam but also 
as a utility language for all purposes including Nigerian literature .This development gave birth 
to a new trend in the study and utilization of the language. As the study of the language and its 
literature continues to develop, so its utility expands and a new nomenclature was introduced. 
Today, we have Nigerian literature in Arabic as against Arabic literature in Nigeria.   
 The phrase “Nigerian literature in Arabic” is relatively new in the Nigerian literary circle 

as the popular phrase commonly used by writers was „Arabic Literature in Nigeria‟ 
It was in 2001, a scholar of Arabic, M. G Raji of Ahmadu Bello University published an article 
entitled „The birth of Nigerian literature in Arabic‟. Raji (2001, p.228) saw the birth from the 

activities and efforts of Nigerian users of the Arabic language to demonstrate their writings in 
line with the freedom winds blowing all over the Muslims countries which emphasize national 
consciousness as against religious awareness. He says “…it was the study of the language and 

literature in this secular context, reinforced by the modernization of the pre-colonial tradition 
Islamic life, culture and scholarship that eventually gave birth to Nigerian literature in Arabic 
instead of the English, Hausa Ibo or Yoruba literary tradition” 
 

While the present writer agrees almost in totality with Raji, the issue of modernization, 
secularity and decolonization upon which he premised his idea, needs further clarification. This 
is because ever before the colonial era when Arabic was the official language in some parts of 
the country, nationalistic ideas were reflected in the writing of Nigerian users of Arabic. For 
example, Sheikh Adam Al-Ilory quoted a letter (a literary genre in Arabic) written by the king of 
Borno to Sultan Adhair Al-Barquqi condemning the acts of some Arabs who had come to Borno 
and misbehaved in the land (Al-Ilory, ND, pp.35-38) 

Furthermore, rather than ascribing the whole phenomenon to secularity, the language 
mastery as a result of intensive training in language acquisition in Arabic schools and 
universities must have played its role in the diversification of literary exposition. This is because 
ability to use language effectively and powerfully enhances desire and will to put into writing 
thoughts, imagination, and emotions which any good literature would require and contain. 
 In recent times, therefore, some Arabic literary works of Nigerian authorship have begun 
to attract the attention of literary critics in the Arab world as well as in Nigeria. This appreciation 
has, however, been confined to only scholars of Arabic. In other words, language continues to be 
a major barrier in appreciating the quality of our literary artists using Arabic as a medium. While 
there are a few prose works and drama, poetry still remains the most celebrated literary genre in 
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Nigerian literature of Arabic expression. Most of these poems are, however, either religious or 
close to religious themes which even if translated into English may not attract the attention of 
non- adherents. 
 This paper therefore intends to expose some selected poems that are basically non-
religious in the works of one of the leading poets of Arabic in Nigeria through translation and 
appreciation of and commentary on his selected poems. 
 
Poetry In Nigerian Arabic Literature 

Poetry is the most popular literary genre in Arabic literature. Right from time 
immemorial, Arabic poetry has been the major if not only literary genre that was highly 
celebrated by the Arabs. A poet was so highly regarded that when one emerged in a community, 
feasts would be made, the women of the tribe would join together in bands playing lutes as they 
do during bridals and the men and boys would congratulate one another (Al-Maslut, 1973, p.207) 

This important literary genre has been defined as a measured and rhymed speech.(Azzayyat, ND, 
p.28)  This shows that poetry in Arabic goes with some kind of measurement and rhyme which 
later led to the discovery of sixteen types of meters in Arabic poetry by Khalil ibn Ahmad. The 
principal meters include (the perfect Kamil), the Ample (Wafir), the long (Tawil), the wide 
(Basit), the light (Khafif) and several more. (Nicholson, 1976, p.75) A complete poem following 
any of those meters in its composition is referred to as Qasidah which means an Ode, the only 
form or rather any finished type of poetry that existed in what,  for want of a better word may be 
called The classical period of Arabic literature (Nicholson, 1976, p.76).Each one consists of 
verses (abyat, sing bayt) which Arberry describes as a unit of composition made up of two 
hemistiches or misra and the rhyme so enunciated is maintained throughout the ensuing poem. 
(Arberry, 1965, p.6) Such poetic tradition continues, despite observed difficulty and rigidity in 
its practice. This has led some critics to write against the system which led to what is today 
known as free-verse. The free verse, despite Western influence and its practice by some modern 
poets in the Arab world, did not actually get the expected support by the Arab readership. (Al-
Dasuqy, 1970, p.302)  

The traditional system of poem composition, therefore, continues to be used by Nigerian 
users of Arabic. It is, however noteworthy that the Nigerian Arabic scholarship has invented 
another meter in addition  to the already known 16 meters discussed earlier. This meter called „al 
karim‟ (the benevolent) was invented by Ruqayyah, grandmother of Sheikh Usman bin Fodio 
(Al-Ilory, ND, p.10) and she had an ode using the meter. The present writer is, however, not 
aware of any other Nigerian poet that used the meter. This shows the rigid stickiness of Nigerian 
Arabic poets to the traditional sixteen meters. 

Furthermore, major themes in traditional Arabic literature continued to be pursued by the 
Nigerian poets. These include elegy, eulogy, love poem, description, heroic poem and satire, 
though the motive in any of the themes in Nigerian context is different from that of the Arabs. 
For example, the eulogy in Arab literature may be for a King or a ruler with the aim of drawing 
some material benefit, while in Nigeria it is to appreciate the contribution of great scholars or 
exalting the position of the Prophet Muhammad (S.A.W). 

With the exposure of Nigerian scholars of Arabic to modern civilization, various themes 
and issues different from the traditional ones are tackled. For example, Isa Abubakar in another 
collection of his has this to say about love: 

فؼٛضٕٟ ِــــٕٙب ثشفز١ه رٜ اٌخّشا ** ٌمذ دّشَ هللا اٌخّٛسوزا اٌغىـــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــشا 

ألشــــــــــشة ِٓ ران اٌّشد١ك ٚال ٚصسا ** فال رٔت ٌٟ ثؼذ إرا جئذ ٠ب ِٕٝ 
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أال  فبسدّٕٝ  ٚالشؼٝ رٌه اٌغزشا ** ٚعزشن ٘زا ٠ضشَ إٌـــــــبس فٟ اٌذشب

ٚفٟ اٌصذ شّش ٠فغذ اٌؼ١ش ٚاألِشا ** ٞ وث١شا فٟ اٌـــــــــــــــــٛصبي د١برٕب ص١ٍٓ

ٌٕغّغ لٛي اٌــــــــــــــــــــــــــــٛد ٚعؼزٕب صجشا ** ٌّبرا إرا جئٕبن فٟ غغك  اٌذجٝ 

ٚلذ ٚصفٛا فٟ اٌذ٘ش أدـــــــٛاٌٗ شؼشا ** ٚاػٍُ أْ اٌــــــــــــــذت شٟء ِمّذط 

                                   (Abubakar „a‟ 2005, p.181) 
                                 God has forbidden alcohol and intoxicants  

But has replaced them for me with your lips  
There is no sin, therefore, if I come oh Munah! 
To drink from that wine. 
Your reluctance burns like fire in the heart  
Please have mercy and be more courteous 
Come close as our life is in the closeness 
While turning away spoils the matter and life 
Why is it that when we come in the night  
You shower abuses and blames 
Oh my love, love is essential 
And through ages it has been exalted in poetry.  

 
 The poet in the forgoing verses has succeeded not only in raising the average readers‟ 

sentiments towards love he also pacified people with religious sentiments, having started with 
God and what He has forbidden. He, however, left nobody in doubt that he knows what is right 
and what is wrong. Another great poet was Justice Umar Ibrahim from Zaria who praised the 
historical landmark of United State of America when she successfully launched the first rocket 
into the moon in 1969. He composed an acrostic poem part of which goes as follows: 

ٚػذٖ إٌّزظش " جْٛ"ٚف١ذ ٌـ ** ٔضٌَذ ٔضٌَذ ثغطخ اٌمّش 

ٌـــــــــــــــــــــــــذك اٌج١ٍذ ج١ًٍ اٌمذس ** ١ٍ٠ك ثٕب أْ ٔمَٛ ادزـــــشاِب 

   (Galadanci, 1993, p.170) 
                                    You landed, you landed on the surface of the moon  
   You fulfilled the promise of John (Kennedy) 
   It is worth standing for as a mark of respect 
   For the great and esteemed position 
 
The poem is acrostic because the first letters of the verses spelt the names of the 

Americans that first landed on the moon. They are Neil Armstrong, Edwin Adrian and Michael 
Collins.  
 
About The Poet and Al-Suba’iyyat 

The Poet 
 Isa Alabi Abubakar received his early Arabic and Islamic education at Arabic Training 
Center (Markaz), Agege where he completed his Junior Arabic Secondary section (I’dadiyyah) 
and Senior Arabic Secondary section (thanawiyyah) under the tutelage of Sheikh Adam 
Abdullah al-Ilory the prolific writer, historian, linguist and Islamist. He later proceeded to 
Bayero University in Kano where he obtained Diploma in Arabic, Hausa and Islamic Studies. He 
thereafter gained admission into the University of Ilorin where he bagged his first Degree in 
Arabic language and literature. 
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 He went back to Bayero University for his Masters program after which he was employed 
by Usmanu Danfodiyo University in Sokoto. After teaching for about a decade in the university, 
he was appointed at the University of Ilorin in 1994 and he has since been teaching Arabic 
literature at the University. His poetic talents had started to show from Arabic Training Center 
Agege where in addition to his natural endowment, there was a conducive atmosphere for 
teaching and training to nurture talents. By the end of his training in the other various 
institutions, he has actually become a prominent and famous poet recognized locally and globally 
having got some of his poetic works published in Nigeria and some Arab countries. Some critics 
have pointed to the environmental factors that are responsible for his prowess in poetry. The 
factors include his study at Markaz, University of Ilorin, his sojourn at Usman Danfodio Sokoto 
and Bayero University and stay in his hometown, Ilorin. (Jimba, 2008, p.15) The beauty and 
musical melody of his poems has made Universities to encourage students to research into his 
works at all levels, Bachelors degree, Master‟s and PhD and on different themes. This is in 

addition to several published academic papers in learned journals on his works. He has got two 
large collections of Arabic poems to his credit. 
 

Al-Suba’iyyāt  
Al-Suba‟iyyat is a singular word for subaiyyaat which literally means in Arabic seven 

lines. Al-subaiyyāt written by Isa Abubakar is a collection of poems that consists of seven-line 
poems on different themes. 
The literary work is a product of the influence of similar poetic works written by other poets in 
the past. There was one written by Omar al-Khayyam, the Persian mathematician and 
astronomer, named Ruba’iyyat (the four-line or Quadruplet poem). This work is one of the 
world‟s best known works of poetry. It is in view of its beauty and quality that the work was 
translated into many languages of the world. In the 1850s an English poet and translator Edward 
Fitzgerald reworked and molded Omar‟s work in to rhymed verse and tried to preserve the spirit 
of the original if not its precise meaning Fitzgerald published his translation in 1859 but it was 
not until the second edition appeared in 1886 that the poetry gained immense popularity 
(Encyclopedia Britanica, Vol. 23, p.823). This great literary work did not influence Western 
literature only but its influence on the eastern literatures including Arabic literature is 
incontrovertible. One of such influences was seen in the poem of al-Bustaniyy who converted the 
Ruba’iyyah (four lines) to Suba‟iyyāt (seven-line poem). (Abubakar „b‟ 2008, p.140).  Isa 

Abubakar himself did not hide his sources of inspiration for this type of poem when he called the 
attention of the readers to two different Subaiyyat that had influence on him. The first one was 
composed by Iliya Abu Madi (Jimba, 2008, p.13) while the other one was authored by 
Muhammad Ash-hary (Abubakar, 2008, p.183) It is, therefore, not strange to have a Nigerian 
poet of Arabic composing poems in that style. 
  Isa Abubakar‟s Suba’iyyaat which is first of its kind in the Nigerian literary circle 
(Jimba, 2008, p.15)is composed of one hundred and seventy (170) poems where the poet touched 
on different personal and human encounters ranging from local to National and intercontinental 
issues. 
 It is, however, observed that while our poet‟s Suba’iyyaat follows the traditional couplet 
system, the other Suba’iyyaat followed one line system. This pre-supposes that Isa Abubakar is 
heavily inclined to the traditional Qasidah form which is also followed by many other Nigerian 
poets in Arabic medium. 
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Analysis Of Selected Poems 
The first poem is titled “the terrorists”. It goes thus: 

ٚأعبٌـــــــــــــــــــــــــــٛا اٌذِبء فٟ وً ٚاد ** لزفٛا اٌشػـــت فٟ لٍـــــٛة اٌؼجبد 

٘بة أٚ ٘ذَ عٛس أِٓ اٌجالد؟ ** و١ف رذم١ك ِب ٠شِٚـــــْٛ ثبإلس 

ـؼت إدـــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــشاصٖ ثغبساد ػبد ** إْ ِب ال ٠ٕبي ثبٌغٍُ لــــــذ ٠صـ 

ـظ اٌزٟ ٠ض٘مٛٔـــــــــــــــــــــــٙب ثفغبد؟ ** ػٍٝ ِٓ إٌفـ أٞ شٟء ٠ب لَٛ أ

ـث١ً ثبألثش٠ب ١ًٌٕ اٌــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــّشاد؟ ** أٞ د٠ٓ دػب إٌٝ اٌؼٕف ٚاٌزّـ 

ـً ِىبْ رشــــــــــــــــــــــــذد األٚغـــــــــبد ** لبرً هللا ِٓ ٠شجــــــــــــــــــــغ فٟ وـ 

ّْ إس٘بثــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــُٙ ٠ف١ذ ػذٚ   هللا ِٓ لجً ض١ـــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــشٖ ٌٍؼجبد** إ
                                                (Abubakar, 2008, p.65) 
They threw terror in the hearts of people 
They shed blood in all places  
How achievable is their goal with terror  
Or demolishing the security gates of cities 
What is never achievable with peace 
May be difficult to achieve by attacks of the aggressors 
What is more precious, o people, than  
The life they terminate with impunity  
Which religion calls to callousness and killing of the innocent  
In order to get the goal, 
May the Almighty wage war against who encourages  
The heartlessness of the senseless 
Their terrorist attacks are beneficial only to the enemies of God 
In addition to their havoc to the servants of God  
 
Appreciation 
  The issue of terrorism has become a household concern in every country today. Several 
governments have been trying to combat the menace in order to get peace which is a prerequisite 
for development. Despite the fact that the terrorists cut across political, religious and ideological 
boundaries, Muslims have been the target of accusations. But here is a poet that can also be 
regarded as a “Muslim Scholar” expressing disgust and sorrow about the activities of the 
terrorists. His condemnation of the acts has been literarily expressed in three ways. First, the 
shedding of blood and the throwing of fear in the hearts of people which any reasonable human 
being must abhor. Secondly, in a questioning technique, he was pointing to the unattainability of 
the goals of the terrorists which is another way of condemning the acts. Questioning technique 
also shows the high level of worry in the heart of the poet. Despite the fact that he knows that no 
religion encourages terrorism, he was still asking which religion supports terrorist acts in order to 
express his complete disgust and abhorrence. The third way of condemning terrorism is by 
showering curses on the perpetrators of the acts because they are terrorizing the servants of God. 

Although the appreciation of the language aspect of the poem may be difficult as each 
language has its devices in expressing ideas and feelings, the musical impact of ad with which 
each line of the poem ends „rawiyy‟ is noteworthy. This is because such „rawiyy‟ when the poem 

is put in the song form, gives sounds of sorrow and lamentation. 
The second poem is entitled „our country and darkness‟. It goes thus: 

ــــــــــغبد أػ١بٟٔ ٚأِش ٘زا اٌفــــ** ثــالدٔب ٚاٌظالَ عـــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــ١بْ 
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٠ٕمزٔب ِٓ ثشاثٓ اٌـــــــــــــــــجبٟٔ ** أ٠ــــــــــــــــٓ سئ١ظ ِٛفك ٠مــــــــــــــــــــــــع 

أث١زٙب ِـــــــــــــــثً لٍت ش١طبْ ** ٌٚــــــ١ٍخ ظٍّخ أوبثــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــذ٘ب 

ٌـــــــخٛفٙب  ِٓ  خشٚج ف١شاْ ** ـــّخ ِٕؼذ عٛاد٘ب ِثً فذـــــــــــــــــ

أػ١ذ  ط٠ٛال ػمٛي فشعبْ ** خ١ٛي ٘ــــــــــزٞ اٌجالد جبِــــذخ 

رغ١ش فٟ اٌغٟ ِثً د١ـــــــــشاْ **  -أ٠ٓ لبئـــــــــذ٘ب–وزبئت اٌمَٛ 

 ًٔٛسا ٚلِٟٛ فٟ ظٍّخ اٌؼــــبٟٔ** ٟٚ٘ رجٙشٟٔ  (غبٔب)سجؼذ ِٓ 
                                 (Abubakar, 2008, p.120) 
Our country and darkness are the same  
About this matter of corruption I‟m fed up  
Where is the lucky and conscious leader  
To rescue us from the dens of the criminals  
How many dark nights like the heart of the devil  
I have encountered and slept in them 
They are as black as charcoal  
Which even prevent rats to come out 
Horses of the country are uncontrollable  
They have for long weakened the horsemen‟s intelligence  
Battalions of people are going in wrong ways  
They are moving on aimlessly 
Where is their leader?  
From Ghana I returned overwhelmed by her light  
While my people are languishing in darkness. 

 
 
Appreciation 

The issue of electricity in Nigeria has become a great if not the greatest problem facing 
the country. Many successive governments have promised to face the problem head long. 
Nigerians are each time disappointed by the result of each effort despite huge amount of money 
being invested in the sector. It is now clear to all Nigerians that the inability of governments to 
get a lasting solution to the epileptic nature of electricity in the country is as a result of stinking 
corruption that has eaten deep into the fabric of the society.  
 This is what the poet is talking about by first taking darkness to be synonymous to 
Nigeria. What can be darker than darkness? This is immediately followed by expressing disgust 
about the level of corruption of which he is fed up. In the second line, he considered the people 
at the helm of affairs as criminals.  
 The darkness in the country is likened to the heart of devils. This simile is horrific and 
frightening. The nights are so dark that the nocturnal animals are frightened to go out because of 
the intensity of the darkness.  
 There is a metaphoric expression in the poem where the poet likened our leaders to the 
uncontrollable horses whose uncontrolabness has defied all solutions. This is what he means by 
saying “They have for long weakened the horsemen‟s intelligence. Expressing his 

disappointment further, he compared the situation he saw in Ghana with what he met in Nigeria 
when he came back from sabbatical leave. What an expression of hopelessness in Nigerian 
future.   
The third poem is titled Asian Calamity; it goes thus: 

ٌـــــّذ وبعذب ١ِٙٚجب ٚػزٝ ا** ٘ذس اٌجذش ٘بئـــــــــــــــــــًجب ٚغضٛثب 
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٠ٚــــــــــــــــــــــــــشٜ فٟ ػزٖٛ ِش٘ٛثب ** إْ فٟ اٌجذش فٟ اٌـــــــــــــــــــٙذٚء ِزبػب 

ْ خفبفب ٌىٝ ٠زٚلٛا وشٚثب ** جؼً إٌبط وبٌطذبٌت ٠طفٛ 

ثه سغُ  اٌج١بْ دمب أد٠جب؟ ** أ٠ــــــــــــٓ ِٕٗ طٛفبْ ٔٛح فمذ أس 

س ٔفٛعب  فىبْ ٠ِٛب ػص١جب ** ـــــضاي ِٓ دْٚ إٔزا ٚأثبد اٌضٌــــــــــ

ـش٠ذ فٛق اٌزٟ رزٚة اٌمٍٛثب ** لذ سأ٠ٕب ِشب٘ذ اٌجؤط ٚاٌزشـ 

 فؼغٝ أْ رــشٜ األِبْ لش٠جب** دِٚب  (آع١ب)ٔىجبد رـــــــــــــذق 
                                  (Abubakar, 2008, p.191) 
The sea surged in annoyance  
Tsunami transgressed in fierceness 
There is joy in the sea when quite  
It becomes horror when it transgresses 
It turns men like water moss 
Floating to taste grief 
What is Noah‟s flood 
It has upset the rhetoric of a literary artist  
The earthquake has destroyed without notice  
Souls, the day was a bad day  
We see misery, banishment  
That is more than what hearts can absorb  
Calamities hitting Asian always  
May she taste tranquility.  

 
Appreciation 

Tsunami disaster is one of the world worst calamities. It has caused untold hardship to 
humanity in the Asian continent. The whole world responded to the event in different ways to 
assist the people of the area. This human disaster has aroused the emotion and feelings of the 
poet to which he responded in this poem. 
The poet succeeded in describing the situation as grievous and unprecedented. It is a beautiful 
literary device to use personification in describing event as done in this poem. The sea is 
annoyed and transgressed.  
 The scene was a complete horror seeing dead bodies floating like water moss on the sea. 
The use of annoyance and transgression is also similar to a Quranic expression when Almighty 
God was talking about Tufan (Noah‟s deluge)

 
thus: “when the water transgressed, we carried you 

(mankind) in the floating (ship)” (Quran 69 verse 11). This type of device is known in Arabic 

Rhetoric as Iqtibas. (Lit; taking light from a place). It means that the poet has taken part of the 
beauty of the Quran to express himself. The catastrophe is beyond the descriptive ability of any 
literary artist or any orator. He finally prayed for the continent to taste peace and tranquility.  
 The fourth poem is titled „Combating Poverty in Africa‟. It goes thus;  

ـــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــمبٚح ٚثالء ٚوغُٛ٘ شــــــــ** فصٍٛا اٌفمــــــــش ٌٍشؼــــــــــــــٛة سداء 

ــزَٛ رمصــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــ١شُ٘ ٚساِٛ اٌثٕبء ** خزٌُٛ٘ فذٍّٛا اٌمذس اٌـــّـــذـــــ 

و١ف دبصٚا فٟ اٌؼذَ ٘زا اٌثشاء؟ ** ال سػٝ هللا ػضُ٘ ٚغـــــــــــــــــــــــــــٕبُ٘ 

ـــــّش ٌٍفبش١ٍٓ لٍجـــــــــــــــــــــــــــــٝ سضبء ** ٌى١ً ٠ب إٌٟٙ فال ٠ضـــــ طــــــــــفخ ا

ٚع١جـــــــــــــــــمْٛ فٟ اٌشــــــــــــشا١٠ٓ داء ** ال ٠غ١ـــــــــــش ش١ئب  (ِٕذ٠ال)جٙــــــــذ 

ال ٠ــــــــــــــــــــشِْٚٛ ٌٍجــــــــــــــــــــــــــــالد ّٔبء ** ُ٘ صـــــــــــــــــــــــٕبد٠ذ وبألساري خٍمب 

 ـــٓ فخبٔٛا أفش٠م١ب اٌغـــــــــــــــــــــــــــــٛداء** دىّٛا ثبٌخذاع ِثـــــــــــً اٌش١بط١ـــــ 
                                  (Abubakar, 2008, p.196) 
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Poverty is cut like a suit for people  
Clothed in misfortune and travails 
Disgrace sets in, yet ascribed to fate 
With wrongdoings they expect praise  
May their majesty and riches perish 
How manage they amass huge wealth in penury 
The scale has become light 
My heart never wishes them well 
Mandela‟s efforts did not change anything 
They will remain a disease in the veins 
They are heads bankrupt in character 
They never think of progress for the people 
They rule with deceit like devils  
And betray the black race 

 
The background to this poem was according to the poet about a gathering which Nelson 

Mandela addressed in London on combating poverty in Africa. 
The poet sees the corruption of African leaders as disheartening. He likened the leaders to tailors 
who have cut cloth and suit of poverty and penury for African people. The use of cloth and suit 
here to show overwhelming poverty in Africa is a literary device known as Kinaya otherwise 
called allusion. How it was possible for Africa to be in this level of deprivation was because of 
high level of corruption which African leaders have institutionalized. This is in addition to 
injustice and inequitable share of natural resources. The poet could not hide his feelings against 
the leaders by showering curses on them that their honour and majesty may never be protected. 
He also laments how deceitful the leaders are and likens them to devils as they betrayed the 
black race. Bad leaders in Africa must be fought first if we want to combat poverty successfully 
in the continent. 
 
 
Conclusion 

An attempt has been made in this paper to expose the poetic artistry of Nigerian poet of 
Arabic medium. The analysis of some selected poems has shown the beauty and high quality of 
Nigerian poetic repository in Arabic language. We have also seen the concern of those poets for 
national and global issues which have been the major focus of this paper. It was also observed in 
the paper that despite efforts by some literary critics to condemn traditional poetic style which is 
Qasidah form and despite the fact that changes have come over Arabic poetry even in 
Arabcountries, most Nigerian poets still use the traditional style. It is the submission of the 
present writer that the poets should free themselves a little bit from the rigidity of the prosody 
and fashion out poetic style that will conform to Nigerian poetic styles like in English, Hausa, 
Yoruba or Igbo. This will go a long way in lifting Arabic poetry in Nigeria from the present state 
of rigidity and imitation. This submission can only actualize its aim by expanding the curriculum 
of Arabic Studies to include more studies in Nigerian literatures. 

Finally, the study of Arabic in Nigeria should be encouraged at all levels irrespective of 
its association with Islam in view of the contribution of the language to the socio-cultural and 
educational development of the country over a millenium. 
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Abstract 
It is hard to overlook the global multicultural nature of the world in which we live. In such a 
context the concept, the thinking and the strategy of hybridity have a prominent place. In fact, 
over the last two decades, the concept of hybridity has been the subject of many debates and has 
given birth to many literary works that contribute to these debates. Leila Aboulela, the Sudanese 
–Egyptian writer, is one of the writers who joins in the ongoing discussions on hybridity. In her 
latest novel Lyrics Alley Aboulela offers not only her compatriots but all postcolonial citizens 
different modes of hybridity to choose from in order to cope with a world in which it is difficult 
to denounce its multicultural nature.  
Key Words: Egyptian-Sudanese ties, Hybridity, Leila Aboulela, Postcolonialism, and Sudanese 
Literature. 
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Lyrics Alley: Leila Aboulela's New ‘Lyrics’ on Hybridity 

I am a citizen of two countries, a member of multiple communities, and a stubborn practitioner 
of many disciplines. (Gómez Peña, 1996, p. 80) 

I do not believe that East is East and West is West, at the same time I think it is simplistic and 
unrealistic to claim that there are no differences at all between people.  (Leila Aboulela, 
Interview by Kamal, 2010, Appendix, p.6) 

It is hard to overlook the global multicultural nature of the world in which we live. This 
condition leads to the consequence that “terms like „Nation‟, „national identity‟, „national 

culture‟ have to be thought and understood in a new way in order to develop a peaceful co-
existence,” and in such a context “the concept, the thinking and the strategy of hybridity have a 

prominent place” (Toro, 2006, p. 20). In fact, over the last two decades, the concept of hybridity 
has been the subject of many debates and has given birth to many literary works that contribute 
to these debates. Leila Aboulela is one of the writers who joins in the ongoing discussions on 
hybridity. 

In her recent novel Lyrics Alley written in 2010 Leila Aboulela, the Sudanese-Egyptian writer, is 
explaining to her compatriots who belong to the post- independence generation in Sudan what it 
means to have a hybrid identity. The experience of growing up with hyphenated identity and the 
way she sees her two countries, Sudan and Egypt, are reflected in her novel:  
 

Belonging to the post-Independence generation, I had to grow up within the 
disappointments and compromises of Independence. It was my father‟s generation 

which witnessed the exhilaration of Independence and the subsequent crush of coups, 
military regimes and dysfunctional states. Although Lyrics Alley was inspired by my 
uncle, the novel was capturing my father‟s times, the heady days of the 1950s when 

Sudan was actually a prosperous country before it became, a few decades later, one 
of the poorest in the world.  (Interview by Daniel Musiitwa 2011) 

She leaves Sudan in 1985 after graduating from Khartoum University, with a degree in 
Economics and an award to study an MSc and an MPhil degree from the London School of 
Economics, to return back after 17 years of absence when her father was seriously ill: 
 

I hadn't returned to Khartoum in so long. I hadn't even taken a holiday back. My 
[Egyptian] mother had moved to Cairo to encourage the rest of the family to go there 
too. It was really like I was saying goodbye to my father. It felt like his life in Sudan 
was coming to an end. Even if he had not passed away, he would have moved to 
Egypt to join my mother. I was saying goodbye to the life he was clinging to.  
(Interview by Arifa Akbar 2010)  

Even the Sudan of her childhood years was “a space of multiple allegiances” (Marrouchi 1998, 

209): 
When I was growing up, we spoke Egyptian, we ate Egyptian food, we had other 
Egyptian friends. It was my father's preference. I think he saw marrying an Egyptian 
as being liberating from the customs of his day. He had left [the Sudanese city of] 
Umdurman to go to Victoria College in Egypt [which is described as the "Eton of 
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Africa" in her book] and then Trinity College, Dublin. A lot of his friends married 
English and Irish ladies. I think marrying an Egyptian was a compromise. My mum 
and dad were speaking all the time about 'in Sudan we do this' and 'in Egypt we do 
that' so I was very aware of cultural differences. (Interview by Arifa Akhbar 2010) 

In 1990 Aboulela moves to Aberdeen, where she starts her writing career. Between 2000 and 
2012, she experiences living in different countries as Jakarta and Dubai, as well as occasional 
visits to Cairo. 
 What is evident from these interviews is the hybrid nature of Aboulela‟s identity. This hybridity 

is reflected in the host of characters she presents in her novel, and who like herself, try to come 
to terms with their own hybridity sometimes with ease and comfort and sometimes with inner 
strife and conflicts. Hers is what Michael Bakhtin (1981) wrote of as “intentional hybridity” that 

sets different voices against one another without denying their irreconcilable differences (pp.358-
359) in an attempt to reconcile the conflicts within. 
 Aboulela”s Lyrics Alley gains further significance as a statement on hybridity as it is 
announced at a crucial moment in the history of the development of the concept. Hybridity 
thinking has been criticized for being a „dependent‟ thinking that makes sense only on the 

assumption of purity (Young 1995). Recently, moreover, there has been a polemical backlash 
against hybridity thinking as Nederveen Pieterse (2001) explains: “Hybridity it is argued is 

inauthentic, without roots, for the elite only, does not reflect social realities on the ground. It is 
multiculturalism lite, highlights superficial confetti culture and glosses over deep cleavages that 
exist on the ground (p. 221). The question that these attacks miss to take into account is what 
about the actual hybrids and their experiences? 
 Hybridity is also viewed with suspicion by  
 

certain commentators who have seen hybridity as the cultural effect of globalization 
(a concept which in itself protean). It seems necessary to reflect on the meaning of 
the word “hybridity” that tends to erase and homogenise differences and local 

inscriptions, but in which particularisms and parochialism are insidiously gaining 
headway, notably through a return to essentialized identities, communitarian attitudes 
and/or religious fundamentalisms that insist on the unicity, the purity and the 
integrity of identities and cultivate endogamy and the rejection of the 
Other.”(Guignery, 2011, p. 5)  

So it becomes an imperative to reflect on the meanings of the word „hybridity‟ in a globalized 

multicultural world. In such a context, hybridity as a way of living holds a prominent place. 
As such the present research paper aims to analyze Aboulela‟s views concerning how hybridity 

could be adopted as a positive strategy of living and co-existence in a multicultural world. It will 
also highlights the conditions Aboulela holds as essential for the adoption of such a strategy. The 
analysis will also underline the role of the art in globalized world. The analysis will make use of 
Homi Bhabha‟s concept of The Third Space and Gomez Pena‟s concept of the border as well as 

Rosi Braidotti‟s notion of the nomadic subjectivity to foreground the different forms of the 
hybrid identities presented by Aboulela.   
 
Sudanese-Egyptian Relations: A History of Hybridity 
“Rather than a single idea, hybridity is an association of ideas, concepts and themes that at once 

reinforce and contradict one another” (Kraidy, 2005, p. IV). Therefore, it is important as 
Nederveen Pieterse (2001) argues to put each analysis of hybridity in its specific context where 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aberdeen
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the conditions that form hybrid identities are discussed. Thus, a brief account of Sudan‟s history 

is essential to understand the hybrid nature of the pre/ post-independence Sudanese society. 

A major factor that has affected Sudan's evolution is the country's relationship with Egypt. As 
early as the eighth millennium B.C., there was contact between Sudan and Egypt. Throughout 
the centuries, ties between Egyptians and Sudanese took various forms. Fabos (2008) explains 
how these ties began as commercial ties as male traders-jallaba- from the succession of 
kingdoms in present-day Sudan‟s north and west actively pursued commerce and intermarried 
with Egyptians. In fact, camel trade between Egypt and Sudan has ancient roots and was part of a 
network of caravan routes connecting Sudan with Africa and Arabia. 

In the nineteenth century and during the Turco Egyptian rule in Sudan (in 1820 an Egyptian 
army under Ottoman command invaded Sudan) these ties became political. The Turco Egyptian 
administration, although opposed by many Sudanese, “found supporters among certain tribal 

groups in the Merowe-Dongola region of northern central Sudan, who worked as tax collectors, 
soldiers and low-level bureaucrats” (Holt and Daly, 2000, p. 96). Meanwhile, economic relations 

continued uninterrupted as Jallaba “developed a working relationship with the administration and 

were able to use ties to forge business relations with Egyptian middlemen” (Fabos, 2008, p. 29).  

Ties between Egypt and Sudan did not flow one way during that period. A large number of 
Egyptians settled in Sudan for different reasons. As a result “intermarriage among Egyptians and 
Sudanese was so common that a word had already come into use in the nineteenth century to 
describe the offspring of such unions: mwalladin” (Sharkey, 2003, pp. 34-5). This testifies to the 
fact that Egyptians and Sudanese lived during that period unconscious of any difference between 
their two countries. It was the British administrators in Sudan under the Anglo-Egyptian 
continuum, who were increasingly concerned with making distinctions between Egyptians and 
Sudanese “due to uncertainty about the political loyalties of Egyptians or even the mwalladin, 
fearing that they might become „conduits for Egyptian nationalist agitation” (Sharkey, 2003, p.  

35).  

Another equally important phase in the Egyptian-Sudanese history is that of slavery. Sudanese 
slaves were brought to Egypt during the centuries of the Ottoman rule. They were sold to 
Egyptians most extensively in the eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries. However, “in the 

decades after the 1877 abolition of slavery, manumitted Sudanese slaves and slave-soldiers 
settled down in various Cairo neighborhoods as well as the children and wives of former male 
slave owners” (Fabos, 2008, p. 29). This led to strengthening the Egyptians-Sudanese bonding 
more than ever before. These ties, unfortunately, were ultimately disturbed by the effect of 
politics. 

Colonization/Condominium 
 In 1881 Muhammad Ahmed Ibn Abdallah proclaimed himself the Mahdi, who would 
purify and guide believers and uproot the corrupt oppressive Turks. Mahdist forces defeated the 
Egyptian army. Although the Mahdi died in the summer of 1885, his successor Khalifa Abdallah 
institutionalized the Mahdist state that controlled the north until the British conquest in 1898. 
Lesch (1998) postulates that Britain sought control over the Sudan “for imperial strategic reasons 
that were largely related to preventing other European powers from seizing the sources of the 
Nile and gaining footholds along the Red Sea from which they could threaten the sea route to 



AWEJ. Special Issue on Literature No.2   October , 2014       
 

 

Lyrics Alley: Leila Aboulela's New „Lyrics‟ on Hybridity                                Mostafa 
 

 
  

Arab World English Journal                                                                       www.awej.org 
ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                  

110 
 

 

India” (p. 29). But the official justification presented by London which had been the de facto 
ruler of Egypt since1882was the restoration of Turku-Egyptian sovereignty. Therefore, when it 
defeated the Mahdiyya in 1898, Britain established a joint regime known as Anglo-Egyptian 
condominium. The emergence of the Anglo-Egyptian condominium in 1899 reinforced the links 
between the two countries that lasted till Sudan gained independence in 1956.  
Throughout the condominium, the Sudanese maintained a divided stance towards Egypt as a 
colonizer. Whereas some educated Northerners sympathized with the cause of Nile Valley unity 
implying solidarity with Egypt in the face of British colonialism, others took a strong separatist 
line under the motto “Sudan for the Sudanese.” “Some, however, maintained an abstract 

attachment to the cause of Nile valley solidarity while asserting an abstract Sudanese distinction 
all the same” (Sharkey, 2003, p. 128). In fact Sudanese nationalism throughout the twentieth 

century maintained the same ambivalent attitude towards Egypt. This situation led some critics to 
“believe that the Sudanese nationalist movement achieved a semblance of mass participation 

only on the eve of independence” (Daly, 1989, p. 185). 

Lyrics of hybridity 
In Lyrics Alley Aboulela presents characters who are trying to elaborate a strategy to live 

by in a postcolonial globalized world. The Sudan that Aboulela represents in her novel is the 
1950s Anglo-Egyptian Sudan that is on the threshold of independence. The three main 
characters namely Mahmoud Abuzeid, Sorraya his nephew and Nur his son are in a way doubly 
colonized and consequently are culturally hybrid. Each will negotiate his/her hybridity by 
different means and for different reasons until each makes it a strategy for living.  

The concept of hybridity is of prominent importance in postcolonial discourse. Ashcroft, 
Griffiths and Tiffin (1995) argue that “hybridity and the power it releases may well be seen as 

the characteristic feature and contribution of the post-colonial, allowing a means of evading the 
replication of the binary categories of the past and developing new anti-monolithic models of 
cultural exchange and growth” (p.183). They, therefore, view hybridity as “the creation of new 

transcultural forms within the contact zone produced by colonisation” (p. 118).  Some critics 
claim, however, that the term is overloaded with nineteenth century derogatory ideas of race. 
Robert Young (1995) in Colonial Desire: Hybridity in Theory, Culture and Race believes that 
“[t]oday, therefore, in re-invoking this concept we are utilizing the vocabulary of the Victorian 
extreme right as much as the notion of an organic process of the grafting of diversity into 
singularity” (p. 10). Owing to Bhabha‟s discussion of cultural hybridity, the term is “celebrated 

and privileged to the advantage of in-betweeness, the straddling of two cultures and the conquest 
ability to negotiate the difference” (Hoogvelt, 1997, p. 158). 

For Homi Bhabha in The Location of Culture (1994), hybridity is a powerful category 
which destabilizes the colonial discourse, rendering it as fractured, and consequently leads to its 
subversion: 

Hybridity is the sign of the productivity of colonial power, its shifting forces and 
fixities, it is the name for the strategic reversal of the process of domination through 
disavowal (that is, the production of discriminatory identities that secure the „pure‟ 

and original identity of authority). Hybridity… displays the necessary deformation 

and displacement of all sites of discrimination and domination. (p. 112) 
 
As such the colonial discourse is revealed to be contradictory and double voiced. 
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 For Bhabha, culture is located in the “Third Space of enunciation” (1994, p. 37), a zone 

of exchange and negotiation. This space is a space of disavowal of polarization and unitary 
identities, and at the same time, a space of negotiation, and articulation of new meanings that 
challenge colonial hegemony: 

It is that Third Space, though unrepresentable in itself, which constitutes the 
discursive conditions of enunciation that ensure that the meaning and symbols of 
culture have no primordial unity or fixity; that even the same signs can be 
appropriated, translated, rehistoricized, and read anew. (Bhabha, 1995, p. 208)  

 
This Third Space of enunciation is also an in-between space or a border area: 

It is in this sense that the boundary becomes the place from which something begins 
its presencing in a movement not dissimilar to the ambulant, ambivalent articulation 
of the beyond that I have drawn out: 'Always and ever differently the bridge escorts 
the lingering and hastening ways of men to and fro, so that they may get to other 
banks....The bridge gathers as a passage that crosses.' (Bhabha, 1994, p. 5) 

 
Bhabha (1990) emphasizes the fact that what is created in this Third Space or this liminal space 
is something new altogether and not just conglomerates of new and old elements (p. 210). 

The concept of hybridity is a cornerstone in identity formation of multi-cultural 
individuals. At the moment of treading the Third Space of enunciation, hybrid identities are also 
created, for those who “are caught in the discontinuous time of translation and negotiation” are 

“themselves the bearers of a hybrid identity” (Bhabha, 1995, p, 208).  It should be underlined 

that some people of hyphenated or multiple identities experience their hybridity with ease and 
comfort. This does not, however, negate the fact that it could also be a discomfort zone to others 
as it creates a sense of fragmentation and dislocation. 

 Although Bhabha is most often associated with the celebratory approaches to hybridity it 
is important to note that he is also aware of the split inherent to all hybrid identities, so he sets it 
up as “a position of negotiation, of fragmentation and fractures” (Bhabha, 1994, p. 50). Bhabha 

(1994) believes that the hybrid is formed out of the process of displacement and correspondence 
in the act of translation: “hybrid hyphenations emphasize the incommensurable elements- the 
stubborn chunks- as the basis of cultural identifications” (p. 219). These stubborn chunks are 
processed differently by different individuals.  Mahmoud Abuzeid is one of the characters 
presented by Aboulela in Lyrics Alley, who is successfully capable of translating the stubborn 
chunks into positive spaces of cultural hybridity.  

The head of the Abuzeid family, a rich family of merchants, Mahmoud Abuzeid is the 
director of the Abuzeid Trading, a private limited Liability Company and one of the leading 
firms in the Sudanese private sector. Abuzeid is fully aware of his identity; he is “indigenous. 
Let no one call him an immigrant! The immigrants came fifty-five years ago with the Anglo-
Egyptian force …those newcomers were adventurers and opportunists… (40). Being a proud 

Sudanese does not halt him from having a strong business ties with the British officials in order 
to “steer his family firm through the uncertainties of self-determination and stake a place in the 
new independent country whenever and whatever form this independence took” (40). In order to 

maintain business connections with the British, Mahmoud embraces hybridity as a strategy of 
living. 
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Mahmoud displays what Godiwala calls “performative mimicry in terms of speech 

utterance and non-verbal cultural codes” (2007, p. 66). Going to meet the English bank manager 

Abuzeid is wearing “his best suit, purchased from Bond Street, and his bally shoes” (49), he can 

speak English well and is always “eager to show off his English. He liked the roll of the words 

in his mouth...” (50). He contrasts himself to his brother Idris who goes to the meeting with him 
in a jellabiya and is wearing slippers. In fact Mahmoud thinks of his brother as a “backward 

element in his life” (48).  He has “an office, just like a British company with secretaries, filling 

cabinets, qualified accountants, telegram operators and everything was written down, filled in 
order” (40). This performative mimicry points to an ability to engage with the complexities 

which govern the colonized situation. It also implies a respect for the performatives of others, 
“indicating an appreciation for those aspects of cultural production which are not marked by the 
values we need to confront and destabilise” (Godiwala, 2007, p. 67). 

This does not mean, however, being subservient to the English, for “unlike the other 

families who were supported by the British in order to distract them from politics and play them 
one against the other, the Abuzeids were independent. Mahmoud was proud of that” (40). In 

other words, the performative aspect of mimicry does not imply an underlying adherence to 
colonial ideologies.  In fact he conceives of himself as equal to any Englishman. His creed is 
that “Money and goods are what makes men equal” and he has both. He also believes that “true 

righteousness is not in taking political stance or on serving slogans. It is in fair trade” (196). 

Being an honest merchant is what takes precedence in his conceptualization of his identity: 

I consider commerce to be a noble profession, whatever anyone else might say. 
While other men fight and hate, we give and take. We negotiate with everyone, 
Christian, Jew and pagan…I am not a religious man by any means, but there is one 

saying of the Prophet Muhammad that I cling to. He said: “The truthful and honest 

merchant will be with the prophets, affirmers of truth and martyrs.” (149) 

Being that “truthful and honest merchant” is what allows for Mahmoud Abuzeid‟s hybridity. His 

is what Paul Sharrad (2007) describes as “strategic hybridity which answers to the needs of its 

different users according to their socio-political contexts” (p. 106). Through Mahmoud Abuzeid 
Aboulela agrees with Sharrad (2007) that hybridity takes different forms and achieves different 
ends in different case instances and in different periods. His successful business is his space of 
utterance of his hybrid identity. In fact, Aboulela is of opinion that work places could be 
alternative spaces where people can come close: “Often work or the work location is a place 

which brings together people from different cultures and backgrounds. They work together and 
respect each other because of their skills and work ethics” (Interview by Kamal, 2010, App. p.  

9). Mahmoud‟s business is such a place. It is Mahmoud‟s Third Space where he redefines the 

contours of his identity.  
Does Mahmoud embrace the same hybridity when reacting towards Sudan‟s second colonizer 

Egypt?  His attitude towards Egypt is best exemplified in his views concerning his two wives. 
Mahmoud Abuzeid is married to two women; his first wife is the Sudanese Waheeba, and his 
second wife is young Egyptian Nabilah.  According to Abuzeid, Waheeba is a “stupid woman” 

(45), and “[n]ot only was she ugly and ignorant, she was chock full of venom, too” (113). 

Nabilah on the other hand “always said the right things. She was refined and polite and her 

wording was pleasing too” (113). Mahmoud justifies these sentiments as follows: “In his mind 
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he associated her (Waheeba) with decay and ignorance. He would never regret marrying 
Nabilah. It was not a difficult choice between the stagnant past and the glitter of the future, 
between crudeness and sophistication” (45). 
Mahmoud Abuzeid is a progressive man, he wants to modernize Sudan and according to him 
Egypt symbolizes modernity, Egypt is Mahmoud Abuzeid‟s gate to modernity. Consequently he 

wouldn‟t mind a unity with Egypt for after all Egypt and Sudan are “historically, geographically 

and culturally tied” (195). He, moreover, accuses the Mahdists or those who were calling for 

total independence from Egypt as causing chaos in the country. Mahmoud‟s cultural hybridity is 

once again exemplified in his appearance and his linguistic ability. When Quadriah, his mother 
in law, first sees him she sees “an Egyptian man wearing a suit and a fez, speaking as we do” 

(183).  Mahmoud‟s linguistic ability should be underlined. He speaks English as well as 
Egyptian Arabic and Sudanese Arabic. This linguistic ability symbolizes his ability in 
enunciating his cultural hybridity. In another illuminating incident that underlines the fact that 
his hybriditity is culturall as well as linguistic, occurs when Waheeba circumcises Nabilah‟s 

daughter, Ferial, without her knowledge knowing that Nabilah does not believe in circumcision, 
Mahmoud becomes furious and threatens to divorce Waheeba because it is such a barbaric 
action. He, moreover, promises Soraya, Idris‟s daughter, to persuade her father to let her 

complete her education.  

Mahmoud Abuzeid is the true hybrid who is “the only one to negotiate between [Waheeba‟s 

world and Nabilah‟s world], to glide between them, to come back and forth at will. It was his 
prerogative” (43). Actually Mahmoud spends the summer months in Egypt as he promises 

Nabilah when they got married and the rest of the year in Sudan in Umdurman. In Sudan he lives 
with Nabilah in her own Egyptian- styled apartment with her Egyptian maid and Egyptian cook. 
He simultaneously lives with Waheeba in her part of the saraya next to Nabilah‟s apartment but 

he makes sure that each “belonged to different side of the saraya” (43). He never divorces 

Waheeba and when Nabilah asks for divorce he never divorces her as well. It is his hybridity that 
enables him to glide successfully between the two worlds.  Thinking of Nabilah‟s demand to be 

divorced, Mahmoud thinks that: 

She had shared his life and not understood him. Not understood that he could not 
leave Umdurman, not understood that Waheeba, for all her faults, was Nur‟s mother 

and always would be. Umdurman was where Mahmoud belonged. Here on this bed 
was where he would one day die and down these alleys his funeral procession would 
proceed. (268) 

He is aware of the misery and backwardness in Sudan, but “this misery was his misery, and this 
backwardness his duty” and he was filled with satisfaction “that he was contributing to his 

country‟s progress” (268) empowered by his hybrid identity. In Abuzeid‟s hybrid identity there 
is no dismissal of his indeginous culture, symbolized in Waheeba, nor is there an adoption of the 
colonized culture, represented in Nabila, there is no mixing of the two either, but there is a 
continuous negotiation for the sake of his as well as his country‟s survival.  
Mahmoud‟s hybridity is foregrounded in architectural activities he is involved in. The „saraya‟ 

he lives in is similar to the one he saw in Heliopolis in Cairo and “[t]he materials, too, from the 

marble tiles to the garden lamps, were shipped from Italy via Egypt” (22). It comprises Nabilah‟s 

Egyptian apartment on one side and Wheeba‟s Sudanese hoash on the other. He, furthermore, is 

also building an apartment block in the middle of Khartoum. It is the first high-rise in a city, 
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where “everyone lived in houses-villas for the rich and mud houses for the poor…” (19). 

Describing this building to his Egyptian teacher who aspires to have an apartment in it, Nur says: 
„My father has great plans for this building. He wants Egyptian taste and expertise-itself 
borrowed from Europe-to be firmly placed in Sudan‟ (22). The ground floor will be for shops 

and the upper floors residential. It is designed to be “a symbol of modernity and prosperity” 

(203). These two sites become Mahmoud‟s third space and form zones of exchange and 

negotiation. In this way the hybridity that Mahmoud embraces, a hybridity that creates a 
successful business and helps in Sudan‟s progress.   

 Soraya is another successful hybrid character. Her hybridity is not as pragmatic as that of 
Mahmoud Abuzeid but because of her personal circumstances. Aboulela describes Sorraya as 
being “a nomad” (6).  In A Thousand Plateaus (1987), Deleuze and Guattari use the concept of 
nomads and nomadology to resist centralization since nomadism is existence outside the 
organizational “State.” The nomadic way of life is characterized by a continuous movement 

across space. Deleuze and Guattari (1987) expostulates on the definition of the nomad: 
 

The nomad has a territory; he follows customary paths; he goes from one point to 
another; he is not ignorant of points (water points, dwelling points, assembly points, 
etc.). But the question is what in nomad life is a principle and what is only a 
consequence. To begin with, although the points determine paths, they are strictly 
subordinated to the paths they determine, the reverse happens with the sedentary. 
The water point is reached only in order to be left behind; every point is a relay and 
exists only as a relay. A path is always between two points, but the in-between has 
taken on all the consistency and enjoys both an autonomy and a direction of its own. 
The life of the nomad is the intermezzo. (p. 380) 

 
The nomad, lives thus, in the middle or between points. The goal of the nomad is to continue to 
move within the "intermezzo." According to Papastergiadas (1997), Bhabha sees Deleuze and 
Guattari‟s tracking of nomadology is, among others, a parallel metaphor for naming the forms of 

identity which emerges in a context of difference and displacement or the hybrid identity (p. 
278). 
 

In her work on nomadic subjectivity, Rosi Braidotti (1994) uses the concept of nomadism 
that is “inspired by the experience of peoples or cultures that are literally nomadic” in a totally 

different way, since “the nomadism in question here refers to the kind of critical consciousness 
that resists settling into socially coded modes of thought and behavior” (p.5).  She further 

explains that “not all nomads are world travelers; some of the greatest trips can take place 

without physically moving from one‟s habitat. It is the subversion of set conventions that defined 

the nomadic state, not the literal act of travelling” (p. 5). Braidotti (2002) finds the metaphor of 

or the “figuration” of the nomadic subjectivity an apt one for her theories of contemporary 
subjectivity and more specifically of “a situated, culturally differentiated understanding of the 

subject” which can also “be described as post-modern/industrial/colonial, depending on one's 
locations”: 

The nomad … stands for the relinquishing and the deconstruction of any sense of 
fixed identity. The nomadic is akin to what Foucault called counter-memory, it is a 
form of resisting assimilation or homologation into dominant ways of representing 
the self. The feminists - or other critical intellectuals as nomadic subjects - are those 
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who have a peripheral consciousness; they forgot to forget injustice and symbolic 
poverty: their memory is activated against the stream; they enact a rebellion of 
subjugated knowledges. The nomadic style is about transitions and passages without 
pre-determined destinations or lost homelands. (p. 10) 

 
Braidotti‟s “[n]omadic subjectivity is about the simultaneity of complex and multi-layered 
identities” (2002, p. 11).   

Soraya is that nomad. She is a motherless child. Her father is the miserly, backward Idris 
Abuzeid. She is brought up by her older sister Halima who is married with children of her own. 
Her second sister Fatima is forced to leave school to get married to her cousin and leaves home 
to live in a distance city with her husband.  “The result was a dry and hollow home, a house 

Soraya did not particularly like to spend time in” (6). As such “she became a nomad. At every 

family occasion: wedding, birth, illness or funeral. She would pack up and move to where the 
company was” (6) leaving one territory to reterritorialze another one: 

 
The nomad is literally a "space" traveller, successively constructing and demolishing 
her/his living spaces before moving on. S/he functions in a pattern of repetitions 
which is not without order, though it has no ultimate destination. The opposite of the 
tourist, the antithesis of the migrant, the nomadic traveller is uniquely bent upon the 
act of going, the passing through. (Braidotti, Difference, Diversity and Nomadic 
Subjectivity) 

 
So Soraya spends so much time at Halima‟s house that her children grow jealous of her. She also 

floats in unannounced to her uncle‟s house in a way that disturbs his wife Nabilah, borrowing 

books that she never returns. 
Being a nomad entails two things. First, “the nomad stands for the relinquishing and the 

deconstruction of any sense of fixed identity…it is a form of resisting assimilation or 

homologation into dominant ways of representing the self” (Braidotti Difference, Diversity and 
Nomadic Subjectivity) which allows her to embrace hybridity as a way of living. In fact, Soraya 
grows up different from the other women in her family. Her mother had never read the 
newspaper. Her elder sister Halima has never been to school and could read a little. She is not 
“silly like Fatma [her second sister] who let them snatch her out of school and into the arms of 

the no-good Nassir, to be banished to Medani” (7) although she was good at school. Soraya loves 

books and “when everybody was asleep, she would creep indoors, into stifling, badly lit rooms, 
with cockroaches clicking, to open a page she had marked and step into its pulsating pool of 
words” (8). Soraya loves school and she is an excellent student. Her favorite subjects are biology 

and chemistry and she loves reading romantic novels as well. She is going to be one of the few 
girls to enroll at Kitchener‟s School of Medicine in spite of her father‟s beating and constant 

threatening attitude.   

Second, nomadism entails a constant state of "in-process" or "becoming", which Braidotti (1994) 
refers to as "as-if". The practice of "as-if", for Braidotti, is a "technique of strategic re-location in 
order to rescue what we need of the past in order to trace paths of transformation of our lives 
here and now"(p. 6). Braidotti also understands "as-if" as "the affirmation of fluid boundaries, a 
practice of the intervals, of the interfaces, and the interstices" (p. 7). Soraya‟s nomadic life style 
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allows her not only to float in in different houses but in different cultures as well which paves the 
way for Soraya‟s hybridity.  

Soraya is a cultural hybrid par excellence. She goes to the Sisters‟ school run by the nuns where 

she is exposed to Western culture.  She has English friends whom she communicates with and 
visits in different occasions. She sits next to Helena at the back of the classroom because both of 
them are too tall for the front-row desks. She always spends Christmas in her friend Nancy‟s 

family in Khartoum. Nancy‟s mother was Armenian and her father was Irish. In Nancy‟s home 

she sees Santa, eats cakes with white icing, and enjoys the tree with golden baubles and silver 
fairy dust and exchange gifts with the family.  She feels at home: 

Standing back, watching Nancy‟s younger brothers and their friends, aware of her 
cosmopolitan surroundings, being in the same room as boys her age, animated and 
happy to be in a party, as if this was what she was born for, she lost her Umdurman 
bashfulness and was drawn out by a phrase or a smile, to be her real self in public- 
witty, generous and with a capacity for enjoyment that generated the equivalent in 
others and drew them towards her. (140) 

Soraya is well adapted to the English culture to the extent that her uncle Mahmoud Abuzeid 
invites her to go with him to Mr. and Mrs. Harrison Christmas party which would be a proper 
grown-up party, not one for children: 

  „Can you speak English well and impress these people?‟ 
She answered him in English. 
„Of course, Uncle, of course, I can.‟ She tried to sound as proper as she could. „I 

graciously accept this invitation.‟ 
Pleased with her reaction Mahmoud switched to English. 
„You are not only my niece, Soraya, you are like a daughter to me.‟(159) 

 
  Books are another means of exposure to the Western culture. In fact books are her 
passion, “she couldn‟t help it when she found words written down, taking them in, following 

them as if they were moving and she was in a trance tagging along” (8). Although books are 

scarce and precious but she gets English novels from her cousin Nur, novels that he buys from 
Alexandria and Cairo, and she buys them as well from the fair held every year during Christmas 
time where “she would be almost breathless as she surveyed the tables where the books were laid 

out, and choosing absorbed her to the extent that she forgot her surroundings” (140).  She read 

Lorna Doone, Rebecca, Liza of Lambeth, Emma and The Woman in White. 

 English books are not the only books that she reads, she also reads Arabic novels as well. That is 
why she “relished the times she visited Uncle Mahmoud‟s second wife, Nabilah, because of the 

shelf of books in her living room (9).  In fact, Nabilah‟s Egyptian house is another “interface” or 

“interstices” that empowers Soraya‟s fluid subjectivity. Politically Soraya as a member of the 

young generation is against unity with Egypt. Yet like her Uncle she believes that Egypt is the 
symbol of modernity and Nabilah represents “everything that Soraya considered modern” (9). In 

Egypt “husbands and wives linked arms, whereas back home they did not even walk side by side. 
This was what Soraya wanted for them [herself and her cousin Nur] to be a modern couple, not 
to be like Fatma and Nassir each in their separate world” (72). Unable to marry her cousion Nur 
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because of an accident that renders him paralyzed, she marries his best friend who lets her 
complete her education and pursue her dreams. So she “is realizing her dreams of modernity, 

discarding her tobe and cutting her hair short, moving away from Umdurman‟s conventions, 

wearing her glasses freely and carrying her degree like a trophy, gliding through the fashionable 
salons and parties of the capital” (306).  Soraya that visits Nabilah in Cairo during her 

honeymoon is the modern wife that she always dreamt of becoming:  

Nabilah was distracted by the elegant, obviously expensive, clothes and instead of 
searching the stranger‟s face, her eyes lingered on the silk of the dress, the collar that 

folded wide almost over the breasts; such exquisite jewelry, such stylish shoes. (283)   

She still retains however the same “sloppy way” of carrying herself that she had as a young girl, 

but she succeeds in “re-inventing” herself as well as finishing Braidotti‟s “transformative 

project” which “begins with relinquishing the historically-established, habits of thought which, 
until now, have provided the 'standard' view of human subjectivity” (Braidotti, Difference, 
Diversity and Nomadic Subjectivity) using hybridity as a tool and a way of living.  

Soraya‟s articulation of her hybrid/nomadic subjectivity is represented in her cosmopolitan 
wedding party that is organized by herself, her two sisters as well as their Egyptian and European 
friends in Khartoum Describing her wedding party to Nabilah who did not attend Soraya says 

I wore a white dress on one of the evenings, the first girl in the family to do so, 
maybe even the first girl in Umdurman! Both of my sisters only wore Sudanese 
traditional clothes and the gold. I did all that too, but I also added on the European 
evening and we followed the Egyptian custom of giving every guest a little goblet 
full of sugared almonds as they were leaving. (284)   

As is evidenced Soraya‟s wedding reflects her culturally hybrid subjectivity mixing Sudanese, 

Egyptian and European traditions, producing a one of a kind wedding party. As she floats in in 
different houses, Soraya floats among different cultures making her nomadic subjectivity a site 
not for struggle and discomfort but a space of mixing that neither assimilate everything nor deny 
her Sudanese identity. The wedding becomes a space that is fluid, shifting and political, a space 
of negotiation, and articulation of new meanings.  Like Mahmoud‟s, Soraya‟s hybridity will 

enable her to become a doctor and helps in Sudan‟s progress.  

In the cases of both Mahmoud Abuzeid and his niece Soraya, hybridity is adopted with 
understanding. Each is able to tread the „third space of enunciation‟ and adopts the 

hybrid/nomadic way of life. The one who is frozen in the liminal /intermezzo space is Nur 
Abuzeid, Mahmoud Abuzeid‟s son. His „arrested development‟ results from his inability to 

accept his hybrid identity and admit the advantage of inhabiting the border which he does 
because of his different circumstances.  The border often forces the border crossers to renegotiate 
their own sense of identity, so he/she becomes a “border Sisyphus” (Gomez Pena, 1996, p. 1) a 

state of being that Nur is unable to recognize. 
Nur is the pride and hope of the Abuzeid‟s family. He is the natural heir to the Abuzeid family 

business as his elder brother Nassir is an irresponsible lazy man. After spending his early years 
of education in Sudan, where he was tutored by the Egyptian teacher Ustaz Badr, his father sends 
him to Victoria College School in Alexandria, Egypt. It is a prestigious school that a few people 
could afford (35), the Eton of the Middle East (109). Nur is “brilliant in his studies, outstanding 
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in sports, especially football. An all-rounder, the English headmaster said, and how proud 
Mahmoud felt that his son was excelling at Victoria College” (42). In fact, Nur has always been 
an excellent student. Ustaz Badr, who tutored him as a child, loves him as a pupil because of his 
“genuine desire to learn, not just for the sake of school marks, nor just out of fear of 

examinations” (20). Nur loves his school and thinks that it is the best school in the world; there 
he learns to read Shakespeare and how to play football and to swim. He finishes his school and is 
about to go to Cambridge to complete his education, having excelled in the entrance exam, when 
he is paralyzed while diving in the Mediterranean in Alexandria during the summer vacation.  

However, Nur is paralyzed long before the accident. Nur has always been interested in poetry, 
when he hears a poem that he likes; he writes it down before he forgets it and memorizes it later. 
He always wishes that he the poems that he hears are his. When he was younger and before 
going to Victoria College, he had loved to sing. He would sing at every family occasion, 
memorizing poems and popular tunes, his voice sweet and hopeful (13). But when he sang in a 
wedding outside the family, his father punished him and forbade him from going out because he 
was shaming the Abuzeid family, standing in front of strangers like a common singer. He also 
tried to write poetry and his Egyptian teacher used to encourage and praise his efforts. He 
continues to write poetry while he is in Victoria College but “nothing [he] consider[s] to be 

strong or indeed special” (20) but these trials are kept as a secret from his family who considers 

writing poetry a waste of time. 

Family traditions are not the only obstacle in his writing career, cultural alienation because of his 
Western education is another hindrance. It is manifested in his inability to express himself in 
Arabic. This is crystalized in a nightmare that he has after the accident when he is in the London 
hospital. He dreams of being a new boy in Victoria College: 

It is grey night in the dormitory. Someone is weeping; it must be the new boy. The 
new boy is homesick, he doesn‟t understand the rules of this new school and his 
English is rudimentary. He thinks he can leave. Well, home is a long way away, in 
another country. Nur can explain all this to him, patronize him, enjoying the feeling 
that he is older and knows more. Here are your new friends. Here are the masters 
who will teach you. Here are the prefects; you have to obey them and address them 
as Captain. You are a boarder; you are not a day boy. You will be called by your last 
name, everyone is… 

 Nur is the new boy. He speaks Arabic and the prefect has gone to report him. Nur 
is bewildered by the new rules. (121) 

The nightmare ends up by Nur being punished at the end of the term and has to sit in an empty 
classroom alone copying out five hundred lines from the telephone directory.  

The same inability to use the Arabic language is revealed prior to the accident when Nur is in 
Alexandria with his cousin Soraya. Nur is in love with Soraya and they are to be married when 
they finish their education. “The theme of this summer, its signature tune, were the lyrics: I love 
you Soraya…I love you too. „Will you marry me?‟ This he said in English”(70). Nur‟s failure in 

expressing himself in his mother language is his constant alienation from his own culture 
because of his continuous traveling from Sudan to Egypt. Nur‟s mother, Waheeba, though 

“ignorant and stupid” is able to sense it and confronts Mahmoud Abuzeid by her thoughts:  
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„Travel hurt my son,‟ she said. „If he had stayed in Sudan, none of this would have 

happened, he would have been well.‟ 

Did she want to blame him for the accident? His fault for insisting that Nur studies at 
Victoria College. (110) 

Waheeba‟s insinuations and Mahmoud‟s fear are validated because it is his father‟s views and 

inclinations that isolated him from Sudan and from his true identity as a Sudanese poet. 

 Nur maintains an ambivalent attitude towards Egypt and Egyptian culture as well. This is 
reflected in his attitude towards Nabilah, his father‟s wife. He believes that she married his father 

although he is married with children because of his money, but Soraya knows better: 

He was blaming Nabilah to avoid blaming his father, but Soraya understood why her 
uncle had married Nabilah. She could imagine clearly his desperation to move from 
the hoash to a salon with a pretty cultured wife by his side. (75)  

 A more illuminating incident occurs when Nur is playing football on the beach in Alexandria 
with two English soldiers on the day he is injured. When some young Egyptians challenge Nur 
and the soldiers, Nur teams with the soldiers “raising his arms up in the air every time there is a 

goal and when the other team has the ball he makes kicking gestures with his feet, tossing up 
gusts of sand” (81).  Nur represents the younger generation of Sudan. This generation who 

although is aware that “the ties of the family to Egypt were strong” yet they “carried a strong 

sense of their Sudanese belonging. Their glittering future was here, here in the Southern land 
where the potential was as huge and as mysterious as the darkness of its nights” (12). So it is 

difficult for Nur to accept his cultural hybridity.  

 Unlike Mahmoud Abuzeid himself as well as Soraya, Nur can never feel “indigenous” nor “can 

he pack and move to where company was.” Nur is unable to hold his differences, or process the 
“stubborn chunks.” Although he is polylinguist and multicontextual he is unable to interconnect 

or bridge the gaps of his fractured identity. Although Nur crosses geographical borders, he fails 
to cross them culturally.    

Guillermo Gómez-Peña is one of the major theorist of the border poetics. Gómez-Peña is a 
performance artist, writer, activist, and director of the performance troupe La Pocha Nostra. Born 
in Mexico City, he moved to the US in 1978. His performance work and 10 books have 
contributed to the debates on cultural diversity and border culture. In his The New Word Border. 
Prophecies, Poems & Loqueras for the End of the Century he proposes a “conceptual World 

Border” of a “Fourth World” which he sees as an alternative to “the old colonial dichotomy of 
First world/Third World” as a cartograpthy of plurality built by “Micro-republics” which 

represent a “utopian cartography” in which hybridity is the dominant culture (1996, pp. 5,7). In 

the “New World Border,” that provides a new model of hybridity, Bhabha‟s third space becomes 

“a great trans and intercontinental border zone” (p. 5) and border crossing becomes a key factor 

in the formation of the hybrid identity. In this New World Border hybridity is not charged by a 
pejorative semantics, where the one who opposes hybridity is “the other,” the “marginated”: 

“there are no „others‟ or better said, the true „others‟ are those who resist fusion, mestizaje and 

cross-cultural dialogue” (Gomez-Pena, 1996, p. 7). The hybrid- “a cultural, political, aesthetic 
and sexual hybrid- is cross-racial, polylinguistic and multicontextual. From a disadvantaged 
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position, the hybrid expropriates elements from all sides to create more open and fluid systems” 

(Gomez Pena, 1996, p. 12). Border is, in this context, “no longer a separating or excluding but a 
„transversal‟ or rather „hybrid‟ category,” “it gets a semiotic status of „edge‟ as a locus of 

enunciation and cultural production” (Toro, 2006, p. 30). The border is no longer at any fixed 

geopolitical site: “I carry the border with me, and I find new borders wherever I go” (Gomez 

Pena, 1996, p. 64). For Gomez Pena „border‟ represents a place for the negotiation of different 

cultural identities. It becomes a privileged space of experiment and reinvention: “The border 

became my home, my base of operation and my laboratory for social and artistic 
experimentation” (1996, p. 63). 

Paralyzed from neck under, Nur is literally on the border. With “broken spine, broken 

engagement, broken heart” (161) he inhabits too many borders: the border between life and 
death, the border between ability and disability, between hope and despair. He becomes aware of 
his situation when his mother forces him physically to live on the border. After feeling depressed 
for some times, his mother decides to move him to the hoash that represents the border of the 
house.   In that hoash he listens to “the sounds of the alley”: men walking to the mosque, women 

visiting each other and dawdling, the scuffle and thud of a football game” (300). He listens to 

women gossiping, and sipping their coffee, he watches them cooking and he becomes a natural 
part of the gathering. In that hoash he inhales the smells of the cardamom with coffee, insence 
with sandalwood, cumin with cooking, luxuriated in the sounds of water being poured on the 
ground, a donkey braying, the birds riotous, knowing, hopeful and small; loud and fragile. In that 
hoash, his senses are sharpened, as if by not walking or touching with his hands, his skin has 
become more and more sensitive, his vision, hearing and sense of smell sharper than ever before 
(163). In other words he becomes in touch with his own culture, with his sudanization.  

Nevertheless, he has much time to rediscover reading, which is ironically done through his 
Egyptian teacher Ustaz Badr, who spends time with Nur reading literature and refuses to be paid: 

Ustaz Badr walks in, carrying a wooden easel dislodge from an unwanted desk in his 
school. He props it up in front of Nur like a table and other books, not just school 
books are placed in it. Nur‟s old books to read again, and now that his appetite is 

whetted he wants more, more words, more stories, more poems. Hajjah Waheeba 
gives Ustaz Badr money and Nur dictates the titles he wants from the bookshop. 
Ustaz Badr recommends this author and reminds him of another. (169) 

When he reads “he floats in a current of thoughts and images; he swims as if he is moving his 

arms and legs. This is a kind of movement, this is a momentum, a building up, starting, strolling, 
wandering, exploring” (169). While floating and swimming, he crosses cultural boundaries that 
he refuses to cross before. 

Nur is unaware of the effects of these variables on his state of mind. He lapses into fits of 
despair, anger and food strike from time to time. These are not, however, the only fits that take 
hold of him. From time to time, poems come to him also like a “sneezing fit: expectation, tickle, 

build up, congestion, then burst, release, relief and afterwards, that good tingling feeling.” He, 

then, writes his first poem, it sounds good and feels different “because of its mix of Sudanese 

colloquial and classic Arabic, a fusion of formal language and common everyday words.” Nur is 

aware that his earlier poems were juvenilia, imitations of grand words striving awkwardly to 
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rhyme.” He realizes that this poem is different because it is written in his mother tongue. He is 

further aware of the fact that “[t]he colloquial words squeezing out of him,” are the result of “the 

accumulation of the past months, all that he knows so well and didn‟t know before. The words 

are from inside him, his flesh and blood, his own peculiar situation” (221). Aptly his first poem 

is entitled „Travel is the Cause’ and the first line is ‘In you Egypt, are the causes of my injury. 

And in Sudan my burden and solace.’ Aptly enough also is the place of composition of this 
poem: 

It is the dark hours before dawn. Everyone else in the hoash is asleep. Nur had been 
looking up at the clouds, watching the night sky pinned up with stars. He had been 
feeling sorry for himself, the tears rolling into his ears in the most irritating way, and 
then down to wet his hair. There is no need at that time of night to hold them back or 
blink them awasy. But when the poem comes out of him, they stop of their own 
accord. (221) 

So the boarder becomes his “home, [his] base of operation, and [his] laboratory for social and 

artistic experimentation” (Gomez Pena, 1996, p. 63), while the indoors becomes the place “for 

the daily humiliation of diaper change, enema, botched attempts at shaving, water cascading his 
body for a bath” (223). In fact, Nur with “broken spine, broken engagement, broken heart” (161) 

straddles too many borders: the border between life and death, the border between ability and 
disability, between hope and despair. It is only though writing that he is able to “skid the surface 

of pain and flutters against sadness” (307). This poem becomes a hit lyrical song and establishes 

Nur‟s reputation as a lyric poet. Opposing Nur‟s new vocation at the beginning, Mahmoud 

Abuzed has to succumb realizing that writing poetry is Nur‟s only way for comfort and 

satisfaction. 

Nur‟s poem serves two functions. First of all it forces Nur to recognize the advantages of 

inhabiting the border and his accepting of his Sisyphus like/hybrid identity and acknowledging 
his cultural hybridity. The injury that Nur refers to in his poem is not only the physical injury of 
the accident but also the psychological injury resulting from dealing with different cultures that 
are constantly contesting his identity. If Egypt for Mahmoud Abuzeid and  Soraya is the seat of 
modernity, Egypt for Nur is an ambivalent place where although he is educated, it is a Western 
education and where he misses being in close contact with his own Sudanese culture. In fact Nur 
is not given the chance to be fully aware of his multicultural context until he is bedridden 
because of the accident. So Sudan becomes his solace but also his burden because he is still 
shackled by the backwardness of his society and the family traditions: 

Mahmoud shared his generation‟s contempt for popular music and viewed it with 

suspicion, disdaining the milieu of musicians, dancers and singers whom he and the 
rest of his class associated with debauchery and loose morals. (269) 

The second role that Nur‟s poem plays is underlining how art functions in resolving the 
paradoxes working inside the postcolonial intellectual. Nur‟s poem is a hybrid poem “because of 

its mix of Sudanese colloquial and classic Arabic, a fusion of formal language and common 
everyday words.”  By giving voice to, „reinterpreting‟ and‟ remaping‟ the elements of 

contestation working inside him, Nur is able to rearticulate for himself a new identity. He is no 
longer the heir to Abuzeid family business, but he is the poet of love and hope. Moreover, the 
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hoash acquires “an unexpected glow” with “others come and go and late at night songs are 

composed, where young poets come to recite their raw lyrics and leave saying, „I‟ve attended a 

literary salon in Umdurman where they serve a good dinner, too‟” (301). So the border becomes 

the center, a privileged place where Nur can negotiate his hybridity producing new artistic forms. 

If Nur‟s poem helps him in coming to terms with the paradoxes of his life, Lyrics Alley 
helps Leila Aboulela is negotiating her own hybridity, she is coming to terms with her own 
nomadic/hybrid reality through writing about characters who like herself suffers contradictions 
as a result of their hybrid position. It should be noted that the three representations of hybridity 
that she represents are successful in life. Moreover they carry lights within them: Nur and Soraya 
literally means light and chandelier respectively while Mahmoud means someone who is 
praiseworthy or commendable. Being a hybrid both biologically and culturally, Aboulela 
understands the value of hybridity in the present globalized world. She believes that “literature 

can play a part in helping people to navigate these new differences of culture” (Kamal, 2010, 

App. 6)        Consequently she negotiates these cultural differences through her art opening what 
Bhabha has called a third space within which different elements encounter and transform each 
other. She crosses different cultural and geographical borders as well as the borders within only 
to emphasize what Gomez Pena underlines: 

The role that artists and cultural organizations can perform in this paradigm shift is 
crucial. Artists can function as community brokers, citizen diplomats, ombudsmen 
and border translators. And our art spaces can perform the multiple roles of 
sanctuaries, demilitarized zones, centers for activism against xenophobia and 
informal think tanks for intercultural and transnational dialogue.   (1996, p. 70) 
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Abstract 
This paper  introduces a structural study of The Arabian Nights, Book III. The structural 
approach used by Vladimir Propp on the Russian folktales along with Tzvetan Todorov's  ideas 
on the literature of the fantastic will be applied here. The researcher argues that  structural 
reading of the chosen ten stories is fruitful because structuralism focuses on multiple texts, 
seeking how these texts unify themselves into a coherent system. This approach enables readers 
to study the text as a manifestation of an abstract structure. The paper will concentrate on three 
different aspects: character types, narrative technique and setting (elements of place). First, the 
researcher classifies characters according to their contribution to the action. Propp's theory of the 
function of the dramatist personae will be adopted in this respect. The researcher will discuss 
thirteen different functions. Then, the same characters will be classified according to their 
conformity to reality into historical, imaginative, and fairy characters. The role of the fairy 
characters in The Arabian Nights will be highlighted and in this respect Vladimir's theory of the 
fantastic will be used to study the significance of the supernatural elements in the target texts. 
Next, the narrative techniques in The Arabian Nights will be discussed in details with a special 
emphasis on the frame story technique. Finally, the paper shall discuss the features of place in 
the tales and show their distinctive yet common elements. Thus the study of character types, 
narrative technique and setting in The Arabian Nights allows the reader to understand the 
common forms which develop into a meaningful system that distinguish these stories 
Key words: Structural approach, functions of dramatist personae, fairy characters, the fantastic, 
frame story. 
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A Structural Approach to The Arabian Nights 

One Thousand and One Night is a collection of  Middle Eastern and Indian stories and folk tales 
complied in Arabic during the Islamic Golden Age. It is also called The Arabian Nights and it is 
of uncertain date and authorship. Its  tales of Aladdin, Ali Baba, and Sindbad the Sailor have 
almost become part of Western folklore. In this paper I argue that a structural approach which 
enables us to read and compare multiple texts at the same time and which is applied  on ten 
stories from The Arabian Nights, Book III,  introduces a new reading of three major aspects: 
character types, narrative technique and setting (elements of place). However, sometimes the 
researcher refers to more other stories that enrich the discussion. The researcher shall use the 
structural approach applied by Vladimir Propp on the Russian folktales along with Tzvetan 
Todorov's ideas on the literature of the fantastic. First, the characters of The Arabian Nights will 
be classified according to their contribution to the action. Propp's theory of the function of the 
dramatist personae will be adopted in this respect. On the other hand, the same characters will be 
classified according to their conformity to reality into historical, imaginative, and fairy 
characters. While discussing the role of the fairy characters in The Arabian Nights, Vladimir's 
theory of the fantastic will be used to study the significance of the supernatural elements in the 
target texts. Next, the narrative techniques in The Arabian Nights will be analyzed. Finally, the 
paper shall discuss the features of place in the tales and show their distinctive yet common 
elements.  

 Structural criticism relates literary texts to a larger structure which may be particular 
genre, a range of intertextual connections, a model of universal narrative structure, or a system of 
recurrent patterns or motifs (Barry, 40). Thus, structural reading focuses on multiple texts, 
seeking how these texts unify themselves into a coherent system. This approach enables readers 
to study the text as a manifestation of an abstract structure. The goal of structuralism is “not a 

description of a particular work, the designation of its meaning, but establishment of general 
laws of which this particular text is the product” (Todorov, 133). Structural analysis uncovers 
“the connection that exists between a system of forms and a system of meanings” (Genette, 136). 

Thus the study of character types, narrative technique and setting in The Arabian Nights allows 
the reader to understand the common forms which develop into a meaningful system that 
distinguish these stories. By applying a structural approach to the selected stories of The Arabian 
Nights this paper studies the properties that distinguish the book as a whole. This study aims at 
reconstituting the unit of the work and its principle of coherence which almost no critic, to the 
best of my knowledge, has done before.  
        Most works on The Arabian Nights address the historical reception of the book  in research 
from the nineteenth century onward ( Ali, 1980, Caracciolo, 1968, 1988), its historical context 
(Makdisi and Nussbaum, 2008), its origins and evolution (Aliakbari, 2014), the history of the 
title (Goitein, 1958), its circulation among booksellers in twelfth- century Cairo (Abbott, 1949, 
Goitein, 1958, Grotzfeld, 1985; 1996-7, Mahdi, 1995), the sources used by French translators 
who introduced the text to the West, as well as influence of great literature on the tales 
(Marzolph, 2006, Grunebaum, 1942) , the genre of romance in the tales (Heath, 1987-1988), 
interpretations of single stories from the collection (Allen, 1984, Bencheikh, 1997, Cooperson, 
1994, Hamori, 1971, Mahdi, 1984, Molan, 1987), the nature of sexual politics surrounding the 
character of Sheherazade and the repercussion of The Arabian Nights in modern Arabic 
Literature (Malti-Douglas, 1997). A distinctive study of story- telling technique is introduced by 
David Pinault (1992). Many comparative studies discuss the influence of The Arabian Nights on 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/12032/Aladdin
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/1668970/Ali-Baba
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/545658/Sindbad-the-Sailor
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/212284/folklore
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English literature (Al-Olaqi, 2012), Iranian culture (Marzolph,2005, 2006), literature on general 
(Ghazoul, 1996), and ancient medieval European literature (Tuczay, 2005). This paper 
introduces a new point of view different from the ones discussed in the previous works. 

     The Arabian Nights includes a large number of characters. The tales usually begin by 
introducing us to a specific situation in which the hero is presented to us along with other 
members of his family. Usually there is a reference to his status and his profession. However, 
each character in the tale has a certain function. Propp defines function as an act of a character, 
defined from the point of view of its significance for the course of action (Propp, 21). Each 
character has a sphere of action that generates the thirty-one functions which Propp has spotted 
in the Russian folk tales. This paper shall discuss thirteen different functions that the researcher 
found in the target text and will show that this limited number of functions is a fundamental 
component of the tales.  

After the initial situation is depicted, the tale takes the following sequence of thirteen 
functions which are all defined by  Propp; 

1. Absentation. A member of a family leaves the security of the home environment.  This 
may be the hero or some other member of the family that the hero will later need to rescue. This 
division of the cohesive family injects initial tension into storyline. The hero may also be 
introduced here, often being shown as an ordinary person.  In The Arabian Nights, as in the 
Russian folk tales, this act of absentation is voluntary; however, sometimes the absence of the 
character is unwilling because it is caused by the death of the character concerned. The character 
who performs this action either belongs to the older generation or to the younger one. For 
instance, in "The Fisherman and the Ifrit", the king leaves his kingdom to discover the secret of 
the lake and the colorful fish. However, in "The Son of the King of Kings", the young prince 
leaves for hunting; a journey in which he gets lost then he is kidnapped by a goblin. In "King 
Yonan and Wise Royan", the king is poisoned and finally he is unwillingly absent from the 
scene. 

2. Interdiction. An interdiction is addressed to the hero ('don't go there', 'don't do this'). In 
The Arabian Nights, the characters are prevented from doing something either directly or 
indirectly. In "The Porter of Baghdad" tale, the porter receives the following instructions, "Bring 
your cage and follow me" (36); "Don't ask about something that does not concern you or you 
shall hear what will make you angry" (38). Ja'afar, the minister, suggests to the Calif Haroon al-
Rasheed saying, "Don't get in, Calif. Those people are drunk" (40) and later the Calif says, "Find 
a trick so we may get in" (40). 

3. Violation. An act by which the function of interdiction is violated. This is followed by 
the introduction of a new character, usually the villain. In "The Second Qalandar" tale, the king's 
daughter warns the Qalandar not to break the talisman or he shall provoke the Jinn. But the 
Qalandar disobeys the order and the Jinn appears who latter on tortures the king's daughter and 
kills her. Then, he casts a spell on the Qalandar and turns him to a monkey. Or when wise Royan 
warns the king not to listen to his wicked minister; nevertheless, the king ignores the advice and 
this costs him his life.  
  4. Reconnaissance. The villain takes an attempt at reconnaissance (either villain tries to 
find the children or jewels etc.; or intended victim questions the villain). The villain (often in 
disguise) makes an active attempt at seeking information, for example searching for something 
valuable or trying to actively capture someone. He  may speak with a member of the family who 
innocently divulges information. He  may also seek to meet the hero, perhaps knowing already 
the hero is special in some way. In The Arabian Nights, one of the characters usually tries to 
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obtain some information about a specific matter such as when the villain attempts to find the 
location of certain characters, children or precious objects. In the previous tale, "The Second 
Qalandar", the Jinn takes the form of an old man and comes to the city to look for the Qalandar 
whose identity was not first revealed to him. The Jinn, in addition, tries to draw some 
information from his beloved whom he keeps asking, "You daughter of a bitch, who is your 
lover?" (52).   

5. Trickery. The villain attempts to deceive the victim to take possession of  the victim or 
the victim's belongings (the villain is usually disguised, and tries to win confidence of the 
victim). The villain now presses further, often using information gained in seeking to deceive the 
hero or the victim in some way. Furthermore, the villain may persuade the victim that he is 
actually a friend and thereby gaining collaboration. The villain may, as well, use magical means 
of deception. The Jinn deceives the fisherman to get him out of the bottle while the earlier 
intends to kill him. A goblin takes the form of an obedient maid to deceive the son of the king of 
kings. She wants to serve him on dinner for her children. 

6. Complicity. The victim submits to deception consequently and unwittingly helps his 
enemy. The trickery of the villain now works and the hero or victim naively acts in a way that 
helps the villain. This may range from providing the villain with something (perhaps a map or 
magical weapon) to actively working against good people (perhaps the villain has persuaded the 
hero that these other people are actually bad). In The Arabian Nights, we find various examples 
such as the hero who scratches the Goblin's lantern ; thus, submitting to the Villain's (the Ifrit's) 
begging. The hero sometimes acts in a mechanical manner and employs magic against his 
beloved ones. In "The Three Jesters" tale, the female Jinn transforms two of  her sisters to black 
dogs. The wicked wife of the prince in "The Enchanted Prince" casts a spell on her husband and 
transforms his lower part to a stone. 

7. Villainy. The villain causes harm or injury to a member of the family or to other 
characters (by abduction, theft of magical agent, spoiling crops). He may plunder in other forms, 
causing a disappearance, expelling someone, substituting a child etc., committing murder, 
imprisoning or detaining someone, threatening forced marriage, or  providing  nightly torments. 
In The Arabian Nights, the Ifrit kidnaps a princess to take her as a wife; on the other hand, a 
Goblin kidnaps a prince whom she has fallen in love with. Sometimes the villain causes a bad 
injury to other characters. A kind princess uses her magical powers to defeat the Ifrit. The latter 
is defeated but the princess is burnt to death. The villain may cause other characters to disappear 
suddenly. A wicked brother seduces his sister and takes her down to a large grave where he 
sleeps with her and both then disappear. The villain exiles other character. For example, an uncle 
exiles his nephew after killing his brother to inherit his kingdom. In addition, the villain may 
torment his victim. A wicked wife torments her husband for the sake of her lover. 

8. Lack of something. One of the members of the family either lacks something or desires 
to have something. In other words, a sense of lack is identified. For example in the hero's family 
or within a community, something is identified as lost or something becomes desirable for some 
reason, such as a magical object that will save people in some way. Ala'a Deen lacks wealth and 
travels to get it. A king lacks knowledge and travels to acquire it.  

9. Departure. This is a special characteristic of the tales of The Arabian Nights where the 
hero leaves home to have an adventure that causes development of actions and introduces 
another character to the scene. During this departure, the hero is tested, interrogated, and even 
attacked. This paves the way for his reception of a magical agent or a helper and here comes the 
function of the Donor. The donor asks the hero to solve a riddle so he would be freed of his 
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prison. The hero is sometimes offered assistance by a good Ifrit who helps him to fly from one 
country to another. The donor helps the hero by offering knowledge about a missing person or 
about the way to defeat a wicked Jinn.  

10. The Hero's reaction. The hero reacts to the actions of the donor or helper  by 
withstanding or failing the test, solving a riddle, freeing a captive, reconciling         disputants, 
performing service or using adversary's powers against him. While following his plan, the hero 
sometimes performs another service and helps other characters who have been just introduced to 
the action. In all the tales, the hero's reaction is a general feature. 

11. Provision or receipt of a magical agent.  The hero acquires use of a magical agent 
(directly transferred, located purchased, prepared, spontaneously appears, eaten/drunk, help 
offered by other characters). In The Arabian Nights,  The hero is often assisted by a winged 
horse or a flying creature or a carpet. In "The Three Sisters", one of the sisters is rescued from 
drowning by the help of a huge flying snake. King Yonan is healed by the magical herbs 
provided by the wise Royan. The Ifrit takes a handful of sand and utters some magical words 
then throws them on the enchanted hero to help him restore his human form.  

12. Struggle. The hero and the villain join in a direct combat. The villain is usually 
stronger because he uses magical powers against his victims. If the hero is not provided with 
magical powers by the donor, he wins over the villain by his human wit.   

13. Victory. The villain is usually defeated either in a combat or by a trick played on him 
by the hero. Sometimes the villain is killed while asleep or banished. The hero, for instance, 
defeats the Ifrit by telling him that he does not believe the latter was imprisoned inside a small 
lantern or a small bottle. So, the Ifrit proves it by getting inside the lantern one more time; thus, 
imprisoning himself again.  

14. The Return. The hero usually returns after achieving victory, bringing his lost brother 
or the kidnapped princess back home. The hero sometimes returns after making wealth or 
solving a riddle. 

 These are the most obvious functions which recur in the chosen tales of The 
Arabian Nights. Though Propp discusses thirty-one functions, many of them must be ignored 
because they appear in a small number of The Arabian Tales that they cannot be taken as general 
yet distinguishing features.  However, Propp's functions do not cover all the features of the 
characters in The Arabian Nights. So, the following points should be considered in relation to the 
concerned characters. 

First, in The Arabian Nights, many characters are nameless especially the central 
characters who are the source of the main action in the tale. For example, we are not told the 
names of the porter of Baghdad, the three sisters, the enchanted prince or his wife, the Barber of 
Baghdad or the Merchant of Baghdad. This may reflect the author's wish not to give some of his 
characters any historical or geographical background. Or this could be for political reasons as the 
author uses political allegory making his characters stand indirectly for specific political figures. 
One last assumption is to endow his characters and his tales with a universal dimension. 

Secondly, the majority of the characters in The Arabian Nights have a high political or 
social status. We have kings, Suldans, princes, princesses and so on. Probably, it was thought by 
the commoners to whom these stories were addressed that those characters were the luckiest. 
Nevertheless, the heroes of some tales belong to lower classes. In this case, the author makes it 
clear that class distinction is not rigid by making upper class characters fall in love with lower 
class characters. For example, a common hero achieves victory and wins the heart of the 
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daughter of the king  after saving her life. A Suldan marries the daughter of a fisherman, or a 
prince marries a girl of a lower status. 

Thirdly, most of the characters, except for the villain who is the main source of conflict, 
are kind-hearted. The good characters are usually larger in number than the bad characters.  

Fourthly, characters are usually depicted as enjoying having sex and look for it especially 
women. In The Arabian Nights, we never find violent sexual scenes or an action of rape. 
However, on the other hand, nothing in the tales show the outcome of sexual relations. In other 
words, we never read about women getting pregnant or giving birth to babies. Children are not 
introduced as substantial characters in the tales. Furthermore, unmarried characters are the ones 
who are engaged in forbidden sexual relations. In this context, marriage is not introduced as a 
sacred union. Generally speaking, sex seems to be part of the world of fantasy which means that 
the characters' behavior is not to be judged by the usual moral standards. Nonetheless, this 
provokes readers' condemnation rather than their approval. A wife who cheats on her husband 
and sleeps with her black slave or a brother who has an incestuous relation with his sister 
definitely deserve the reader's resentment. In addition nudity is a major action in many tales; it is 
associated with the pleasure of sexual intercourse and the pains of physical torture. All characters 
who are whipped are stripped of their clothes. 

      Finally, new characters are usually suddenly introduced into the course of action. For 
example, the heroine of "The Porter of Baghdad" hits the floor three times and all of a sudden a 
door is opened and seven slaves carrying swords appear out of the blue. Those slaves are not part 
of the life of the hero and we, the readers, know very little about them. Goblins and Ifrits appear 
suddenly from small bottles or lanterns or from nowhere. A wall splits into two and a beautiful 
girl appears to add much to the mystery of the tale. The donor is encountered accidentally while 
the magical helper is introduced as a gift. Yet, it is worth noting that actions are deeply 
interrelated that the introduction of any new character, even if it is unexpected, can be accepted. 
It is also true that new characters are sometimes introduced through the narration of the story by 
other characters. That is to say, The Arabian Nights is a tale within a tale. Shahrazad, the wife of 
King Shahryar, is the general narrator of the tales but each of her characters tells his or her own 
tale and consequently introduces new characters. For instance, "The Black Slave and the Apple" 
is narrated by Shahrazad who introduces to us the first person narrator Ja'afar al-Barmaki who, in 
his turn, tells the story of Noor al-Deen and Shams al-Deen. Then, the story of their son and 
daughter is narrated in another tale of "Sit al-Hussin" or "The Lady of Beauty". This aspect of 
narrative technique will be discussed in details on the following pages. 

  On the other hand, Propp's justification of the ways through which characters are 
introduced into the course of action can be partially applied to the tales of The Arabian Nights. 
According to Propp, each category of characters has its own form of appearance as it employs 
certain means to introduce new characters. For example, Propp finds that in the Russian folktales 
the villain appears twice. First, he makes an appearance from the outside or from nowhere (as in 
The Arabian Nights) then disappears. Secondly, the villain appears when he is sought by other 
characters which is not very frequent in The Arabian Tales. Furthermore, characters of The 
Arabian Nights may be classified according to their conformity to reality. In this respect, they 
either represent actual figures in history or they are absolutely imaginary or fairy characters. 
Some historical or religious figures are Calif Haroon al-Rasheed and his minister Ja'afar al-
Barmaki, Salah al-Deen, the graet Muslim conqueror, the King of Persia, the famous Muslim 
poet Abu-Nawas, the minister al-Fazl and Prophet Solomon. The other imaginary characters are 
too many such as Sit al-Hussin, Badr al-Budoor, Sinbad the Sailor and Shah Bandar al-Tujjar 
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(the chief of all merchants). Fairy characters are the Ifrits, the goblins, flying horses and flying 
snakes.  Characters that represent real figures in history are portrayed with much respect and 
appreciation. For instance, Haroon aL-Rashid, the Muslim Calif is depicted as a respectable, 
caring, just and powerful ruler. This seems to be justified as the popular mentality had this idea 
about him and his reign; a fact that the author found difficult to contradict. Fairy characters add a 
mythical dimension to the tales. They are there to create complications and to enrich the text 
with fantasy flavor. In the simple mentality of the original readers of The Arabian Nights, the 
Ifrit is a symbol of power, speed, pride and massive ability to destroy and construct. These fairy 
characters introduced in the tales are of two types: active and passive. The active fairy characters 
either use their supernatural powers to hurt certain characters or to help and rescue others. The 
other passive ones are usually controlled in a mechanical way where they simply do nothing 
except obeying orders. For instance, the Brassy man (a fairy character) drives the magical boat 
(which carries the Third Qalandar),  and the flying horse flies just to move the hero from one 
place to another. 

    The existence of beings more powerful than man is a characteristic of the literature of 
the fantastic. In his book The Fantastic, Todorov shows how the supernatural elements may be 
divided into two groups. The first group is that of metamorphosis. The best example is to be 
found in "The Second Qalandar" tale in which a man is transformed into a monkey and a monkey 
into a man. During the duel scene, a series of metamorphoses takes place: the Jenn becomes a 
lion then the prince cuts him into two halves with a sword. The lion's head turns into a huge 
scorpion and the princess becomes a serpent "engaging in a bitter combat with the scorpion, 
which not having the advantage, took the form of an eagle and gave pursuit" (34). Then a black 
and white cat appears, pursued by a black wolf. The cat turns into a worm and makes its way into 
a pomegranate, which swells to the size of a pumpkin. Then the pomegranate explodes; the wolf, 
now transformed into a cock, begins swallowing the pomegranate seeds. One falls into the water 
and turns into a fish. At the end, both characters require their human form.  

The second group of the fantastic is based on the existence of supernatural beings, such 
as the Jinn and the princess-sorceress, and their power over human destiny. Both can transform 
themselves and others to different creatures. These beings who have power over human destiny 
symbolize dreams of power as Todorov suggests. But they are also an incarnation of imaginary 
causality for what might also be called chance, fortune or accident (though luck and chance are 
excluded from the universe of the fantastic). So, the wicked Jinn who interrupts the amorous 
frolic in "The Qalandar's Tale" is no more than the hero's bad luck. It is worth mentioning that 
Todorov divides the supernatural phenomena into four types: 

1. The hyperbolic marvelous where the phenomenon is supernatural only by virtue of its 
dimensions, which are superior to those that are familiar to us. Sinbad the Sailor declares that he 
has seen a fish one-hundred and even two-hundred long and a great serpent that could swallow 
an elephant. However, this might be only a manner of speaking in which we may say that 'fear 
has big eyes'. 

2. The second type of the marvelous is the exotic. The supernatural elements in this 
context are reported to the readers but not presented as actual figures or characters and the setting 
associated with them is equally described by the hero. For example, in his second voyage, Sinbad 
describes the Roc, a bird so tremendous that it conceals the sun. The bird for sure does not exist 
in contemporary Zoology but characters who describe him are far from this certainty. 

3. The third type is the instrumental marvelous in which the technological developments 
are not realized in the period described, but they are possible. In the "Prince Ahmad" tale, the 
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marvelous elements are the flying carpet, an apple that has healing powers, a pipe used to view 
things from a long distance. Nowadays we have a helicopter, antibiotics and binoculars.  

4. The forth type is the scientific marvelous which is known today as science fiction. 
Here the supernatural is explained in a rational manner but according to laws that science 
nowadays refuses. Different stories  in The Arabian Nights feature early science fiction elements 
(Irwin, 2005). Several examples I am going to refer to here are quoted from the whole book of 
The Arabian Nights and not from Book III specifically. One example is "The Adventure of 
Bulukiya", where the protagonist Bulukiya's quest for the herb of immortality leads him to 
explore the seas, journey to Paradise and to Hell, and travels across the cosmos to different 
worlds much larger than his own world, anticipating elements of galactic science fiction (209). 
Along the way, he encounters societies of Jinni, mermaids, talking serpants, talking trees, and 
other forms of life. In "Abu al-Husn and His Slave girl Tawaddud", the heroine Tawaddud gives 
an important lecture on the mansions of the Moon, and the benevolent and sinister aspects of the 
planets. In another tale, "Abdullah the Fisherman and Abdullah the Merman", the protagonist 
Abdullah the Fisherman gains the ability to breathe underwater and discovers an underwater 
society that is portrayed as an inverted reflection of society. That underwater society follows a 
form of primitive communism where concepts like money and clothing do not exist. Other tales 
depict Amazon societies dominated by women, lost ancient technologies, advanced ancient 
civilizations that went astray, and catastrophes which overwhelmed them.  "The City of Brass" 
features a group of archeological expedition (Hamori, 1971) across the Sahara to find an ancient 
lost city and attempt to recover a brass vessel that Solomon once used to trap a jinn and, along 
the way encounters a mummified queen, petrified inhabitants, lifelike humanoid robots and 
automata, seductive marionettes dancing without strings, and a brass horseman robot who directs 
the party towards the ancient city, which has now become a ghost town (Hmori, 1971; Pinault, 
1992). "The ebony Horse' features a flying mechanical horse controlled using keys that could fly 
into outer space and toward the sun. Some modern interpretations see this horse as a robot 
(Pinault, 1992). The titular ebony horse can fly the distance of one year in a single day, and is 
used as a vehicle by the Prince of Persia, Qamar al-Aqmar, in his adventures across Persia, 
Arabia and Byzantium. The "Third Qalandar's Tale" also features a robot in the form of an 
uncanny boatman. 

      However, it is worth mentioning that the several elements of the Arabian 
mythology and Persian mythology are now common in modern fantasy, such as 
genies, bahamuts, magic carpets, magic lamps, etc. when L. Frank Baum proposed 
writing a fairy tale that banished stereotypical elements, he included the jinn  as well 
as the dwarf and  the fairy as stereotypes to go (Thurber, 1984).    

The narrative techniques of The Arabian Nights is the second part of our discussion that 
deserves a closer look. What is common throughout all the stories is the initial frame story of 
King Shahrayar and his wife Shahrazad and the framing device incorporated through the tales 
themselves. The stories proceed from this original tale; some are framed within this tale, while 
others begin and end of their own accord. All the tales are narrated by Shahrazad  who  usually 
begins with her famous sentence, "I was told, O auspicious King, that…" or "I was told- but 
Allah sees further!- that…" (1) then she goes on describing the hero of her story in what Propp 

calls "the initial situation". Then, she leaves the floor to the characters to tell their stories through 
a monologue and a dialogue at the same time. The following example from Shahrazad's four-
hundred and eighty ninth night's tale ("The Tale of Abu Khir and Abu Sir") reflects the narrative 
technique used by her: 
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"I was told… O auspicious King, that…The Captain asked after his friend, and 
Abu Sir replied that the dyer was sea-sick…Then the Captain said,"That will soon 

Pass" (5). 
 Shahrazad uses three different narrative techniques here. First, the first person narration 

as she uses the pronoun "I". Secondly, the second person narration as she implies using the 
pronoun "you" in her phrase "O auspicious King" and the reference here is to King Shahrayar 
who represents the audience. Finally, the third person narration as all characters (Abu Khir and 
Abu Sir are only one example among many) are referred to in the third person by Shahrazad. 
However, Shahrazad, the main narrator of the tales never uses typical opening phrases found in 
Arabic literature to which the tales where translated, such as "Once upon a time", "They claim 
that". She always says, "I was told that…". It was Shahrazad's purpose to keep the King 

interested in her tales so that he would not kill her as he did with his previous wives. 
Consequently, the use of this opening phrase provides her with authority and power that have 
stimulated the King's curiosity and kept him awake till the morning then he would fall asleep all 
day long. It is worth mentioning that the classical Arabic phrase used by Shahrazad is best 
translated into "I was told that…" and not "It is related" as some translators did. 

 On the other hand the use of the monologue is very frequent in the tales. The best 
examples to be quoted here are the porter to himself, "This is a very good morning" (36), Harron 
al-Rashid to himself, "I shall punish her tomorrow" (51), the king to himself, "My Lord, they are 
too young!" (56), the Qalandar to himself, "What happened to my father? (56). The use of the 
monologue attracts the listener who is expected to respond to some questions that require an 
answer or to be interested in some statements that foretell future events. 

 We have seen earlier how one tale leads to many other tales. There is usually a major 
tale out of which all the other tales spring. Shahrazad's narration always concludes with the end 
of the major tale and not the minor tale. For example, the "Tale of Abu-Khir and Abu Sir" is the 
major one that leads to many other tales: "The Three Wishes Tale", "The Boy and the Rubber's 
Tale", and "There is White and White Tale". In addition, the tale of "The Diwan of Jovial and 
Indecent Folk" includes other minor tales as "The Historic Fort's Tale", "The Two Jesters' Tale" 
and "A Woman's Trick's Tale". The story of "The Three Apples" enframes the story of "Nur al-
din and Shams al-Din". In other words, a character in Shahrazad's tale will begin telling other 
characters a story of  his own, and that story may have another one told within it, resulting in a 
richly layered narrative texture. Ulrich Marzolph suggests that the tales of The Arabian Nights 
definitely introduce an early example of the "story within a story" technique. However, in The 
Arabian Nights, a story is most commonly introduced through subtle means, particularly as an 
answer to questions raised in a previous tale (Marzolph, 2004).  

   As for setting, the representation of place is interesting. The tales usually take place in a 
large and tremendous setting. Ifrits fly freely from one place to another. They sink down into the 
bottom of the sea or to the underground where they construct their kingdoms. However, a closer 
look at the geography of the places described in most of the tales shows that the majority of the 
tales are situated within the borders of Baghdad or al-Basra. But the world of these tales 
surpasses these two cities to Alexandria, Cairo, Damascus, Oman, Yamane, Greece, Lands of 
Ajam (non-Arabs), India and Sind. Usually Baghdad is the only city that is described in details 
and shown as a prosperous commercial city where different goods from many countries are sold 
there. We read about fruits from different parts of the world: apples from Bilad al-Sham (the 
Greater Syria Region), peaches from Oman, lemon from Egypt, and so on. So we notice that the 
author of the tales always refers to countries of al-Mashrik al-Arabi (the Arabian Orient); not of 
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Al-Maghrib al-Arabi (the western part of the Arab world). Even the described voyages never 
move to the west but always to the east starting from Dijla River (known in the tales as the Sea 
of Dijla). 

Sometimes we encounter other places that we have never heard of such as the Islands of 
al-Salama (Islands of Safety) or some mythical spots such as Qaf Mountain, or a city that a 
character reaches without giving us its name. We hear heroes speaking about mysterious places: 
"I traveled till I reached my uncle's city" (85), "I walked from the cavern till I reached a city 
inhabited by good people" (61). Furthermore, we rarely read a tale that does not include a voyage 
as part of its events. The sea is a very important element here specially that many of the cities 
were established near the waters of a sea, a river or a lake. We usually read about a hero getting 
ready for a voyage as part of his adventure to solve a mystery or to bring a princess back home, 
or to get money. This is followed by a description of the ships, the sailors, the captain and the 
adventure itself. On the other hand, we encounter a struggle between a hero and a Jinn or an Ifrit 
on the ship. Sometimes we read about a hero being rescued from drowning by a Jinn or an Ifrit. 
The mythical places, if I may call them so, are what distinguish the tales of Sharazad. These 
imaginary places such as the Mountain of Magnet, or the Metamorphosed City, or Qaf Mountain 
in "The Porter of Baghdad" reflect the vivid imagination of the author. The Mountain of Magnet 
does not exist in reality; however, its description adds a lot to its mystery. It has a great dome 
inside which the enchanted prince was imprisoned. It is a damned place that Ifrits use to destroy 
ships that are pulled towards it because of its magnetic power. We also read about the 
Metamorphosed City that was damned because its citizens indulged in pleasures. They were 
punished by a thunderbolt that transformed everything to black stones. Qaf  Mountain is another 
mythical place that was known as a symbol of great distances in popular Arabic folktales in 
general. Only skillful magicians or powerful Ifrits can reach it because it can hardly be found by 
humans. It is worth mentioning the Qaf Mountain is mentioned in the Holy Quran (Qaf Surat 50: 
1) which the Islamic interpreters of the Qur'an and Islamic philosophers describe as the unseen 
huge mountain, made of emerald and surrounds the earth. They say that it is inhabited by Jinni 
and since the belief in the unseen that is mentioned in the Holy Qur'an is part of a Muslim's 
belief, all Muslims believe in its existence. In addition, the princess in the fourteenth night's tale 
describes her magical ability to move the city of her father behind the Qaf  Mountain: "I can 
move the stones of your city behind the Mountain of Qaf" (69). In "The Three Sisters Tale", one 
of the sisters talk about the female Jinn who appears only if a lock of the latter's hair is burnt: 
"She gave me a lock of hair and said if you want me to come, burn this lock and I shall come 
even if I were behind the Qaf Mountain" (197). This suggests that the mountain is far away in an 
unknown world.  

   To conclude, this structural study of character types and functions, the elements of the 
fantasy, setting and narrative technique in The Arabian Nights allows the reader to understand 
the common forms and the properties that distinguish the book as a whole and constitute a 
meaningful system that is a clear feature of the stories. As much as this study aims at 
reconstituting the unit of the work and its principle of coherence it also means to open new 
horizons for further discussion. A deeper reading of more stories would definitely generate more 
fruitful criticism.  
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Abstract 
There have been debates among metaphor theorists concerning the realization of metaphors both 
in literature and outside literature, including the continuity, or discontinuity between the two. 
The aims of this paper, however, are to examine the uses and functions of those types of 
metaphor on the basis of conceptual metaphor categories (i.e. orientational, ontological, and 
structural metaphors) identified in economics text as part of social sciences. This study adopts a 
theoretical framework which consists of two parts: (1) a cognitive approach, (2) a corpus-based 
approach. It is conducted by employing a qualitative method, particularly a textual analysis 
taking the form of a case study, including quantitative data in the form of frequencies of 
metaphor occurrence. Analyses of the uses and functions of conceptual metaphor in economics 
text are conducted using a monolingual corpus as data which is taken from some English 
economics textbooks (i.e. Micro- and Macroeconomics, Management, and Economic 
Development). WordSmith Tools version 5.0 is also utilized based on key words having higher 
Keyness Index for eliciting examples of metaphorical expressions existing in the study corpus. 
Research findings reveal that nineteen types of metaphor representing the three conceptual 
metaphor categories have been widely used in the economics text and function as alternative 
methods to explain, discuss, even argue those abstract concepts in economics, including 
economic realities, in more concrete ways. The findings also strongly support the debate that 
there is the continuity in terms of categorization (i.e. methodology) adopted in dealing with the 
types of metaphor existing in literature and outside literature. 
 
Keywords: cognitive approach, corpus-based approach, economics text, literature, metaphor 
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Introduction 
Metaphor realization in literature and outside literature is pervasive, however, functions 

differently based on context. In the case of metaphor in poetry as a form of literature (Lakoff 
and Turner, 1 9 8 9 ;  S t e e n  and G ib b s ,  2 0 0 4 ), Semino and Steen (2008) argue that the 
uses and functions of metaphor in literature is idiographic in nature, in the sense that a 
selection of metaphors should be interpreted on the basis of their uses and functions within a 
particular text, or context (Stern, 2000; Kövecses, 2000, 2009). Semino and Steen (2008) raise 
the issues of continuity and discontinuity  between literary and non-literary uses o f 
metaphor, as seen in the following way: 

In analyzing these metaphors,  assumpt ions are made about  more general 
pat terns o f metaphor in literature,  which act  as a  background against  
which the metaphors under analys is are assumed to funct ion and 
somet imes even stand out .  With the accumulat ion of such idiographic 
studies,  however,  and with the clear presence o f the two compet ing 
t radit ions o f the cont inuity and disco nt inuit y between literary and non-
lit erary uses o f metaphor,  it  has become increasingly important  to  address 
the general relat ion between metaphor and literature in a direct  fashion.‖ 

(p.  241) 
In terms of the continuity between metaphor in literature and metaphor outside literature 

and also in relation to the introduction of conceptual metaphor theory which is cognitive 
based (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980 /199 2) ,  Semino and Steen (2008, p. 235) also pointed out 
that ―the rise of cognitive metaphor theory has led to a re-evaluation of the role of metaphor in 
everyday, non-literary language, and to a new perspective on metaphor in literature.‖ 

Following Swan‘s idea (2 0 0 2 ), Semino and Steen (2008)  argue that the cognitive 
approach with its systemat ic st ructure should be applicable not only to the regular, 
invariant, and generalizable patterns of metaphorical instances but also to those specific 
examples of metaphors.  According to the metaphor theorists, the approach should be 
context-based in nature in the sense that ―when investigating authent ic uses o f 
metaphor,  it  is  always  important to consider both the specificity of individual expressions 
in context and their relationship with large, conventional pat terns in a particular genre, 
discourse or language‖ (p. 238). 

However, the use of metaphor in the case of economics text as part of social sciences is 
also pervasive, but rather from a cognitive point of view (McClosekey, 1994; Boers, 2000; 
Charteris-Black, 2000). According to the cognitive approach, metaphors are also closely 
linked to human thought and actions. In other words, the nature of human conceptual systems are 
essentially metaphorical (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980, p. 3; Johnson, 1995, p.  1). Other metaphor 
theorists (Newmark, 1981; Dobrzyńska, 1995; Goatly, 1997/2011; Lee, 2001; Samaniego-
Fernández, 2002; Barcelona, 2003; Martin and Rose, 2003; Schäffner, 2004; Knowles and 
Moon, 2006) define the basic concept of metaphor as understanding one concept (i.e. target 
domain) in terms of another concept (i.e. source domain). This relation can conceptually be 
mapped (i.e. conceptual mapping), abbreviated as CM. 

The uses of metaphors in economics texts has long been a debated issue (White, 2003, p. 
133). Their uses in the speficific genre makes the economic discourse less abstract. The concepts 
‗hope‘ and ‗crisis‘ in economics text, for instance, can be understood in a more concrete way 
through the following CM(s) — HOPE IS A BUILDING and CRISIS IS A CONTAINER as in How Spain’s 

‘guerrilla architect’ is building new hope out of financial crisis.1 To put simply, the uses of a 
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variety of metaphors in economics texts function as the basic model for understanding economic 
realities (Henderson, 1994; Backhouse, 1994; White, 2003). 

 
Cognitive Linguistic Approaches: A Cognitive Approach to Metaphor 

As one of the cognitive linguistic approaches, the cognitive approach is based on the 
cognitive metaphor theory. Kövecses (2005), as cited in Caballero (2007, pp. 1109−10), argues 
that it is built upon an assumption that both metaphor and culture are interrelated, either directly, 
or indirectly. Katan (2004, p. 27) also suggests that a cognitive approach could be adopted as an 
approach to study culture since it links with what people have in mind, how they perceive ideas 
and concepts, and connect them with other things, and then interpret them accordingly. This 
paper discusses the uses and functions of conceptual metaphors in economics textbooks because 
they have to do with cultural aspects. 

Metaphorical expressions according to the cognitive approach are basically the 
realization, or manifestation of conceptual metaphors (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980). CMs are 
crucial in the conceptual metaphor theory reflecting the ontological relations between the source 
domain and the target domain. Several scholars (Kövecses, 2002; Croft and Cruse, 2004; 
Schäffner, 2004; Al-Hasnawi, 2007) share similar perspective. 

To investigate the realization of conceptual metaphors in economics text, this study is 
based on the conceptual metaphor theory (also called a cognitive theory of metaphor, or the 
contemporary theory of metaphor), as pioneered by Lakoff (1993) and also supported by Gibbs 
(1994, 1999, 2008). Metaphors are defined as ways through which we are able to understand the 
target domain (i.e. the intended meaning of a metaphorical expression associated with a context) 
through the source domain (i.e. a literal meaning of a source domain vocabulary) which is easier 
to understand, or more easily to be recognized. In other words, metaphors are basically the cross-
domain relationship in the human conceptual system (Lakoff, 1993, p. 203; Lee, 2001, p. 6; 
Kövecses, 2002, p. 4; Samaniego-Fernández, 2002, pp. 203−04; Croft and Cruse, 2004, pp. 
193−203; Schäffner, 2004, pp. 1257−58; Deignan, 2005, p. 211). 
 In terms of categories of conceptual metaphors, Lakoff and Johnson (1980) and Lakoff 
(1993) divide them into three main categories: (1) orientational metaphors employed to explain 
those concepts, such as UP/DOWN, IN/OUT, FRONT/BACK, ON/OFF, NEAR/FAR, DEEP/SHALLOW, 
CENTRAL/PERIPHERAL (Lakoff and Johnson, 2003, pp. 14−21); (2) ontological metaphors used 
for explaining human activities, emotion, ideas through the concepts ENTITY and SUBSTANCE; (3) 
structural metaphors used for constructing a concept through another concept (Lakoff, 1993, p. 
202−52). The link between the source domain and the target domain is intended to understand a 
metaphorical meaning (i.e. connotative meaning) and denotative meaning of a source domain 
vocabulary in a particular context. 
 A cognitive approach to metaphors is closely linked with a culture. According to 
Stienstra (1993), as cited in Schäffner (2004, pp. 1264–65), metaphors can be divided into three 
main categories: (1) universal metaphors; (2) culture-overlapping metaphors; (3) culture-
specific metaphors. This approach is based on assumptions that most human experiences are 
basically universal in nature. Schäffner (2004) argues that it is the manifestation, or the 
realization of metaphors which are culture-specific, not the conceptual metaphor itself – ―[…] it 

is not the conceptual metaphor that is culture-independent, but its linguistic realization‖ (p. 
1265). 
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Methodology 
In order to achieve the research objectives, this study adopts a methodology consisting of 

three components: method, data, and data processing. As for the first component, a qualitative 
method taking the form of textual analysis is adopted (Travers, 2001, pp. 4–5). This research 
limits its units of analysis to sentence-level as the context for conceptual metaphors based on the 
cognitive approach involving the study corpus. 

Additionally, the previous method is also supported by a ―quantitative method‖, 

particularly the frequency of occurrences of a number of key words as the source domain 
vocabulary, or image, or vehicle,2 as seen in Table 1 (Cameron, 2002; Stefanowitsch, 2006). 

The second component of the methodology is a monolingual corpus designed on the basis 
of representativeness, size, sampling and text types and functions (Baker, 1995; 1996; Zanettin, 
2000; Bowker and Pearson, 2002; Olohan, 2004). The corpus having more than one million 
token (or 1,018,715 running words to be exact) is taken from three economics textbook.3  

The electronic data (i.e. the monolingual corpus) is processed by utilizing a concordance 
programme, called WordSmith Tools version 5.0 (Scott 2001, 2008), apart from Microsoft Excel 
(versi 2003). It is used for extracting samples of metaphorical expressions in the study corpus. 
The British National Corpus (BNC) that is widely used in corpus-linguistic research is also 
employed as a referent corpus for obtaining a list of key words as an indicator of lexicalized 
metaphors in the study corpus. In addition, Newmark (1988) also argues that ‖[...] the figurative 
word used, which may be one-word, or ’extended over any stretch of language from a 

collocation to the whole text‖ (pp. 104–13). In other words, in the corpus-based research, a list of 
key words with its Keyness Index is considered as preliminary data used for extracting 
concordance lines associated with the realization of conceptual metaphor in the study corpus 
(Shuttleworth and Cowie, 1997; Bowker and Pearson, 2002). 

 
Results and Discussion 

 Keyword is a tool that WordSmith Tools versi 5.0 provides for creating a list of key 
words in the economics text (i.e. study corpus). The list is produced by comparing a word list in 
the study corpus and another word list in BNC having the ratio 1:5 as commonly applied in 
corpus-based linguistic research. Sardinha (2006) argues that there is a ―mutual relationship‖ 

between key words and metaphor in Corpus Linguistics as conveyed in the following quote 
―keywords are a useful means for metaphor identification because frequent keywords often 
signal an incongruity or tension between a word and its surrounding context (Deignan 2005), 
which in turn may indicate a metaphor ‖ (pp. 249–74).  Tabel 1 presents quantitative data 
associated with the key words that in some cases may act as the source domain vocabularies. 

Each key word has its own Keyness Index which reflects its importance in the study 
corpus (i.e. economics text). The higher the Keyness Index of a key word, the more important the 
key word is in a given text, or genre. Tabel 1 also shows the reprentativeness of key words that 
belong to the branches of economics. For example, the following key words such as PRICE, 
DEMAN, SUPPLY, MARKET, COST, INCOME are mostly used both in Microeconomics and 
Macroeconomics text; whereas the key words such as DEVELOPMENT, GROWTH, INCOME, 
POPULATION are widely used in  Economic Develepment text; while the key words such as 
MANAGER, EMPLOYEE, MANAGEMENT, ORGANISATION, PERFORMNCE are frequently used in  

Management text. 
By using the key words (mostly nouns) in Table 1 and other source domain vocabularies 

(i.e. verbs and adjectives), examples of metaphorical expressions are elicited before classifying 
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them into the three categories of conceptual metaphor (i.e. orientational, ontological, and 
structural), as well as types of metaphor (e.g. commodity metaphor, image metaphor, up-down 
metaphor, and entity metaphor).  

 
Tabel 1. Some Key Words in Econonmics Text 

N Key word Freq. % 
RC. 

Freq. RC. % Keyness 
1 PRICE 3041 0.29851 1096 0.021992916 6417.473633 
2 DEVELOPMENT 2658 0.26092 969 0.019444466 5583.378906 
3 GROWTH 2198 0.21576 509 0.010213863 5372.667969 
4 INCOME 2260 0.22185 643 0.012902778 5189.268066 
5 LABOR 1396 0.13704 6  4878.215332 
6 DEMAND 2067 0.2029 592 0.011879385 4735.506348 
7 SUPPLY 1770 0.17375 367  4457.139648 
8 MANAGER 1416 0.139 311  3511.325928 
9 GOODS 1368 0.13429 263  3510.791748 

10 ECONOMY 1516 0.14881 553 0.01109679 3182.547607 
11 MARKET 2247 0.22057 2052 0.041176517 2785.672852 
12 EMPLOYEE 1113 0.10926 252  2736.822754 
13 COST 1631 0.1601 1029 0.020648457 2619.715576 
14 POPULATION 1242 0.12192 457  2598.172607 
15 CAPITAL 1318 0.12938 560 0.011237256 2596.024658 
16 TAX 1411 0.13851 923 0.018521406 2216.775391 
17 EQUILIBRIUM 652 0.064 15  2175.161133 
18 POVERTY 767 0.07529 144  1979.457031 
19 TRADE 1419 0.13929 1113 0.022334047 1975.567505 

 
 

 Since concordance lines as seen in Table 2 operating at the sentence level only provide 
limited context for metaphorical uses, WordSmith Tools 5.0 also provides another feature that 
links each concordance line with its wider context (co-text) – the file where key word in context 
(KIC), such as market, growth, development, management, cost, are used. Linguistic expressions 
tend to appear in clusters before and after a key word as KIC. As a result, it is easier to identify 
metaphor on the level of paragraph, even on textual level. 
 
Tabel 2. Conkordance Lines for Some Key Words4 

 
224 types of market structure. In a competitive market, each firm is so small  
225      supply and demand. In any competitive market, such as the market  
226     behind the supply curve in a competitive market. Not surprisingly, we  
227      we observe in the economy. competitive market a market in which the 
228,    if ice cream is sold in a competitive market free of government  
229      the price in a perfectly competitive market always equals the  
656 development is defined in terms of GDP growth rates-an important  
657        into play. 5.9% annual GDP growth in the 1965-1980 But  
658 industrializing economy. Real GDP growth has averaged nearly 4.5%  
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659        a negative 2.4% rate of GDP growth in 1998 following the 1997 Asia 
660        real rate of per capita GDP growth of 3.2% in the 1990-2000 period 
661 remains uncertain. The 1997 real GDP growth rate of 6% turned to a  
675        relationship between low GNP growth and improved income  
676     as responsible for sluggish GNP growth as low rates of saving and  
677   the Philippines, low rates of GNP growth appear to have been  
678  Salvador, with similarly low GNP growth rates, managed to improve the  
679   . After registering 5% real GNP growth in 1985, low by traditional  
680     product its combination of GNP growth and the income growth of the  
974    can have significantly different human development indicators,  
980 countries on a scale of 0 (lowest human development) to 1(highest human  
984       according to their level of human development, including health and  
985        (0.50 tofl.799), and high human development (O.BO to 1.0).  
990  accomplish relatively little in human development. adult literacy  
993   nations ranked from low to high human development (column 3) along with  
688       the basics of strategy and strategic management you need look no  
689      Postal Service's CEO) used strategic management to help pinpoint  
690            action. Step 2 of the strategic management process is complete  
691         .2 Wal-Mart is good at strategic management, whereas Kmart  
693  BCG matrix, can be a useful strategic management tool. It provides a  
699       illustrate the value of strategic management. In this section, we  
181   paper firms will not consider the full cost of the pollution they  
182  noise. Dog owners do not bear the full cost of the noise and,  
183   have a high premium and cover the full cost of any accidents that occur  
184        , to make polluters pay the full cost of their anti-social  
185    here the government may pay the full cost of tuition and fees and even 
 
 Metaphors normally occur in the form of word combinations, phrases, or sentences, 
rather than in the form of word by word, or isolated ones. Such views are understandable because 
metaphorical meanings can partly be understood through their specific and immediate context 
(Halliday and Hasan, 1985; Goatly, 2011). To put it simply, by involving key words as a product 
of Corpus Linguistics, it is therefore much easier to carry out metaphorical analyses which rely 
on a cognitive interpretation. 

Having categorized all types of conceptual metaphor in the study corpus, it reveals that 
there are around nineteen types metaphors occur in the corpus concerned, as seen in Tabel 3. It 
shows the top four types of conceptual metaphor in economics text having the frequency of 
occurence of more than ten per cent. They represent the three categories of conceptual metaphor 
as put forward by Lakoff and Johnson (1980) — structural metaphor, orientational metaphor, and 
ontological metaphor. Commodity metaphor as one type of the structural metaphor category has 
the highest frequensy of occurence (22.22 %), followed by  image metaphor as part of the same 
category (17.13 %), up-down metaphor that belongs to the orientational metaphor category 
(12.35 %), and  entity metaphor categorised as part of the ontological metaphor category (11.42 
%) respectively. In other words, structural metaphors, especially commodity and image 
metaphors, have been widely used in economics text in order to make those economics concepts 
and economic realities less abstract, or expressed in more concrete ways. 
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It is interesting to note that the TIME IS MONEY metaphor is rarely used in economics text. 
One of the reasons for this is due to the fact that such ontological metaphor has been so popular 
in the source culture and language and also in various genre, or text types. As a result of this, it is 
no longer consider as a metaphor (Newmark, 1988), including its use in economics text. Another 
reason is that it is commonly used in spoken text, rather in written text. 

 
Table 3. Conceptual Metaphors in Economics Text 

No Types (Categories) of Conseptual Metaphors Frequency %* 
1. Commodity Metaphor (Structural Metaphor) 131 22,22 
2. Image Metaphor (Structural Metaphor) 111 17,13 
3. Up-down Metaphor (Orientational Metaphor) 80 12,35 
4. Entity Metaphor (Ontological Metaphor) 74 11,42 
5. Containment Metaphor (Ontological Metaphor) 45 6,94 
6. Building Metaphor (Structural Metaphor) 31 4,78 
7. Machine Metaphor (Ontological Metaphor) 30 4,63 
8. Product Metaphor (Structural Metaphor) 26 4,01 
9. Object Metaphor (Structural Metaphor) 25 3,86 

10. Journey Metaphor (Ontological Metaphor) 22 3,40 
11. War Metaphor (Ontological Metaphor) 15 2,31 
12. Resource Metaphor (Structural Metaphor) 12 1,85 
13. Brittle Object Metaphor (Ontological Metaphor) 12 1,85 
14. Game Metaphor (Ontological Metaphor) 10 1,54 
15. Physical Force Metaphor (Structural Metaphor) 8 1,23 
16. Money Metaphor (Structural Metaphor) 6 0,93 
17. ‘Time is Money‘ Metaphor (Ontological 

Metaphor) 4 0,62 
18. Plant Metaphor (Structural Metaphor) 3 0,46 
19. Food Metaphor (Structural Metaphor) 3 0,46 

*n = 638 

 

Below are some cognitive analyses of the uses and functions of the four types of 
conceptual metaphor in economics text. Text used as examples in this part are taken from the 
three economics textbooks (i.e. the study corpus) mentioned earlier. 

 
Commodity Metaphors 
The realization of commodity metaphors in economics text is reflected through their 

occurrences in the study corpus which is amounting to 22.22 per cent. As pointed out by Goatly 
(2011, p. 109), the use of such metaphors functions as an alternative to explain those economics 
concepts (e.g. finance, management team, venture selling, labour market, global market, 
‗invisible hand‘ of the market, social project values, and employees as valuable assets) as 
valuable commodities traded in economic activities as the source domain. 

Below are some examples of the metaphorical expressions that belong to the commodity 
metaphor used in the study corpus. The word package as the source domain vocabulary 
(Deignan, 2005, 2008) in example (1), for instance, creates a metaphorical expression like A 
financing package of stabilization policies (CM: ECONOMIC POLICIES ARE COMMODITIES) which 
means ‗a set of financing regulations specially designed for domestic economic stabilization‘ as 
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the target domain. This metaphorical meaning is actually an extended meaning of the literal 
meaning of a sentence like: They bought a package of goods from the store. This is what the 
cognitive metaphor theorists (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980; Gibbs, 1994) mean by cross domain 
relationship — between the source domain and the target domain, or between the literal meaning 
and the intended meaning. 

The cognitive approach to the commodity metaphor makes the concept of  ‗a financing 
package‘ in association with ‗stabilization policies‘ more concrete, or less abstract. This will help 

the readers (e.g. university students of economics) understand the concept easily (Henderson, 
1986; McClosekey, 1994; White, 2003; Mankiw, 2003). 
 

(1) A financing package of stabilization policies is an agreement among the IMF, the debtor 
country, and private commercial banks designed to prevent default through the 
restructuring5 of macroeconomic policy and the gathering of new capital. (ED, Chapter 
14) 

 Another realization of the commodity metaphor can be seen in example (2) where the 
source domain vocabulary market is used metaphorically as in the phrase the market for teenage 
labor (i.e. CM: LABOUR IS A COMMODITY). In terms of the target domain, the metaphor means ‗an 

abstract place where there is a demand for teenage labour‘. This extended meaning (i.e. the target 

domain) derives from the literal meaning (i.e. the source domain) of a sentence like Vegetables 
are sold in the market.  As for the function, the commodity metaphor is used to explain the 
relationship between the concept minimum wage and labour market, particularly teenage labour. 
This device helps the readers to follow the explanation, or discussion easily as the example (2) 
becomes less abstract. 
 

(2) The minimum wage has its greatest impact on the market for teenage labor. [POE, 
Chapter 6] 
The third realization of the commodity metaphor can be seen in example (3). As the 

source domain vocabulary, the phrase a marketplace is used metaphorically in the expression a 
competitive global marketplace. The metaphorical meaning as the target domain can be regarded 
as an extended meaning of the literal meaning (i.e. the source domain) of the sentence People 
sell and buy goods from a local marketplace. The use of such a commodity metaphor in example 
(3) is aimed (i.e. the metaphor function), as raised by Semino and Steen (2008), to explain one of 
the market strategies (i.e. borderless management) adopted by companies in coping with the 
competitive international marketplace. The use of the commodity metaphor will make the 
economics text in example (3) easier to understand. 
 

(3) Borderless6 management is an attempt by organizations to increase efficiency and 
effectiveness in a competitive7 global marketplace. [MAN, Chapter 4] 

Below are some uses and functions of image metaphors in the study corpus. 
 

Image Metaphors  
 Image metaphors are the second frequently used metaphors in the study corpus. This is 
indicated by the use of a number of source domain vocabularies (Deignan, 2005; Stefanowitsch, 
2005/2006; Stefanowitsch and Gries, 2006/2007) such as clear, blurred as in sentence (4), 
picture as in sentence (5), point of view as in sentence (6), transparent, see, outlook,  point out, 
and insightful which create a CM: UNDERSTANDING IS SEEING having 17.13 per cent of 
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occurences, places the second after the commodity metaphor. As for their functions, those image 
metaphors are used to explain, or to make the readers understand the economic concepts (e.g. 
value chain management), relationship (e.g. between managers and nonmanagerial employees), 
process, as well the world through vision (Goatly, 2011). Take example (4), for instance, the 
phrase the clear lines of distinction in which the literal meaning of the phrase  a glass of clear 
water on the table (as the source domain) has been extended in the metaphorical expression 
which means ‗a meaningful distinction between the two concepts‘ as the target domain. 
   

(4) The clear lines of distinction between managers and nonmanagerial employees have been 
blurred. (MAN, Chapter 1) 

 
The second example of image metaphor is shown in example (5), especially the use of the 

phrase a better picture of as in the sentence ... managers need a better picture of how well this 
value is being created ... . The literal meaning of the sentence a picture of the tallest tower as the 
source domain has been extended in the metaphorical expression which means ‗a good 
understanding of‘ as the target domain. The image metaphor functions as a device to provide an 

illustation, or explanation for the concept of ‗value chain management‘. 
  

(5) Because the goal in value chain management is meeting and exceeding customers' needs 
and desires, managers need a better picture of how well this value is being created and 
delivered to customers. [MAN, Chapter 19] 

   
 The third realization of similar type of metaphor can also be seen in example (6) as 
realized through the phrase from the investor's point of view where the word view as the source 
domain vocabulary is used metaphorically. Again, the meaning of the word view as in a phrase 
like green view tea plantations as the source domain has been metaphorically extended which 
means ‗based on the investor's opinion‘ as the target domain. 
 

(6) From the investor's point of view, investing in the stock markets of "emerging" countries 
(as some LDCs are called in the financia1 community) permits them to increase their 
returns while diversifying their risks. [ED, Chapter 15] 

 
Below is a cognitive analysis of the uses and functions of up-down metaphors in the 

study corpus. 
 

Up-down Metaphors 
Up-down metaphors have the third highest frequency of occurence (12.35%) in the study 

corpus. The concept of UP-DOWN is normally used to describe economic realities partly relating 
to share prices, cost, income, tariffs that might fluctuate at a point in time. This section deals 
with several types of up-down metaphors. 

To begin with, CM: MORE IS UP; LESS IS DOWN is realized through example (7). The use of 
two source domain vocabularies (i.e. rise and fall) in that sentence have produced two 
metaphorical expressions — the share of the bottom fifth rose … and  … the share of the top fifth 

fell… respectively. In the case of the former metaphor (i.e. CM: MORE IS UP), it means ‗The price 
of the share of the bottom fifth increased …‘ as the target domain. This metaphorical meaning is 

extended from the literal meaning of a sentence like She rose from her bed as the source domain; 
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whereas the latter metaphor (i.e. CM: LESS IS DOWN) as in the share of the top fifth fell ….) means 
‗the price of the share of the top fifth decreased ….‘ as the target domain, which is an extended 

meaning of a sentence like He fell from the tree having a denotative meaning. Moreover, the two 
metaphors function as an alternative way of giving an illustration in terms of statistics as to the 
rise and decrease of income of the bottom fifth family and the top fifth family respectively. 
 

(7) The share of the bottom fifth rose from 4.1 to 5.5 percent, and the share of the top fifth 
fell from 51.7 percent to 40.9 percent. [POE, Chapter 20] 
Apart from the previous CM(s) (i.e. MORE IS UP and LESS IS DOWN), the CM: HAVING 

CONTROL OR FORCE IS UP is also regarded as part of orientational metaphor category. As far as 
metaphor functions are concerned, the metaphor is widely used in economics text to describe 
which parties, or economic players control the existing resources. The manifestation of the CM 
can be seen in example (8) – powerful multinational corporations can gain control over local 
assets and jobs. The concept ‗control‘ in economic realities is partly indicated by the ways in 

which multinational companies operating in certain areas have more power to control local 
assets, including job opportunities. They might even have political influence on decision-making, 
as realized through example (8). 
 

 (8) Finally, at the political level, the fear is often expressed that powerful multinational 
corporations can gain control over local assets and jobs and can then exert considerable 
influence on political decisions at all levels. [ED, Chapter 15] 
Similar use of the CM: HAVING CONTROL OR FORCE IS UP can also be seen in sentence (9) 

where the phrase superior performance has a metaphorical meaning ‗greater performance than 

others‘ as the target domain; while the literal meaning (i.e. the source domain) of the source 
domain vocabulary superior is manifestated in a sentence like Employees always report to their 
superior officers. Within the context of Management Science, managers in competitive 
businesses are able to improve the quality of their performance by analyzing, if necessary, by 
copying the effective methods used by other successful leaders in various sectors (i.e. 
benchmarking). 
 

 (9) This is the search for the best practices among competitors or noncompetitors that lead to 
their superior performance. [MAN, Chapter 9] 
Unlike the CM in sentence (9), CM: BEING SUBJECT TO CONTROL OR FORCE IS DOWN can 

also be seen in example (10).  The metaphorical expression shows a cross domain relationship 
between the target domain ‗lower outcome‘ as in the inferior outcome and the source domain as 
in an inferior place. The use of this type of metaphor functions as a device to give a less abstract 
illustration of the consequences that both countries suffered from due to the arms race.  
  

 (10) Thus, each country [the Soviet Union and the United States] chooses to continue the arms 
race, resulting in the inferior outcome in which both countries are at risk.8 [POE, 
Chapter 16] 

 
 The following cognitive analysis deals with the uses and functions of entity metaphors in 
the study corpus, as well as their relationship with literature-based approach towards metaphors, 
especially personification. 
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Entity Metaphors 
The term personification is used in literature as opposed to the term entity metaphor (i.e. 

human and nonhuman entities) in the cognitive approach to metaphor. This pheneomenon again 
shows a close relationship, or the continuity between researching metaphor in literature and the 
study of metaphor outside literature – the cognitive approach (Semino and Steen, 2008). Having 
categorized the conceptual metaphors in the study corpus, several evidences of the use of entity 
metaphors in the study corpus having 11.42 per cent of occurrences are conceptually mapped as 
follows: (1) INFLATION IS A PERSON/INFLATION IS AN ADVERSARY; (2) INFLATION IS AN ENTITY; 
(3) THEORIES ARE ENTITIES; (4) POVERTY IS AN ENEMY. 

Lakoff and Johnson (1980, pp. 33−34) argue that since the use of personification with 

human entities, particularly CM: INFLATION IS A PERSON as in inflation erodes living standards, is 
inadequate, the use of CM: INFLATION IS AN ADVERSARY as in the public dislikes inflation 
therefore proves to be more effective as it deals with economic and political measures that the 
government needs to take in order to eradicate inflation; one of its manifestations can be seen in 
example (11). 
 

(11) It is true that the public dislikes inflation, but the public may be misled into believing 
the inflation fallacy-the view that inflation erodes living standards. [POE, Chapter 36] 

 
The metaphorical meanings (i.e. the target domain) in example (11) are basically extended from 
the literal meanings (i.e. the source domain) of the following sentences respectively: 10 Things 
that Employees Dislike most about their Boss and Waves eroded the shore. The two metaphors of 
the same type function as a rhetorical device to give arguments, or debate over how the public 
perceives inflation against its negative impact on the standard of living, which is rather 
emotional (Goatly, 2011, pp. 153–77). 
 Unlike the previous human entity metaphors, example (12) provides an illustration for 
nonhuman entity metaphor.  
 

(12) This theory [theory of advertising] can explain why firms pay famous actors large 
amounts of money to make advertisements that, on the surface, appear to convey no 
information at all. [POE, Chapter 17] 

 
The metaphorical expression This theory [theory of advertising] can explain why …. can 

conceptually be mapped as CM: THEORIES ARE ENTITIES (i.e. nonhuman entities). The use of such 
metaphor has to do with human characters and the activities that humans normally do. It has a 
function to rhetorically explain those relevant economic theories and concepts as entities to the 
readers. This can be used as a basis, or reference to understand various economic phenomena, or 
activities. To summarize this section, the last two examples (11 and 12) give empirical 
evidences, as Semino and Steen (2008) pointed out, that there is the continuity between 
metaphor-related research in literature (i.e. personification) and outside literature (i.e. entity 
metaphors) as already identified in the economics text.  

As a keyword in economics text with the Keyness Index of 1979.46, especially in 
Economic Development as part of Economics (i.e. the study corpus), POVERTY is often expressed 
metaphorically as in example (13). To combat poverty metaphorically means ‗to deal with, or to 

overcome poverty‘ as the target domain as opposed to the sentence The troops involved in a 
fierce combat with a literal meaning (i.e. a fierce battle). 
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(13) Opponents of the minimum wage contend that it is not the best way to combat poverty. 

[POE, Chapter 06] 
 

The use of such metaphors as to alleviate poverty, poverty alleviation, to attack poverty, 
to combat poverty, to eliminate poverty, to eradicate poverty, to escape poverty, to fight poverty, 
to lower poverty, to reduce poverty produce CM: POVERTY IS AN ENEMY. The economics textbook 
writers make use of such metaphors in order to raise the readers‘ awareness that poverty as a 

social issue need to be the concern of all; more importantly, how to reduce the poverty ratio. 
 
 Conclusión  

Metaphors play significant roles in economics text. In terms of functions, the uses of 
metaphors in the study corpus are partly intended, as alternative methods, to explain economics 
abstract concepts (i.e. explanation) and also to offer arguments (i.e. pros and against), including 
for expressing emotional attitudes towards economics realities and the measures taken by policy 
makers and economic players. 

As far as the conceptual metaphor categories are concerned, structural metaphors are 
widely used in the study corpus in comparison with the other two categories (i.e. orientational 
and ontological metaphors). Commodity and image metaphors are the first two types of 
conceptual metaphor that are most frequently used in the study corpus, followed by up-down 
metaphors (i.e. orientational metaphor) and entity metaphors (i.e. ontological metaphor). The 
uses of these types or categories of metaphors help readers of the economics text to easily 
understand those economics notions, arguments, and realities. This is due to the fact that the 
cognitive approach to metaphors with its CM(s) adopted in this study relates the target domain 
and the source domain in a given context. This cross-domain relationship is parallel with human 
thought and action, which is metaphorical in nature. 

To conclude, this study also reveals some empirical evidences that there is the continuity 
(rather than the discontinuity), at least in terms of metaphor categorization (i.e. methodology), 
between the literature-oriented approaches to metaphors and the approaches to metaphors 
adopted outside literature, particularly in economics text as part of social sciences. 
 
Endnotes 
1 Taken from Guardian. Available online http://www.theguardian.com/cities/2014/aug/18/ 
santiago-cirugeda-guerrilla-architect-spain-seville-financial-crisis, accessed on 21 August 2014. 
2 The term point of similarity between both the source domain/vehicle and the target 
domain/topic is used in the traditional approach dealing with the changes to something from the 
pervious conditions to better conditions. 
3 Principles of Economics, 3rd Edition (Mankiw, 2003), Economic Development, 8th Edition 
(Todaro, 2003), and Management, 7th edition (Robbins and Coulter, 2003). 
4 Those concordance lines produce various CM(s): competitive market (CM: MARKETS ARE A 

GAME), GDP growth (CM: GDP ARE PLANTS), GNP growth (CM: GNP ARE PLANTS), human 
development (CM: DEVELOPMENT IS A PERSON), strategic management (CM: MANAGEMENT IS 

WAR), and full cost (CM: COSTS ARE CONTAINERS).  
5 A source domain vocabulary through which a building metaphor can be created (CM: ECONOMIC 

POLICIES ARE BUILDINGS). 
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6 A source domain vocabulary that creates a journey metaphor as in borderless management (CM: 
MANAGEMENT IS A JOURNEY). 
7 A source domain vocabulary that creates a game metaphor as in a competitive global 
marketplace (CM: MARKETS ARE GAMES). 
8 A source domain vocabulary (i.e. risk) based on which a war metaphor can be produced (CM: 
ARGUMENT IS WAR). 
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Abstract 
The paper is a comparative study of Paul Bowles’ novel The Sheltering Sky (1977) and Bernardo 
Bertullocci’s film adaptation of the novel in his work The Sheltering Sky (1990). The aim is to 
contrast the aesthetic and the orientalist. Thus, there is an attempt to introduce an aesthetic 
reading into the novel and an orientalist viewing of the film so as to compare and contrast both 
texts using a textual analysis approach. Throughout the paper, in addition to detecting the film’s 

deviation from the novel, Bertollucci’s orientalist project is revealed while Bowles novel is 
aesthetically tested.  The last part of the paper calls for questioning the degree of deviance 
occurring in the film and reconsidering the aesthetic implications of the novel. 
Keywords: Aesthetic, Contrast, Film, Orientalist. 
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Contrasting the Aesthetic with the Orientalist: A Comparative Study of Bowles and 
Bertolluci’s The Sheltering Sky/Skies 

       Bringing Paul Bowles’ novel and Bernardo Bertolluci’s film the Sheltering Sky into a 
comparative dialogue aims at contrasting the orientalist with the aesthetic through gauging the 
aesthetic depth of the novel and the orientalist breadth of the film. The first step in this 
comparative study would disclose Bertolluci’s failure in detecting the discursive clichés 

employed in the film in a sharp contrast to the novel. The second step would introduce a 
potential aesthetic reading of the novel itself in an attempt to measure the deviation occurring in 
the film through imposing notions imbued with the zest for aggrandizing nuances.  

     To illuminate the Orientalist implications residing in Betrolluci’s The Sheltering Sky, it would 
be essential to bring into light the four main elements through which the orientalist discourse is 
crystallized. The first element is estrangement or the notion of the “Uncanny” (Freud, 1919, p.2).  

For Bertulloci to present an image of the orient, he has to follow a mode of the grotesque that 
would serve the viewer’s expectations of an oriental environment by turning the familiar into 

what is sinister, strange and exotic. The second element is that of utilizing the Sahara as a 
backcloth setting that reduces and curtails the function of space to a technical one. There is no 
denying that the analogy between the sterility of the couple and that of the desert is a significant 
one. However, this single scene where Port and Kit desperately try to have a sexual intercourse, 
but fail, does not weigh much in front of the explicitly predominant features of mummified 
discourse about the Oriental Other being brought back after the 9/11. It is evident throughout the 
movie that space is not given an essential role as it is in the novel. The third element to be added 
to the list is the emphasis on sexuality and the magnified sensuality employed by Bertolluci in an 
attempt to make the film appeal to the senses rather than to the intellect. For example, the 
encounter between Maghnia and Port in the novel does not revolve around sexual activity and 
there are no details of sexual intercourse while in the movie it is transformed to a pornographic 
scene devoid of signification. In one of his interviews, Bertulloci claims that the movie is a 
representation of what he calls “physiology of feelings” (Bertolluci and Gerard, 1990, p,1) which 

refers to the use of the landscape to externalize states of feelings. Nevertheless, his claim turns 
into a set of orientalist clichés that cannot go beyond Hollywood-consumed prescriptions. The 
list of deviations could be extended indefinitely, but it is enough to limit it to the salient ones. 

     Insofar as the novel is concerned, the series of encounters and clashes with the North Africans 
Port and Kit are subjected to lead them forcibly to experience difference. Encountering the 
Sahara and its elements also transforms their psyches and shapes them in a different way. Their 
quests carry them toward the mysteries of their own fate where they emerge, not as Americans or 
even as rich people having their safari in North Africa, but rather as beings who are having [A 
journey into the innermost part of the Sahara during which their authentic personalities are 
gradually revealed.] (Hernandez,1997, p.260) Their trip farther and deeper into the Sahara leads 
them toward their devastation and ruin. The changes in the characters are represented gradually 
through the first and second books of the novel. The emotional turmoil of the characters grows in 
depth and significance until it reaches a crescendo in the final moment that is expressed in the 
epigraph of the third book: "From a certain point onward there is no longer any turning back. 
That is the point that must be reached." (The Sheltering Sky: 209). Kafka’s statement underlines 

the end of the questers’ Odyssey. Toying with the characters, Bowles skillfully stage-manages 
their fears, deliriums, hallucinations and motives: 
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   Resolutely she turned her mind away, refusing to examine it, bending all her efforts 
to putting a sure barrier between herself and it. Like an insect spinning its cocoon 
thicker and more resistant, her mind would go on strengthening the thin partition, the 
danger spot of her being. (SS: 209). 

 
       The characters’ encounters set up a watershed between their earlier and future lives. Port and 

Kit suffer a painful transition into a new dimension of self-knowledge. In a place where 
“civilization” leaves off and “wilderness” dominates, they find themselves in the middle of a 

process of change. “The encounter remains on a metaphorical level, where the hostile African 

geography and its “hideous moors” function as means to exteriorize the disenchanted 
Westerner’s internal geography.” (El-ghandour,92). In the first book of the novel, Port 
confidently says: 
 

I don't have to justify my existence by any such primitive means. The fact that I 
breathe is my Justification. If humanity does not consider that a justification, it can 
do what it likes to me. I am not going to carry a passport to existence around with 
me, to prove I have the right to be here! I'm here! I'm in the world! But my world's 
not humanity’s world. It's the world as I see it. (SS: 71-72). 

 
      It is obvious that his understanding of existence is wrapped into a somewhat cosmopolitan 
way of thinking. His statement is a reflection of a seemingly stable self-contained person, but it 
will automatically change into a desperate one when he says: "How, ever since I discovered that 
my passport was gone, I've felt only half alive. But It's a very depressing thing in a place like this 
to have no proof of who you are…” (SS.p.122) This may seem a contradiction, but, in its very 
essence, it is an unconscious dramatic change. 
     Kit also experiences her own share of vehement transition when she starts her real journey 
into the Sahara with her numbness. She gets detached from whatever may remind her of 
civilization and its residuals. In the second book of the novel, Kit addresses Port as she 
complains about being fed up with the primitiveness of the place: 
 

I haven't seen them (her bags) in a longtime. Ever since the boat I've been living in 
one bag. I'm so sick of it. And when I looked out that window after lunch…I felt I'd 

simply die if I didn't see something civilized soon. Not only that. I'm having a Scotch 
sent up and I'm opening my last pack of Players. (S.S:123). 
 

Later in the third book, she loses herself in the “primitiveness” she used to criticize. Her 
experience with the Tuareg turns her into a machine of stimulus and response that has no roots in 
the reality around her. The very first moment of the transition process in Kit’s case is when she 

leaves the body of Port behind. This moment stands for a rebirth and a metamorphosis through 
which she throws herself into the abyss of forgetting the past including her dead husband.  She 
becomes a slave of her own instincts and illusions that seize the control of her actions and 
reactions. She is no longer the same character of the first and the second books, the one who 
clings to her cosmetic products: 
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 For a long time she stared at the other articles: small white handkerchiefs, shiny nail 
scissors, a pair of tan silk pajamas, little jars of facial cream. Then she handled them 
absently; they were like the fascinating and mysterious objects left by a vanished 
civilization. She felt that each one was a symbol of something forgotten. It did not 
even sadden her when she knew she could not remember what the things meant. (SS: 
229). 

 
      The impact produced by encounters is not limited to the demolition of the civilized ego, but it 
extends to the inner being of the characters:  

The western pilgrim abroad confronts a violent destiny in which he becomes the prey 
of the primitive forces which his odyssey arouses. These forces may be external, 
embodied in alien peoples and hostile landscapes, or internal, aroused from the 
repressed areas of his own psyche. (Pounds,1986, p.424).   

   The journey turns inward and becomes introspective. The questing being suffers consciously. 
The hunger for pain and agony comes out from Bowles’s longing for death and obliteration: “I 

can see that a lot of my stories mere definitely therapeutic…...I need to clarify an issue for 
myself, and the only way of doing it was to create a fake psychodrama in which I could be 
everybody.” (Bowles, Evans,1971, p10) The Sahara becomes an extension of the psyche that 
thrashes about its destiny and fate in the middle of a tempest that demolishes every single piece 
of the quester’s spirit. The search for fulfillment swings to nihilism and a vacuum of non-
existence. For Port destiny is death, for Kit it is madness and failure to find a refuge in the 
grotesque. While Port lies dying, he finds himself in a space of liminality and in-betweenness. 
His final moments   in the novel take the form of forays that oscillate back and forth between 
death and life. The whole tragedy is pictured in Port’s own words: 
 

Death is always on the way, but the fact that you don't know when it will 
arrive seems to take away from the finiteness of life. It's that terrible precision 
that we hate so much. But because we don't know, we get to think of life as an 
inexhaustible well. Yet everything happens only a certain number of times, 
and a very small number, really. How many more times will you remember a 
certain afternoon of your childhood, some afternoon that's so deeply a part of 
your being that you can't even conceive of your life without it? Perhaps four or 
five times more. Perhaps not even that. How many more times will you watch 
the full moon rise? Perhaps twenty. And yet it all seems limitless. (SS: 186). 
 

 This unfolding drama of Port’s existential self-interrogation is striking evidence that Port’s quest 

reveals his inner perception of the meaning of life. In the hunt for an attainable theriaca, Port 
keeps searching forbidden areas. These places may not essentially be geographical or concrete. 
He loses himself into the trajectories of the anonymous and the mysterious.  
 
    Port’s death is not to be compared with that of Kit. Her loss of identity, her dissolving spirit, 

her disintegration and fall into the void of timelessness are worthy of note. Kit’s predicament is 

intensified by Bowles’s injection of sadism, violence and madness in the narrative. The act of 
leaving her husband’s corpse is the first step toward psychosis. Her surrender to the landscape 
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makes her weaker than she ever has been. The fact that Kit is found at the end of the novel is but 
another door opened toward the question of whether she is reintegrating or still haunted by her 
doom:  

Resolutely she turned her mind away, refusing to examine it, bending all her 
efforts to putting a sure barrier between herself and it. Like an insect spinning 
its cocoon thicker and more resistant, her mind would go on strengthening the 
thin partition, the danger spot of her being. (SS: 209). 

 
As soon as she manages to escape alive from Belquassim’s house, she regains partly her 

consciousness, but she resists the idea of being sent back to New York. Her resistance ought to 
be explained in the sense that she becomes a part of the Sahara, and that is “The end of the 

line.”(S.S: 251). 
    After tracing the trajectory of the New Yorkers in the North African Sahara and displaying 
Bertolluci’s orientalist project, there is an imperative to draw an analogy between both works. It 

would be an undoubted exaggeration to state hurried generalizations about a deviance of the 
film. It may appear that the director’s highlighting of certain details over others has one goal 
which is that of serving the film industry, but it surely functions to serve a major discourse.  It is 
also of paramount importance to introduce an interrogative insight into the reading given above. 
Foraying toward the conclusion that the novel entirely lends itself to aesthetic exegesis is a bit 
hasty. In addition to the aesthetic elements mentioned above, there lurks a set of orientalist 
nuances that are to be revealed through a deeper insight. 
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Abstract 
The purpose of this article is to explore Mahmoud Darwish‟s resistance to the occupation of his 

homeland in selected poems written during his exile. Though Darwish was exiled from Palestine, 
his poetic voice of resistance gained momentum even from a distance. The discussion in this 
paper will focus on how Darwish utilizes Palestinian nature as a form of resistance to the 
occupiers of his homeland in his selected poems of exile. The theoretical framework employed in 
this study was derived from both the postcolonial and the ecocritical theories of reading literature 
and named in this study as an ecoresistance framework. By explicating the aspects of 
ecoresistance in Darwish‟s selected poems of exile, we hope to provide new insights into man‟s 

connection to land as a strategy to defy colonial rule. 
Keywords: ecoresistance, Mahmoud Darwish, poems of exile, poetry, resistance. 
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Introduction 
Palestine and Palestinian nature remained at the heart of Mahmoud Darwish‟s poems of 

resistance written during his exile. In fact, by employing nature as a form of resistance to the 
occupation of his homeland, Darwish‟s poems are intimately connected to Palestine from which 
he was displaced for about twenty-six years. His poetic resistance to the occupation of the 
homeland was an effective means in the political mobilization of Palestinians in the years of 
exile from 1970 until 1995. Frangieb (2008) asserts that Mahmoud Darwish has indeed played a 
leading role in his political commitment to Arab national causes and in enriching the modern 
Arab poetics as a whole. With the emergence of Darwish and his extensive writing over a span of 
fifty years, an immensely rich voice of resistance was added to the Arab world in general and to 
Palestine in particular. Edward Said (1994) in his Culture and Imperialism considers Darwish as 
one of the eminent poets of decolonization in the world.  Rahman (2008:41) remarks “as a poet 

of exile, Darwish‟s poetry has long been preoccupied with a reflection on home”. The nature of 

his homeland provided him with several signposts of opposition from a distance.  In this context, 
the current paper is intended to provide an insight into the modes of Darwish‟s resistance from a 

distance of the occupation of his homeland through his use of nature.  
Mahmoud Darwish was born on March 13, 1941 in the village of Al-Birwa, Palestine. He 

became a refugee in 1948, when his family was forced to flee the occupation forces. In 1949, 
Darwish and his family came back from Lebanon to live as “internally displaced” refugees in 

another village in his homeland. Ahmed (2012: 397) remarks that “along with more than 750,000 

other internally displaced Palestinians who lost homes, possessions and wealth; Darwish 
experienced being a in a state of limbo from 1948 onwards until he was forced to leave again in 
1970”. With the emergence of Darwish‟s poetry in 1958, a rich voice is added to the Arab world 

in general and the Palestinian poetry of resistance in particular. He began to compose poems 
when he was still in school aged seventeen. His resistance poetry prospers during his early poetic 
stage that spans twelve years. He lived outside Palestine for about twenty-six years during which 
his resistance poetry burgeoned noticeably. Writing from within one‟s country and outside of it in 

Darwish‟s circumstance of being displaced and expelled requires further scrutiny. What issues of 

resistance is he putting across to his people in the homeland, his occupiers as well as the 
audience whom is he is writing for from outside Palestine? By paying attention to this period of 
Darwish‟s life, we hope to demonstrate the ways in which he utilizes the images of nature from 

his motherland to show more keenly the loss of home and the need to resist, even from a 
distance. 

In the 1970s, Darwish joined the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) and he 
became an active member of PLO outside Palestine. His activism in exile remained dynamic not 
only politically but also poetically. His resistance through the use of nature continues in the 
substantial flow of his poems from a distance. In 1980s, he lived in Beirut where he edited the 
Palestinian Affairs Journal published by the Palestinian Study Centre. He produced many poems 
of resistance that hinged on the use of Palestinian nature during this period. For instance, „The 

Ode to Beirut‟ and „A Eulogy for the Long Shadow‟ are two examples of Darwish‟s poems of 
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resistance in exile. However, the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982 led Darwish to leave for 
Tunisia, Egypt and Paris where he settled for about thirteen years. Commenting on his resistance 
activism in exile, Frangieb (2008:24) remarks, “after the Israeli invasion of Beirut in 1982, 

Darwish remained determined to continue the Palestinian struggle. The theme of exile and 
continual resistance is most elegantly conveyed by Darwish during this period”. In the late 

1980s, his activism intensified. He served on the PLO executive committee from 1987 to 1993. 
Meanwhile, Darwish‟s resistance poetry reached its peak at the start of the first Palestinian 

uprising (Intifada) that broke out in December 1987. In addition to the Palestinian Intifada, 
another important event in the Palestinian history that influenced the poetic output of Darwish in 
this period was the Oslo Accord in 1993. The first Palestinian Intifada forced Israel to the 
negotiating table with the PLO in 1993. However, the resultant Oslo Accords signed by PLO 
leader Yasser Arafat in 1993 caused the resignation of Darwish from the PLO executive 
committee as a sign of protest. Commenting on Darwish‟s poems produced during his years of 

exile, Rahman (2008) states that his poetry has long been preoccupied with the reflection of 
homeland. She adds that his later production from 1984 until 1995 reflects his exile from his 
physical home, his exile from the physical refuge and his exile in the poetic production.  

The selected poems of exile and resistance from the 1970s include poems such as „A soft 
Rain in A Distant Autumn‟, „A Song to the Northern Wind‟, „A Diary of a Palestinian Wound‟ 
and „I Love You or I do not Love You‟. The selected poems of exile from the 1980s and early 
1990s include poems such as Ode to Beirut‟ , „The Hoopoe‟, „The Land‟, „Tragedy of Daffodils 
and Comedy of Silver‟ ,The Bread‟ and „I See What I Want‟. Collectively, this body of work 
emphasizes that Darwish‟s exile appeared to illuminate the path of his resistance to the 

occupation of the homeland with increasing attribution to nature. 
The current study is an attempt to link between the postcolonial theorizing and 

ecocriticism in terms of nature‟s employment in poetry such as that of Darwish‟s poetry of 

resistance. Since Darwish, who is regarded as the father of the Palestinian poetry of resistance, 
has employed nature as a means of resistance in his poetry while he was inside and outside 
Palestine (Ahmed & Hashim, 2012). This form of resistance is coined as “ecoresistance” which 

has been derived from the ecocritical and postcolonial theories of reading poetry. According to 
Mohsen (2013:110) ecoresistance can be defined as “a theoretical approach and an analytical 

lens that is used to examine how nature and its various forms can be utilized by poets to further 
their agendas. It is a combined lens of the two theories - ecocriticism and postcolonial theory that 
can be applied for reading poetry”. Therefore, ecoresistance has its roots in both ecocriticism and 
postcolonial theory.  Ecocriticism, on the one hand, is a recent aspect of literary theory, which 
has been growing swiftly since the early 1990s that focuses mainly on the study of the 
relationship between humans and the natural world. It has evolved out of many traditional 
approaches to literature and the literary works are viewed in terms of place or environment. 
Cheryll Glotfelty and Harold Fromm (1996: xviii) define ecocriticism as “the study of the 

relationship between literature and the physical environment”. Postcolonial theory, on the other 
hand, embraces the concept of resistance. Slemon (1995:107) asserts that “the first concept of 
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resistance is most clearly put forward by Cudjoe in his Resistance and Caribbean Literature and 
by Barbara Harlow in her book Resistance Literature. For Cudjoe and Harlow, “resistance is an 

act or a set of acts that is designed to rid a people of its oppressors, and it so thoroughly infuses 
the experience of living under oppression that it becomes an almost autonomous aesthetic 
principle”. Further, Harlow (1987: 2) argues that the Palestinian writer and critic Ghassan 
Kanafani in his study titled Literature of Resistance in Occupied Palestine: 1948-1966 first 
applied the term „resistance‟ in description of the Palestinian literature in 1966. Palestinians have 
been struggling to regain their occupied land since 1948. Their resistance took two forms. The 
first is armed resistance and the second is literary resistance. The Arab resistance (both armed 
and literary) is closely related to the Palestinian movement of resistance that can be dated back to 
1936 that gave birth to the Arab poets of resistance such as Darwish and his companions. 
Darwish, who is regarded as the poet of resistance and decolonization, has employed nature as “a 

form of resistance in his poetry while he was inside and outside Palestine” (Ahmed & Hashim, 
2014: 94). 

 
Analysis  
The blending of the two theories illuminates the new ways Darwish uses the imagery of nature 
for resistance throughout the span of his poetic production (Mohsen, 2013). The concepts used in 
the current study are adopted under the umbrella term of ecoresistance. These concepts are 
centrism, interconnectedness and forms of nature. These concepts can be discussed in Darwish‟s 

poems of exile to show how he employed nature as a new form of resistance. This kind of 
resistance depicted by Darwish through the way in which he views the sun and other aspects of 
nature in the new  situation in exile as can be traced in the following lines of the poem, “A soft 

Rain in A Distant Autumn”, in which Darwish depicts a picture of the setting of his exile and 
hence resistance. He has utilizes the forms of nature to highlight his resistance from a distance as 
in the following lines when he declares: 

 
Soft rain in a strange autumn  
The windows are white  
In addition, the sun is a pomegranate at dusk  
And I did not abandon the orange tree  

In these lines, Darwish utilizes the forms of nature such as “rain”, “autumn”, “sun”, 

“pomegranate”, and “orange tree” to contrast his present situation of being exiled with the land 

he once knew. The autumn is strange even though the rain that falls here is the same as the rain 
in Palestine. He argues that he has not abandoned “the orange tree” which evokes that Darwish is 

saying that he has not abandoned his fight in exile.  In the poem “A Song to the Northern Wind”, 

which is a flashback of Darwish‟s homeland in exile, Darwish depicts the moon as an addressee: 
O’ nice-looking moon  

You are a friend of childhood and fields  
Do not allow them to steal the dream of our children 
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In these lines, the poet depicts the moon of exile as a nice-looking one that is required to keep 
alive the dreams of Palestinian children of regaining their occupied land. The image of the moon 
in these lines is in direct contrast with the image of the moon depicted in the occupied land 
where the moon looks “sad and tranquil” (Darwish 2000:15). The moon of exile is collocated 

with the idea of dreams and the fields as they are in close intimacy to each other. This image of 
intimacy and friendship between the moon, the children and fields evoke the sense of centric 
resistance depicted against the occupiers to whom the poet refers as “them”. By giving an 

imperative “do not allow them” to the moon, the speaker is demonstrating that “niceness” does 

not necessarily indicate a weakness of character. Just as Israeli occupation forces “steal” their 

land, the Palestinians must guard against further violation of their dreams. This form of 
resistance is proposed in Darwish‟s poem, “The Hoopoe”, in which Darwish depicts the 

flowering of resistance through nature in exile as in the following lines: 
However, we are captives 
Our wheat jumps over the fence  
And our hands rise from our broken chains  

In these lines, the poet expresses his state of being captive in exile. However, this state of 
captivity releases implicitly   his sense of centric resistance to remain dynamic. To him, the 
wheat of Palestine and the hands of Palestinians shape a united form of resistance that will defeat 
the occupiers of the land at the end of the day. The wheat of Palestine is given the quality of 
humans‟ crossing over a barrier and the captive Palestinians will break the chains and raise their 

hands to support the jumping wheat. The similarity between the wheat and Palestinians is that the 
occupiers have jailed them inside their homeland. The Palestinians are symbolized as “wheat”, a 

plant that is not characteristically strong but when it is clustered together, it becomes a force that 
can bring down the colonizers.  

The poem, “A Diary of a Palestinian Wound”, is a portrayal of the continuous suffering 
of Palestinians under the occupation. In this poem, Darwish takes a step further and depicts a 
kind of organic interconnectedness between Palestinians and their land when he declares in the 
opening lines of the poem that Palestinians and their land are one flesh and bone. This image 
evokes many emotions and implications and above all, it formulates a strong kind of resistance 
that can be described as a form of interconnected resistance. Then, Darwish goes further to build 
up that organic interconnectedness that evokes intensified sense of centric resistance when he 
declares:    

Our land and we are one flesh and bone  
We are its salt and water  
We are its wound, but a wound that fights. 

The pronoun “we” refers to Palestinians inside and outside Palestine. The image “we are its salt 

and water” evokes the sense of a bonded relation between Palestinians and their occupied land 

because salt and water are two important ingredients of seawater that is impossible to separate. 
The image of “salt and water” invokes the sense of rootedness. The centric resistance flowers in 

the organic image of “we are its wound, but a wound that fights”. The wound is a type of injury 

in which the skin is torn and cut. In pathology, it specifically refers to a sharp injury that 
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damages the dermis of the skin and it is either an open wound or a closed wound. Salt, when 
applied to a wound, is extremely painful. However, when salt water is applied to it, it becomes a 
healing agent. Darwish depicts this image of being „one flesh and bone‟ to highlight the painful 

situation when the flesh removes from the bone that implicitly symbolizes the organic 
interconnectedness between Palestinians and their occupied land akin to what Edward Said 
(1994: 226 ) illustrates of Darwish‟s impulse of resistance on Palestine: 

Restore to me the color of face  
And the warmth of body 
The light of heart and eye 
The salt of bread and earth… the motherland.  

This form of interconnectedness can be drawn out from the poet‟s unique identification with the 
various forms of nature in exile as can be proven in the poem “Ode to Beirut”, when Darwish 

declares: 
The wind and we  
Blow together on the land  
The wind is the digger  
Making home for us  
In our homeland 
 

In these lines, Darwish identifies himself with the wind. He gives an amalgamated portrait of 
airstream and Palestinians as one force of resistance against the occupation. They are also 
interrelated with each other in the sense that the wind makes a home for them in their homeland.  

In the poem, “I Love You or I do not Love You”, Darwish expresses his resistance 

through the image of the seas‟ waves as can be seen in the following lines:  
The seas’ waves are boiling  
In my blood  
One day I will come back  
To see you and leave 

In the lines above, the poet utilizes the waves of the sea to convey his resistance. The image “the 

seas‟ waves are boiling in my blood” is a hyperbolic image that reveals his inner wrath against 

the occupation of the land. This hyperbolic image evokes the intensity and strength of resistance. 
The word “boiling” which occurs in these lines does not actually relate to its literal meaning, 

which is the rapid vaporization of water that occurs when water is heated to its boiling point. The 
word “boiling” here used symbolically as well as hyperbolically to evoke the poet‟s spontaneous 

and powerful flow of his struggle. Like the million bubbles of the waves that crash onto the 
shore, so is the intensity of the speaker‟s emotions as he waits for the day when he will return as 

the colonizers leave his land. The poem, “Tragedy of Daffodils and Comedy of Silver”, was 

written in 1989 as a wonderful portrayal of the supportive and responsive stance of Palestinian 
nature in the whole tragedy of Palestinian resistance against the occupation of their land for 
about forty-one years. Darwish depicts the sun as: 

The sun does not allow them  
To remain on the holy land  
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It will burn their faces and skins  
It will shine in every heart  
The fire for which we are all  

In these lines, the sun is shown to be the natural supportive power of the Palestinian resistance to 
the occupiers of the Palestinian land. It interpenetrates the Palestinian resistance and provides the 
energy for them to carry on their resistance. Darwish looks beyond the natural function of the 
sun and makes it a force of opposition that will oust its occupiers. While the heat of the sun burns 
the skin of the illegal inhabitants of Palestine, it will act as the fire of defiance to the victims. 
Accordingly, the sun plays double roles of resistance. The external role of the sun in resistance is 
to burn the skins of the invaders on the occupied land of Palestine. More importantly, the internal 
role of the sun in resistance is to empower the Palestinians‟ resistant hearts to carry on and to 

activate opposition in the passive hearts, which is symbolized by the fire, within the hearts of 
Palestinians to resist the occupation to regain their land. To Darwish, the sun, like the other 
natural forms of Palestinian nature, has a powerful spirit that helps and supports the Palestinian 
battle.  Technically, flora refers to all the plants that grow in a particular region. In the context of 
the current study flora refers to the Palestinian flora that has also been utilized. “The Bread” 

exemplifies an example of an employment of flora as in the following lines:  
The flowers of my land  
Make chains of freedom  
And never to fade  
They tend to destroy our flowers  
However, they will flower again    

These lines expose the national flowers of Palestine that are red in color called Poppy flowers. 
The redness of these flowers symbolizes the intensity of Palestinian resistance. The beautiful 
poppy flowers dominate the Palestinian land in the spring. Their vivid color inspires Palestinians 
and gives them hope of freedom. The occupiers systematically destroy these flowers from the 
Palestinian fields in an attempt to uproot the Palestinians‟ hopes and squelch their dreams. 

Nevertheless, to Darwish, the spring will come, and the poppies will bloom again, and so too will 
the Palestinians‟ dreams to regain their lost land.  

Fauna refers to all types of animals that live in any particular region or time. In this 
context, it is used to refer to the animals of the occupied land of Palestine that have been used by 
Darwish to convey his message of resistance in exile. The most important form of fauna used by 
Darwish to further his resistance in exile is the horses as can be traced in the poem, “The Land” 

where Darwish says: 
In the month of March   
The horses of our land  
Wake up and run  
 To Jerusalem    

In these lines, the poet depicts the Palestinian resistance that falls on the thirtieth of March on 
what is known as “The Land Day”. It is an annual day of commemoration for Palestinians. The 
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Land Day was initiated in 1976 in response to the Israeli government‟s plan to expropriate large 

tracts of Palestinian land for their own purposes. Consequently, Palestinians organized a general 
strike and demonstrations all over Palestine against the Israeli plan of „Israelizing‟ Palestinian 

land. Therefore, Darwish in the lines above depicts the image of “the horses of our land” which 

evokes the Palestinian resistance. The use of the horses here allows us to consider a wide range 
of possible meaning conveyed by the poet. Horses were used in warfare since ancient ages in 
Arab and Islamic history. In the Islamic perspective, horses are symbols of jihad (struggle), an 
Islamic term used to refer to a religious duty of Muslims. Darwish uses the horses to evoke the 
sense of opposition against the occupation by depicting the horses running towards Jerusalem, 
the third holy place for Muslims, to revive the historical events of Jerusalem that was once 
invaded by the crusade forces. However, the Muslim leader Salah Al-Deen Al-Ayubi attacked 
them with his men and horses and dismissed them from Jerusalem nine hundred years ago. This 
brief incursion into history highlights the historicity of Darwish‟s use of nature to show the 

length of Palestinian struggle to regain the homeland.  
 
Conclusion 
In this paper, we have interpreted Mahmoud Darwish‟s selected poems of exile through an 

ecoresistance stance. The analysis of the nine selected poems of exile displays the development 
of the modes of Darwish‟s preoccupation with his lost homeland during the second phase of his 

poetic output that spans a period of twenty-six years. It also shows that Darwish‟s ecoresistance 

towards the occupation of his homeland has flourished in exile to the highest level and 
manifested in three major modes. The first is the centric resistance in exile that blossomed in a 
bond of humans and nature used as a resistance force against the occupiers of the land. The sun 
and the poet, the moon and the poet and the wheat and the poet are among the most important 
forms of Darwish‟s centric resistance in exile. The second major mode of ecoresistance in exile 
is interconnected resistance that manifested in many forms termed as the forms of 
interconnectedness in exile. The discussion revealed that the major forms of interconnectedness 
in Darwish‟s poems of exile are both humanized and naturalistic forms as the most significant 
forms. The third mode is defiance shown through the forms of nature that have been utilized as a 
vital means of resistance from a distance. The analysis showed that Darwish‟s ecoresistance has 
markedly flowered in the forms of nature that range from pure nature to nature that has been 
cultivated. In short, Darwish‟s poetic voice of resistance through the forms of nature has been 

intensified in exile to the highest because he has shown, in varying degrees, how he remains 
linked to his land of birth although he is exiled from it. He remains emotionally and 
psychologically bound to Palestine even though he is physically estranged from it. His struggle 
to free his land from the clutches of the regime gains momentum through his employment of 
nature identified with his land. Like the sun that never sleeps, Darwish is the Palestinian son that 
could never sever his umbilical cord with his motherland, even though he writes from a distance. 
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Abstract  
The interest of this paper is to examine racial issue and historical references, as well as the 
imperial discourse that Achebe has succinctly appropriated as thematic material and out of which 
his fiction emerged. The concern extends to Achebe‟s theoretical directions and the important 
debates about racial politics and hegemony in fiction. The essay serves as a reminder that the 
prevailing condition of what critics refer to as post colonial culture emerged from the historical 
phenomenon of colonialism, with its wide range of material practices and effects such as slavery, 
displacement, emigration and racial as well as cultural discrimination. These material conditions 
and their relationship to question of ideology are the heart of the most vigorous debates in 
Achebe‟s works. Since the colonial space is an antagonistic one, the paper reviews the divergent 
opinions of participants in the imperial discourse and locates the neutralizing influence of 
Achebe‟s literature in the colonial world.  
Key words: African Literature, ideology, colonialism, racial discrimination, culture 
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Chinua Achebe and the ‘African Fiction’ 
            Historically, colonialism represents the fundamental factor that shapes the concern of 
African literature. The heart of literary writing in the continent could not have acquired its 
present identity and function without the painful encounter between Africa and Europe. 
Colonialism in its radical remodeling of Africa societies remains one of the major predicaments 
which creative artists and literary historians have had to deal with. The literature that even 
emerged after political independence has been driven by the same imperative.  The focus of this 
paper is to examine the effect of the colonial history in the writings of Chinua Achebe and 
account for how he confronts racism and hegemony in western literature.  

A critical reading of Achebe‟s fictions should perhaps start with a question like why has 

colonialism remain a central issue in his creative sensibilities. Again, why has colonialism 
constitute a fundamental component of Achebe‟s preoccupation? The answer to these questions 

is that African literature could not avoid the trauma and denigration that accompanied the 
imposition of colonial rule.  Achebe‟s essay “The Empire Fights Back” (2000. 37) gives an 
account of Captain John Lok‟s voyage to West Africa in 1561. The treatise provides an early 

model of what would become a powerful and enduring tradition. According to Achebe (2000): 
 

One of his men had described the Negroes as a people of beastly living, without a 
God, laws, religion. Three hundred and fifty years later, we find that this model like 
the energiser burner is still running strong, beating away on its tin drum. Unhuman 
was how Joyce Cary, in the early part of our century saw his African dancers. One 
generation before him, Joseph Conrad had created a memorable actor/narrator who 
could be greatly troubled by the mere thought of his Africans being human like 
himself. P.37 

 
From the early eighteenth century, notable writers of African descent in Europe, 

especially, Olaudah Equino, had built dominant literary conventions to oppose slave trade and to 
establish an African identity. Chinua Achebe followed the same pattern of literary tradition by 
producing an African literature intended to restore the moral integrity and cultural autonomy of 
the African in the age of post colonialism. The concern that Achebe constantly expresses in 
literature needs to be located within the tradition that the decolonized subject opposes foreign 
domination and racial superiority and asserts African‟s cultural sovereignty. The dominant theme 

of racism and hegemony in world literature is aptly illustrated by Lamming (1997. 12) when he 
remarks succinctly that “This is a seed of colonization which has been subtly and richly infused 
with myths. We can change laws overnight; we may reshape images of our feeling. But this myth 
is most difficult to dislodge.”  

It is not surprising, therefore, that Achebe‟s fiction like most writings of other pioneer 

African writers such as Caseley Hayford‟s Ethiopian unbound and Jomo Kenyatta‟s Facing 
Mount Kenya has identified with colonial culture and its institutions. African writings 
collectively oppose the destructive practices of imperial rule and agitate for African cultural 
freedom.  The process of colonial resistance in African literature became an unprecedented artist 
movement that subsequently engendered monumental literary works. African writers came to 
realize that culture and knowledge are instruments of control and the process of colonialism 
produced new cultural formations and configurations.  Thus, Achebe has persistently used 
literature to agitate for the restoration of Nigeria‟s and Africa‟s place in world history. He 

believes strongly that as a writer, he should be sensitive to the „burning issues‟ that ravage the 
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continent of Africa. He thus perceives his works as a product of historical force, although Amuta 
accuses him of being insensitive to the driving power of economics in shaping the image of 
Africa (Kehinde 2003. 183).  

Things Fall Apart is a text that established Achebe as a writer of an anti-imperialist 
movement. The novel is a counter discourse of Europe‟s literary intervention in Africa. The 

Hegelian imagination of the imperial generation remains alive into the post-imperial era. But it 
was through Europe‟s colonial writers, especially Joseph Conrad, that such distorted images 

were made available to the European elites of subsequent generations. Through his various 
essays and interviews, Achebe never hides his passionate determination and commitment to 
settle score with Conrad. This confrontation arises from Conrad‟s literary mis-invention of 
Africa. According to Mboukou (1988 .15) black African literature emerged as an explanatory 
work of fiction. Its objective is to re-introduce the Africa to the west. The goal is predicated upon 
the western assumption that Africans were animals and beast of burden for centuries, living only 
to serve the white society. Black people were assumed to be unknown so that writers were 
needed to explain them to the western world.  

The circumstances of colonialism have created a flood of topics that has immeasurably 
expanded African literature; especially the need for defence and rehabilitation of the black, of the 
African personality, black dignity and claims on the lost rights and freedom. Thus, Achebe‟s 

anti-imperialist discourse goes beyond a peripheral literary narration but fortified with a 
compelling ideology of cultural nationalist ideas, convictions and ideals about Africa. Achebe 
believes that available European records about African have horribly violated, offended and 
denigrated Africans. Western literature had precipitated a form of racist convictions that badly 
affected the sensibilities of an African man. According to Ekpo (2007 .217 ) “It was such in an 

ideological context that Achebe configured the historic mission of his literary interventions as an 
imperative to defend Africa against past denigrations and to protect them from further imperialist 
psycho-cultural aggressions.” Achebe thus confronted the repugnant racism that manifests 
odiously in the writing of Conrad. He challenged Conrad‟s uncharitable image of the black race. 

His concern for the health of African culture was indeed grounded in a firm Afrocentric 
ideological commitment. He stated clearly   that his mission is not only to undertake a corrective 
anthropology of Africa but to also reform post-imperial African sensibilities. This is what Ekpo 
(2007 .219) means when states further that: “this pedagogical role consists precisely in the 
literary reconstruction of the mangled past by reclaiming from the ruins of colonial cultural 
vandalisms, the remaining subject forming values, including race, pride, cultural dignity, and 
native moral authority”. 

 
The ideological struggles for emancipation took place at the period of cultural 

nationalism. This was an era when the ideological ferment occasioned by a global anti-
imperialism mingled with an intense Afrocentric ideological movement.  The basis of Achebe‟s 

argument is that African people did not hear of culture for the first time from Europeans, that 
their societies were not mindless but frequently had a philosophy of great depth and value and 
beauty, and that they had poetry and above all, they had dignity. It is this dignity that many 
African people all but lost during the colonial period and it is this they must regain (Achebe 2000 
.8). The post colonial critics assert that imperialism and its manifestation persist even though not 
necessarily in the same form. The practice of post colonialism moves in two interrelated 
directions; firstly, it interrogates imperial texts to expose the founding ideologies of imperialism 
and secondly it accounts for the text of those postcolonial subjects in order to recognize the 
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numerous voices of those affected by empire and thereby to resituate the former. Thus, a kind of 
rationality between the two discourses is put into play. (Parckh 1988 . x)  Achebe‟s literature 

becomes critically committed to   the task of responding to the challenges of the European 
presence in Africa. For instance Conrad‟s novel is a central text in any discussion of literature 

and racial discourse in Africa. In Ironies of Progress: Joseph Conrad and imperialism in Africa, 
Goonetilleke (1991 .75)   posits that: 

 
Conrad‟s novel is the dominant image of Africa in the western imagination. Conrad‟s 

Africa is the dark continent of the European imagination, an extreme stereotype. 
Conrad exploits the stereotype to the full. He is using Africa as a symbol, a backcloth 
into which his characters can project their inner doubts, their sense of alienation. The 
landscape is mythic, the scenery surreal, the circumstances grostegue.  

 
Part of Achebe‟s charge echoed by various postcolonial critics is that Conrad‟s work 

contributes to the on going and active history of Eurocentricity and racial discrimination. Achebe 
contends that the age long attitude embodied in Heart of Darkness and its use of Africa as 
undifferentiated back drop has fostered the dehumanization of African and Africans.  As a writer, 
Achebe thus considers his responsibility as a teacher who needs to teach the ignorant public 
about the potency and dynamism of African culture. He rejects the modern idea of the artist as an 
alienated individual whose literature should be insulated from social reality. To him, the artist is 
an integral part of society. Every work of art must have functional value and relevance to the 
community. As far as Achebe is concerned, art and political concerns are not mutually exclusive. 
Thus, his objective in writing is to pursue a kind psycho-social rehabilitation through cultural 
literacy. According to Nelson (2004 .22) “A modern classic, Things Fall Apart is Achebe‟s 

calculated response to the imperialist versions of the colonial encounter. Here, he offers a 
consistory rearticulating of history that is explicitly designed to destabilize European discursive 
construction of Africa‟s past”. 

Achebe‟s preoccupation is coming to terms with the problematic historical inheritance 

and forging an authentic and liberating sense of personal and cultural wholeness. He pursues this 
mission through a revision of African history. In the words of Nelson, it is precisely this vital and 
fundamental nexus between establishing a valid connection with the past and achieving a 
wholesome sense of self that prompts the postcolonial writer to engage in constant dialogue with 
history.   Achebe‟s literature, thus, establishes a framework that foregrounds an Afro centric 

tradition. His novels are essentially crafted to counter the repugnant notions of African culture as 
perceived by the western readers of Conrad‟s Heart of Darkness.  Kehinde (2003 .185) citing 
Niyi Osundare explains that “Conrad‟s novel exemplifies a complex series of evasions, open 

eyed blindness, willful forgetfulness, lacunae, egoisms and the like, against African and his 
people”. Kehinde (2003 .166) further remarks that the constant repetitions of such words as 

inscrutable, incomprehensible and blanks in Conrad‟s novel constitutes an indication of his 

subjective portrayal of African culture and people.  This argument is pushed further by Echeruo 
(1973) in Joyce Cary and the Novel of Africa  

In effect, the continent is being written about and explored so as to yield a meaning 
or a significance of interest to the foreign (that is the European) imagination. The 
mind it studied was really European mind; the imagination it finally understood (or 
delineated) was inevitably the European imagination. But the occasion was 
conveniently Africa and the various myths of Africa provided the terms of argument 
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and demonstration. If there is anything true of such novels. It is not essentially (or 
properly) in its setting or in its depiction of character and personality, but in the 
accuracy of its reflection of the imaginative temper of the author‟s culture. Heart of 

Darkness, ultimately reveals the mind of an imperial Europe at its day‟s end. It 

reveals nothing about the character of African itself. P.5 
 
Conrad‟s novel manifests to a large extent a typical European‟s perception of African. To 

understand Achebe‟s concern, the European attitude to African must be kept in view. Again, it is 

in keeping faith with this challenge that Achebe‟s reaction to Conrad pays attention to the gaps, 

omissions, silences and absences perceived in the colonial texts which also include Joyce Cary‟s 
Mister Johnson and H. Rider Haggard‟s King Solomon’s Mines. (Kehinde 2003 .166). 

 
Chinua Achebe’s Novel as a Postcolonial text of Blackness 

Things Fall Apart provides contemporary readers of African literature a divergent 
perception of Africa and Africans in a way that negates what European writers described. This 
master piece of literature documents the tribal lifes, indigenous values, mores, cultures and 
traditions. These indigenous cultural settings were severely upset by colonial establishment. For 
instance, the first Portuguese navigators who visited West Africa had free commercial interests 
in mind, but soon afterward, the interest degenerated into slave raid and trade. The Europeans 
thought that the Africans, who the navigators branded priminitives and savages, could be 
Christianized, sent missionaries to save the benighted African souls. On arrival, the missionaries 
found fault with African traditional religion, which they made little or no effort to understand.  
Instead, they condemned unconditionally all aspects of those religions and made great efforts to 
convert the people to Christianity. 

To counter this notion, Achebe presents an African society that is fortified with its own 
cultures. The rejection of darkness as the defining quality of African experience is a relegation of 
the power of intuition, the emotionalism and the insane laughter in which Marlow heard the thrill 
of primordial appetites. Things Fall Apart and Conrad‟s Heart of Darkness ultimately hold each 
other in a battle of social and racial dialogue. The two antagonistic novels provide a platform for 
a counter discourse on racism and imperial hegemony. Achebe cited in Kolawale (1979) 
expresses this sentiment clearly thus: 

 
At the university I read some appalling novels about Africa (including Joyce Cary‟s 

much praised Mister Johnson) and decided that the story we had to tell could not be 
told for us by anyone else no matter how well intentioned. Although I did not set 
about it consciously in that solemn way, I now know that my first book Things Fall 
Apart was an act of atonement with my past, ritual return and homage of a prodigal 
son.   P.  iv 

 
By and large, the focus is on the fiction of Achebe against the backdrop of intellectual 

tradition of postcolonial discourse as it has emerged over a period in history. The essay 
specifically shows the extent that Achebe fulfils the mission of cultural emancipation of the 
Africans as a creative artist.  He wrote extensively on the richness of the African literary 
landscape. He developed creative consciousness from the historical circumstances of colonial 
and postcolonial traditions. Despite the historical Nile valley civilization and the thriving of the   
great empires in Africa, European philosophers still considered the continent and its inhabitants 
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as no historical part of the world. For this reason, Achebe clearly defines his preoccupation with 
African literature in one of the essays titled “The Empire Fights Back” contains in  his popular 

book Home and Exile (2000). Achebe begins with a question thus 
: 

What did I do with my experience of classroom rebellion over Mister Johnson? 
Anyone familiar with the gossip in African literature may have heard that it was that 
book that made me decide to write …. What Mister Johnson did do for me was not to 
change my course in life and turn me from something else into a writer: I was born 
that way. But it did open my eyes to the fact that my home was under attack and that 
my home was not merely a house or a town but more importantly an awakening story 
in whose ambience my own experience had first begun to assemble its fragment into 
a coherence and meaning.P.38  

 
As noted by Achebe, colonial socialization affected African civilization, history, religion 

and knowledge systems.  For instance, Kalu (1999 .xvii) makes it clear that:  
 

Things Fall Apart has much to say about culture conflicts between the Igbos (indeed 
Nigerians) and the European of Achebe‟s own time as about the nineteenth century 

of his Igbo ancestors. Such conflicts are rooted in British colonial history, the 
people‟s traditional religion, educational system, rituals and ceremonies, worldview 

and beliefs, social institutions, social control and values as well as political authority. 
P. xvii 

 
African societies were ab initio dismissed as uneducated; the religions condemned as 

heathen, the culture and education systems dubbed priminitive. Given this degrading notion of 
Africa, Achebe emerged in the 1950s as a writer with a defined mission of Pan-Africanism. For 
instance in an interview with Nicholas in 1998 at the African literature conference held at 
Richmond university, USA, Achebe (1998) reiterates his commitment to the health of African 
history and culture when he remarks that:   

 
One of the major issues of African literature is the image of Africa, the issue of race. 
And so what I‟ve tried to do – and it‟s not new, it has been with me for a very long 

time – is trying to explain, or trying to fathom the reason for the negative image 
Africa has acquired in the west: how it came about and what we‟re going to do about 

it; what needs to be done to get rid of it and get back to normal human relations, 
normal human evaluations, cooperation and that kind of thing. It‟s really a question 

of what we need to do to get back on a comfortable level of communication between 
peoples.   p.13  

 
To fulfill this mission, Achebe‟s works were majorly written against the harsh realities of 

colonialism. He wrote to defend the integrity of traditional culture and made a reassessment of 
the past relationship with Europe and the many political and social institutions, which the white 
man imposed. Achebe, like some African intellectuals, did not internalize a culture of self hatred 
and a pathetic contempt for Africa.  The spirit of Pan Africanism that he championed reflected in 
the writings of the African nationalists and writers such as Amiclar Cabral, Angela Davis, 
Mwalimu Julius Nyerere, Franz Fanon, Ngugi Wa Thiong‟o etc. Achebe maintains that the 
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Nationalist movement in British West Africa after the Second World War brought about a mental 
revolution which began to reconcile us to ourselves. It suddenly seemed that Africans too might 
have a story to tell  Prior to the termination of the colonial adventure, Africans seemed to accept 
that they were the objects of someone else‟s story, indeed someone else‟s history. It was exactly 

the preoccupation of Things Fall Apart (1958) to resist and reject this assumption by telling the 
colonized to retrieve their history. Achebe asserts: 

Well, I think if you know what happened to you in the past, how it came about, then 
it‟s easy to begin to deal with it. And here we now know that this image was 

deliberately invented; it was invented to serve a specific purpose, the purpose of the 
slave trade and the purpose of colonization. Now we can put this purpose behind us 
but we have to recognize what happened.( Achebe 2000. 72) 

 
In revealing all aspects and ramifications of the conflict, Achebe maintains a historical 

approach and perspectives in the belief that an awareness of the weaknesses of the past can help 
the Africans to avoid such weaknesses in the future, provided they have the will and 
determination to change. This paper thus proceeds to examine Chinua Achebe‟s fiction as a post 

colonial text of cultural signification.  
 

The Post Colonial Discourse and Ideological Signification 
Harrison (2003 .8) posits that postcolonial studies in general may be characterized 

broadly and simply in terms of an attention to the history of colonialism/imperialism and its 
aftermath, and may in many instances be distinguished from traditional historical or political 
attention that is paid to the role within that history of representation or discourse.   
The issues to which postcolonial critics have turned their attention to according to Harrison 
(2003 .9) include power relations and patterns of mutual influence between colonizer and 
colonized; the questions of subjective and political agency; nationhood, nationalism and anti-
colonial resistance; Eurocentricism, universalism and relativism, racism or ethnicity, gender and 
identity and several others. For the purpose of this paper, postcolonial studies relate broadly to an 
attention to the history of colonialism/imperialism and its aftermath. It does not claim to cover all 
aspects of the discourse. The brief exposition of colonial discourse in this essay merely offered a 
theoretical reaction which a text like Heart of Darkness had generated in African literature.  

Many postcolonial theorists and critics have been sensitive to the notion of „post‟.  To 

consider a nation or culture as postcolonial carries misleading implications. This problem is 
compounded by the fact that, in postcolonial studies, what is discussed is often, necessarily not 
only the period after a given country gained its independence, but the entire period of contact 
between the countries or cultures in question from the pre-colonial era through to the present. 
Magubane (2006) makes it clear that:  

 
The idea that colonialism and its destructive legacies are somehow „over‟ or „post‟ is 

sure to raise the hackles of anyone even vaguely familiar with the everyday 
machinations of the World Trade Organization, the International Monetary Fund, the 
World Bank, and the US State Department. In the age of neo-liberal globalization, 
the multi-lateral agreement on investment, and the Africa Growth and Opportunity 
Act, the idea that „post‟ in any way equal „past‟ has little to defend it. Defenders of 

postcolonialism have, therefore, offered a different reading of the „post‟ that seeks to 



AWEJ. Special Issue on Literature No.2   October , 2014       
 

 

Confronting Racism and Hegemony in World Literature                                  Ayinde 

Mostafa 
 

 
  

Arab World English Journal                                                                       www.awej.org 
ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                  

174 
 

 

underplay its strictly temporal meanings, while highlighting its epistemological 
dimension. P.3 

 
The postcolonial theory in its simplest form, therefore, relates to the body of works that 

emerged in the postcolonial period. This is not to say that the word „post‟ is a straight forward a 

matter as it is defined. Writers and theorists such as the authors of the theorized account of 
postcolonialism , Bill Ashcroft etal in The Empire Writes Back have taken the first writings from 
settler colonies of the seventeenth century to mark the most important aspect of the postcolonial 
discourse. According to Walder (2003 .8) postcolonialism implies a shift of perspective on the 
part of writers and readers. It is a shift which the Nigerian writer, Chinua Achebe, has very 
clearly identified. It is appropriate, therefore to consider all the writings which emerged since 
colonization began as postcolonial literature.  

The European‟s perception of Africans had a serious implication in the emergence of 

racial discourse in African literature. G.W.F. Hegel was one of the earliest and most influential 
philosophical proponents of the idea that Africa was initially a space of a historicity that would 
only come to contain multiple histories and temporalities after being subject to colonization. By 
this notion, Africans were not only perceived as culturally alien people who inhabited a different 
geographical space but were also denizens a different time. Africa was the land of childhood 
removed from the light of self-conscious history. Hegel continues as cited in Magubane (2003 
.56)  

 Hegel, the African is without a universal conception of law or God and therefore 
without a conception of justice or morality that transcends immediate individual 
sensuous need. Hegel‟s philosophy of history sees the African stands in for Hobbe‟s 

theoretical characterization of man in the state of nature, that is, he remains in a 
condition that precedes the development of culture.   

 
From this notion came the ideologies of the white man‟s burden and the civilizing 

mission. This particular instance marked the invention of tradition that became a spectacular 
example of how colonial rule stratified indigenous societies by manipulating culture and tradition 
and the persistence of colonialism‟s effects into the present. Achebe wonders why the same 
pattern of stereotyping would hold sway for all time. His response was that abuse is not 
sanctified by its duration or abundance; it must remain susceptible to question and challenge, and 
no matter how long it takes. He says “the nemesis for this particular abuse came in our time, and 

we are lucky for that privilege” (2000 .38). Achebe‟s position agrees closely with that of Joseph 

Bristow as cited in Harrison (2003 .35). He argues that: 
 

Heart of Darkness depicts a world in which rational acquisition becomes irrational 
hoarding, economic routine becomes ritual, indirect violence becomes overt 
barbarism and the „idea‟ therefore, has no rationale. It simply exists for itself. For 

Bristow, the figure of Kurtz serves precisely to reveal that imperialism has no 
ethnical basis.  

 
 The dehumanizing portrait of the African was what Achebe struggled to address 

throughout his career. He abhors an inaccurate and unjust representation of an African trapped in 
primordial barbarity. Things Fall Apart serves Achebe‟s aim in a manner that remains exemplary 

among African fictions of the last fifty years.  The novel is crafted in a manner that describes the 



AWEJ. Special Issue on Literature No.2   October , 2014       
 

 

Confronting Racism and Hegemony in World Literature                                  Ayinde 

Mostafa 
 

 
  

Arab World English Journal                                                                       www.awej.org 
ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                  

175 
 

 

protagonist as a man who is larger than life, who exemplifies virtues that the community 
admired. Okonkwo is a man of action, a man of war (p.17).  His fame among his people rests on 
solid personal achievements (p. 3) foremost of which are his exploits as the greatest wrestler and 
most accomplished warrior of the nine villages. He is a man renowned and respected for having 
brought fame to his community. Things Fall Apart thus celebrates an epic standard of 
achievement and dignity found among several characters of western literature.  This exposition is 
given credence by Killam cited in Umelo (2002 .15). Killiam insists that: 

 
Okonkwo was one the greatest men of his time, the embodiment of lbo values, the 
man who better than most symbolized his race … (and) the premium which is placed 

on wealth, courage and valour among the lbo people. Okonkwo was clearly cut out 
for great things but he had earned his reputation, as a wrestler (he brought fame to 
himself and his village); as a warrior (he had taken the approved symbols of his 
prowess, the heads of five victims by the time he was twenty-one years old); as a 
man who had achieved personal wealth symbolized by his two barns full of yams, his 
three wives and of great importance the two titles he had taken, titles which can only 
be acquired when wealth has been achieved and quality proven.  

 
Palmer also cited in Umelo (2002 .15) equally buttresses the views expressed by killam. 

Palmer maintains that: 
  

Okonkwo is what his society has made him, for his most conspicuous qualities are a 
response to the demands of his society. If he is plagued by fear of failure and of 
weakness it is because his society puts such premium on success; if he is obsessed 
with status it is because his society is preoccupied with rank and prestige; if he is 
always itching to demonstrate his prowess in war it is because his society reverses 
bravery and courage and measures success by the number of human heads a man has 
won; if he is contemptuous of weaker man it is because his society has conditioned 
him into despising cowards. Okonkwo is the personification of his society‟s values, 
and is determined to succeed in this rat-race.  

 
Innes (1992 .17) posits that Achebe‟s Things Fall Apart with its reference to yeast‟s 

concept of vast historical cycle, implies a challenge to a whole vision of history, a set of values 
and a particular ordering of society and literature. The novel presents two important things in the 
mind of readers. It portrays Okonkwo and his psychology. It also reveals the social, political and 
religious life of Umuofia.  On reading Achebe‟s novel after Mister Johnson, one becomes aware 
of a number of specific ways in which Achebe‟s version of African society radically contrast 

with Cary‟s. For Achebe, colonialism represents a period when African and European 

civilization confront each other in a decisive struggle. The exemplary significant of Things Fall 
Apart lies entirely in revealing the tragic conflict and why it was that the confrontation favoured 
modernization.  Achebe captures a struggle around the turn of the century in the lbo heartland of 
West Africa between protestant missionaries supported by British imperial power and the 
inhabitants of several lbo villages. The novel pays attention to underlying ethical confrontation 
between two civilizations that eventually destroyed the traditional lbo way of life.  

For Achebe, the tragic confrontation does not terminate with the death of Okonkwo but 
rather persists to affect the character and direction of the future development of Nigerian society. 



AWEJ. Special Issue on Literature No.2   October , 2014       
 

 

Confronting Racism and Hegemony in World Literature                                  Ayinde 

Mostafa 
 

 
  

Arab World English Journal                                                                       www.awej.org 
ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                  

176 
 

 

In No Longer at East, for example, Achebe offers a picture of the tragic confrontation of Things 
Fall Apart but in a mediated and modernized form. And the same tragic conflict of modern 
European and traditional African ways of life also proves to be the historical source of 
postcolonial chaos that engulfs Kangan – a fictionalized version of postcolonial Nigeria in 
Achebe‟s Anthills of the Savannah. This argument is buttressed by Emmanuel (2004 .23). He 
posits that Things Fall Apart is concerned with debilitating impact of colonialism on the 
individual as well as on the national psyche. But in No Longer at Ease the theme of cultural 
dislocation which is a recurrent theme in postcolonial writing in general is particularized even 
more poignantly. The focus is not a community in disarray but on the private dilemmas of an 
individual postcolonial.  

 Irele in The Cambridge Companion to African Novel (2008 .6) observes that Achebe‟s 

Things Fall Apart (1958) came to assume an innovative significance as regards theme and 
reference as well as narrative idiom, almost immediately upon its publication in 1958. Irele 
reveals further that:  

 
Much has been made of the character of Achebe‟s novel as a response to the fictions 

of empire. But the exemplary value of the work resides less in its polemical thrust 
than in the assured mode of its narrative projection of African life, carried through by 
a craftsmanship that introduced a new level of competence in the making of African 
fiction. It expanded the human perspective of the early novels in English, which has 
begun to take a measure of the drastic re-ordering of African lives by western 
cultural imposition… The novel registers the broader political implications of 

European presence and proposes the vision of a new integration of the African self.  
 

One observes that Achebe presents a structurally weak traditional society that gave way 
almost easily to colonialism. Unlike Akachi Ezeigbo‟s The Last of the Strong Ones (1999) which 
shows fierce resistance to colonial adventure, Achebe presents a weak society that crumbled with 
the advent of European capitalism and religion.  Perhaps, this is why some critics have observed 
that Okonkwo‟s heroism is merely an ideological apology for despotism, violence, cruelty and 

oppression. This assertion comes dangerously close to Hegel‟s philosophy of history which 

insists that the African possesses no conception of law, justice or morality.  While Achebe 
pursues the mission of cultural redemption his fiction carries within it elements of ambiguity. 
Nyamndi (2006 .8) reminds us that whether Africans heard of culture for the first time from 
Europeans or not is really not important. The essential thing is that was this African culture able 
to stem the wave of colonialism?  Achebe‟s fiction obviates the fact that African lost to 

Europeans because the traditional culture was weak.  Another important weakness inherent in 
African tradition as presented by Achebe is the practice of abandoning twins in the evil forest 
and ransom children suffer ritual killing.   Taken in isolation, these practices speak poorly of the 
culture that upholds them. In fact, Achebe does not subject the practices to any moral 
questioning. He presents them as normal acts of daily life in an African society susceptible to 
condemnation. This provocative dimension of African customs and practice is echoed by 
Marshall (2013 12): 

 
Perhaps the features of lgbo culture most alien and problematic for contemporary 
western sensibilities are certain of its religious rituals and conventions. The corpses 
of Ogbanje – evil children who are believed repeatedly to die and return to their 
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mother‟s womb to be reborn without ever-reaching adulthood – are ritually mutilated 
and disposed of in the evil forest. Twins, illegitimate children and those striken with 
certain diseases are also left to die in the Evil forest. Most disturbing is the practice 
of religiously sanctioned human sacrifice. The oracle of the Hill and the caves calls 
for the ritual execution of Ikemefuna, Okonkwo‟s adopted son, just as the oracle of 

Abame requires the sacrifice of a white stranger who appears among the clan riding a 
bicycle.  

 
All these practices pose a grave concern to the readers of Achebe‟s novel in Western 

Europe and America who look to African writers to supply a corrective to what they understand 
to be the evils of western civilization. Achebe does not necessarily approve of all traditional 
practices nor does he feel that it would be correct for contemporary African writers to 
uncritically celebrate them. Achebe draws attention precisely to those aspects of the society most 
troublesome for the majority of his contemporary readers, aspects quite incompatible with 
modern standards of justice and morality. He does not conceal many aspects of lgbo life that are 
profoundly unsavoury. Although he does not dwell on the custom in any detail, he reveals the 
practice of slavery in the nine villages of Umuofia. He gives copious illustrations to the caste 
system known as „Osu‟, individuals dedicated to a god, and therefore taboo. They and their 

siblings are segregated in the communities, prohibited from marrying the freeborn and from 
attending any assembly of free citizens, forbidden all the titles of the clan, and destined to be 
buried in the evil forest.  

In defending these negative aspects of African conventions and practices, Achebe strikes 
a balance when he states that any serious African writer who wants to plead the cause of the past 
must not only be God‟s advocate, he must also do duty for the devil. (Nyamndi.  13). By and 

large, Achebe novel develops the spirit of cultural nationalism. It shows how communal values 
were developed into a more sophisticated portrayal of local culture. It is definitely in Achebe‟s 

work that the African experience is given a defined dimension and assumed its wholly human 
and narrative scope in the modern novel. Irele (2006 .12) affirms that Achebe‟s re-definition of 
the concept of fictional representation of Africa institutionalized the novel as a modern narrative 
genre on the Africa continent, indeed as an independent mode of imaginative life in Africa. He 
states further that: 

 Achebe‟s grasp of lgbo ethos of communal living and individual awareness that 

underlines and legitimizes his imaginative expression has given powerful impulse 
to the effort by other writers to convey the sense of a specific location in the 
world that his work envinces. His influence in this regard has been evident in the 
works of the cluster of lgbo novelists who may be said to constitute a school 
spawned by his example.  

 
 Things Fall Apart is pre-occupied with an issue of racial pride, showing that Africans 

have usable historical past. As a text of cultural nationalism, it aims at defending the dignity and 
value to African culture. Achebe shows that the African tradition dubbed priminitive was a 
deliberate creation of modernizing colonial elites. The express goal of postcolonial scholarship 
championed by Achebe has been the repudiation of colonial project. This conviction perhaps 
explains why Amuta cited in Marshall (2013 .18) affirms that: 
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African literature is predicated on the challenge posed by the imperialist assault on 
Africa and the reality of neo-colonialism. Awareness of the impact of colonialism 
and the contradiction of neo-colonialism and commitment to their negation has 
informed the utterance of key African nationalist and men of culture over the years. 

 
 
This concept is what Amuta terms dialectical approach to the criticism of African 

literature as poetics of the oppressed. He thus observes that a truly decolonized and anti-
imperialist theory of African literature can only be derived from an anti-imperialist ideological 
framework and not from a perennial feeling of nostalgia about forgotten past and romantic re-
creation of village life. In conclusion Achebe seemed fulfilled having succeeded to a large extent 
to represent the cultural history of Africa. He confirms this assumption in his one of his 
submissions. Achebe (2000 .9) asserts that: 

 
Everywhere, new ways to write about Africa have appeared, reinvesting the 
continent and its people with humanity, free at last from those stock situations and 
stock characters never completely „human‟ that had dominated European writing 

about Africa for hundred of years. The new literature that erupted so dramatically 
and so abundantly in the 1950s and 1960s showed great variety in subject matter,  in 
style of presentation and let‟s face it, in levels of skill and accomplishment . 

 
There is one fundamental issue that Achebe reiterates. He believes that Africa has always 
existed. The blacks have their civilization, though multiple and multiform. But these civilizations 
have been assaulted by western vandalism from which they can recover only if the African 
decides to return to the source. This return is essentially the starting point of the great literary 
movement of negritude, a simple and natural conception of a life equally simple and natural but 
which has experienced diverse interpretations by western critics.  From the discussion so far, it is 
quite obvious that African literature in the nineteenth and twentieth century was a disheartening 
creative endeavour. In the opinion of Nnolim (2008 .1) “African literature was lachrymal. It was 

a weeping literature, a literature of lamentation, following Africa‟s unhappy experience with 

slavery and colonialism”. In essence, African literature is an art of defeated people. Having lost 
pride through slavery and colonialism, African writers developed a literary expression from the 
ashes of the inglorious past experience. It became a literature of loss heritage, dignity and 
indigenous civilization. The experiences of slavery amounted to a loss of culture, tradition and 
the very humanity of the blacks.  
 The titles of the various African literary texts such as Chinua Achebe‟s Things Fall 
Apart,, Ngugi wa Thiong‟o„s Weep Not Child, Alan Paton‟s Cry the Beloved Country? Cheikh 
Hamidou Kane‟s Ambiguous Adventure and several others are symbolical illustrations of these 
losses. And protest over apartheid further irrigated Africa‟s tear because of man‟s inhumanity to 

a people tagged the wretched of the earth. African literature thus represents a backward glance to 
the inglorious era of slavery. It was a weeping reaction to colonial experience. “Modern African 

literature (its written version) arose after the psychic trauma of slavery and colonialism had made 
literature one with a running sore, a stigmata that forced her writers to dissipate their energies in 
a dogged fight to re-establish the African personality” (Nnolim 2006 . 2)  

The abysmal psycho-social condition of the blacks in the early part of the twentieth 
century made it inevitable for African literature to start by blaming the white man for everything 
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that went wrong with the continent. It condemns the white for exploiting and abusing its 
humanity. In an interview with Bernth Linfors cited in Umelo (2002 .7) Achebe declares that:  

 
Yes, I think by recording what had gone on before, they (the African writers) were in 
a way helping to set tone of what was going to happen. And this is important because 
at this stage it seems to me that the writer‟s role is more in determining than merely 
reporting. In other words, his role is not to act rather to react… let us map out what 

we are going to be tomorrow; I think our most meaningful job today should be to 
determine what kind of society we want, how we are going to get there, what values 
we can take from the past, if we can, as we move along.  

 
In a series of ideological commitment to reposition the cultural identity of the blacks, the 

literature of negritude was born. The philosophy of negritude became firmly enthroned in 
African fiction with a focus on restoring the dignity of man. Negritude became a trajectory 
movement with overbearing influence from the Harlem Renaissance through the Rastafarian 
movement in Jamaica and indigenism in Haiti.  Africans seemed to gain its equilibrium through 
negritude ideology. “Achebe‟s approach sharply contrasts to the negritude writers of the same 

period such as Senghor, Laye and others whose artistic works merely idealized Africa. Achebe 
does not idealize Africa. He shows that African society has its own contradictions and spiritual 
crisis before the intrusion of colonialism. (Nyamndi 2006. 7). 

For many years, African literature suffered set back as a result of narrow canvass. Writers 
were busy weeping over the losses inflicted by colonial masters, preoccupied with blaming the 
political class for postcolonial crisis and in the process compromising a more forward looking 
vision. Thus, African literature suffered from imaginative timidity. However, in the 
contemporary period, Africa literature is embracing new challenges, especially with the epoch of 
globalization. Literature is now projecting a forward looking utopia for Africa. The rehabilitation 
of our humanity is now being accompanied with an ideological ferment that holds promise for a 
truly independent African state.  

 
Conclusion 

Achebe‟s literature bears testimony to his commitment. His first novel, Things Fall Apart 
(1958) was set to illustrate the African cultural past. He confronted racism by re-constructing the 
history from the point of view of the marginalized entity. In view of the misrepresentation of the 
blacks in Conrad‟s text, Achebe strives to re-visit history and present the cultural identity of the 
African in complete opposition to the European‟s writings. Achebee plays a great role in 
straightening the patterns of social change in African. His literature does not merely healing the 
psychic wounds; it also mounts aggressive campaign again social rot of the post-colonial period. 
As historian of his society‟s past and critic of its present state, the African writer, Achebe affirms 
should not be a passive observer and recorder but should help form a vision of the future 
direction. Achebe‟s accomplishment as a prominent African writer is firmly established. 

Throughout his career, he ensured that he kept pace with the times by responding to the changing 
preoccupation of his society. When he wrote his first novel at the end of colonial era, he was a 
re-constructionist, dedicated to creating a dignified image of African past; today he is an angry 
reformer campaigning against the immorality and injustices of the African presents.  His works 
do not only unveiled a century of Nigerian history but also depicted the dominant African 
intellectual concerns of the past several decades.  
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Abstract:  
The engagement of western writers with Morocco is part and parcel of a wider long running 
encounter with exotic cultures. The exotic world and its chanting appeals have, in fact, 
stimulated the interest of a host of travel writers and anthropologists around the globe. The 
exoticist and orientalist appeals associated with North Africa prompted many American and 
European travel writers to venture to Morocco in an attempt to embrace a new cultural otherness. 
Edith Wharton represents the vogue of American travel writers whose main goals and interests 
are both to accommodate the exotic and to represent it as a commodity to be consumed 
worldwide. This paper aims at presenting both Wharton’s assessment of the Moroccan cultural 

otherness as well as her orientalist and exoticist approaches toward the Moroccan landscape and 
its people. 
Keywords: The Exotic, Orientalism, Exoticism, Ethnography, Anthropolgy and Cultural 
Otherness.  
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The Exotic as Repulsive: Edith Wharton in Morocco                                      

1. Theorizing the Exotic and Exoticism 

        Thinking of foreign cultures and civilizations often entails thinking of the exotic. At this 
stage, one might wonder what the concept “exotic” means in the first place. It seems that this 

word has a long and deep rooted history in the west and is, therefore, open to different 
interpretations. According to the editors of Post Colonial Studies, the word exotic was first used 
in 1599 to refer to anything which is alien and to something which is introduced from outside 
and is not essentially indigenous. (Ashcroft et al.,2000: 94). By the year 1651, the meaning had, 
consequently, shifted and was extended to encapsulate or to include exotic lands or “an exotic 

and foreign territory, an exotic habit and demeanor”.(p.94). Still, this concept gained ascendancy 

with the spread of European powers in diverse parts of the globe. The exotic was, then, 
associated with colonialism and the empire and, therefore, encompassed “the connotations of a 

stimulating or exciting difference, something with which the domestic could be safely spiced”. 

(p.94). The emphasis is on the movement and decontextualisation of exotic objects from their 
original location to the new domestic economy. In fact, the sixteenth century was marked by the 
tremendous vogue of the European geographical explorations which contributed much to the 
constant search for the exotic.  

         The exotic in its commodified form has a long history and first appeared in French 
literature when François Rabelais used the adjective “exotique” to describe the imported 

merchandise in his Quart Livre et Faictes et Dicts Heroiques du Bon Pantagruel: 

On that day and the two subsequent days, nothing new appeared on 
the ground. Because Adoncques harboured, yet contemplating 
those procuring fresh water, diverse paintings, diverse tapestries, 
diverse animals, fish, birds, and other exotic merchandise and 
peregrinations, that went to and from the embankment and by the 
arcades of the port. Because it was the third day of the big and 
solemn markets of the milieu at which annually all the richest and 
most famous merchants of Europe convene. (White, 2004:3).  

The Rabelaisian “exotique” evokes here the classical etymology of the term whose origin goes 

back to the Greek period, meaning “exotikos”, that is to say, strange and of distant lands. Yet, 

this is not the only meaning of the exotic in Rabelais’ sixteenth century view. The above passage 

from Le Quart Livre reveals that the notion of diversity is inseparable from the term 
“exotique”and is repeated three times in Rabelais’ invocation of the exotic merchandise. 

           In the same vein, it is important to point out that the emergence of the term in the English 
language happened in the last period of the sixteenth century. In his book, From Cannibals to 
Radicals, Roger Celestine traces the first appearance and recording of the term by stating that in 
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the “western tradition, the term exotic was first applied specifically to products, flora and fauna 

that came from far away”. (p.217). Yet, the concept cannot be pinned down to one particular 

approach. The exotic, rather, offers different perspectives. Researchers in the field of 
anthropology, for instance, argue that the exotic is not “something that exists prior to its 

discovery”. (Mason,1998:1). Hence, it is the act of exploration and discovery “which produces 

the exotic as such, and it produces it in varying degrees of wildness or domestication”. (p.2). In 

other words, the exotic is “the product of the process of exoticisation”. (p.2). Peter Mason asserts 

that the exotic as a cultural construct is always open to a kind of renegotiation. According to him, 
the exotic is “always open to reinvention as a field of forces in which self and other constitute 

one another in a lopsised relation; it is always open to contestation”. (p.2). Mason further 

explains that the exotic is the outcome of a “process of decontextualisation”, which means that 

the setting plays a significant role in the construction and the interpretation of the exotic object. 

          It is, therefore, an “elsewhere” which renders an alien object exotic and which in the long  
run turns out to be familiar once it is examined and taken from its original setting to a new one. 
In the view of some anthropologists, the exotic is transferred to a different location and 
recontextualised. In other words, “it is not the original geographic or cultural contexts which are 
valued, but the suitability of the objects in question to assume new meanings in a new context”. 

(p.3). New interpretations and qualities are actually attributed to the exotic object once it is taken 
from its original setting to a completely different one. In his article “The Exotic as a Symbolic 

System”, Stephen Foster stresses that the exotic operates 

dialectically as a symbolic system, domesticating the foreign, the 
culturally different and the extraordinary so that the phenomena to 
which they apply begin to be structured in a way which makes 
them comprehensible and possibly predictable, if predictably 
defiant of total familiarity. (Foster,1982:21). 

The exotic, following Foster’s approach, means the whole process of rendering and making the 
foreign, the culturally different and the extraordinary as familiar to the center. The exotic in this 
sense is intertwined with the notion of exploration and geographical escape from the mundane 
industrialized west to the peripheries. Foster further qualifies the exotic as “a source of hope as 

well as of fear”. (p.21). At the same time, the exotic is not a mere cultural construct, but it is 

rather “an image which asserts infinite possibilities for social transformation, cultural 

reconstruction and geographical escape”. (p.21). What is valued in the whole process is the total 

assimilation and domestication of other far and distant cultures.  

          The question that might, therefore, be raised here is whether the exotic can be fully 
domesticated and assimilated by the west. Foster makes it clear that the exotic evokes a whole 
range of symbolic connotations as well as “a world of infinite complexity, surprise, colour, 

manifold variety and richness”. (p.21).Taking into account Michel Foucault’s approach, Foster 

proceeds toward considering the exotic as a kind of episteme and  “a relatively fixed cultural 

problematic which becomes operational as internalized gestalt and structures discursive activities 
pertaining to cultural difference…with anthropologising… as one such discursive activity”. 
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(p.21). This definition brings up the different discursive activities in the west and in particular 
anthropology, as a colonial discipline, which in fact has translated and assimilated the cultural 
difference of other distant nations. At the heart of this debate, Foster moves on to distinguish 
between the concept of culture and that of the exotic which operate in different and comparable 
manners in the discourse about “human difference”. 

                For Foster, the exotic is what is attributed to the unfamiliar. This criterion encapsulates 
all what lies beyond the center with all its surprises, articulations and its symbolic connotations. 
In the attempt and in the whole process to make the unfamiliar comprehensible, the familiar 
becomes anew once it is associated with the far and the remote. As a consequence, a relation is 
established between the exotic and the common location. The exotic is a symbolic and 
interpretive construction that paves the way for some members of a particular social group to 
understand another group which they consider and see as different.(p.22). The cultural difference 
is at the center of the debate here as one cultural group has the upper hand over the other. As a 
matter of fact, the western world throughout history had the upper hand over exotic nations. The 
center, whether it was Europe or the United States of America, was interested in the radical 
alterity of other distant cultures and civilizations. One of the center’s basic missions and 
objectives was the translation, assimilation of the cultural difference of alien people and, by the 
same token, to avail of the diversity inherent in these cultures. 

             This further brings to the surface the implications of the concept in anthropology and 
ethnography. The exotic is never found or given as “exotic” but is rather produced as the exotic 

by the discourses of ethnography and anthropology. In other words, the savagery of the savage 
and the primitivity of the primitive are not found but rather are the result of anthropological 
inquiry. From an anthropological perspective, “in order to benefit from the experience of the 

exotic, people must remain as far apart as possible”.(Forsdick,2000:21). However, such a 

cultural distance does not in any way hinder the western self from embracing the path of the 
exotic other. Rather, the exotic becomes the product of a kind of cultural and epistemological 
encounter between a powerful west and distant cultures. Such an encounter usually helps the 
anthropologist to interpret his object of study. The exotic in its unfamiliarity becomes 
comprehensible once it is involved in a series of interactions and collaborations with the 
anthropologist. It is interesting to note that new forms of anthropology have reinforced the 
position and the role of the exotic in the cultural encounter. Among these trends, we can mention 
the emergence of “dialogical anthropology” which has contributed to the consolidation of the 

voice of the native informant who has usually been inscribed in anthropology as an exotic other. 
The process of making the unfamiliar comprehensible to an audience is always coupled with 
expectations and surprises. Hence, once involved in a sequence of dialogues with the exotic, the 
anthropologist can expect a kind of opposition on the part of the exotic other. (Gualtieri, 2003:5). 
This means that the cultural negotiation in any dialogue between the anthropologist and his or 
her object of study does not necessarily end in agreement. 

              In Johannes Fabian’s view, such a discipline silences the other in the sense that the 

anthropologist speaks for the other who is merely presented as an exotic human being incapable 
of representing himself and expressing his views in a logical way. Fabian asserts that the other is 
a dominant figure in ethnography and an object to be subjugated and manipulated by the 
anthropologist. Thus, the mere fact of not writing about the other does not give the latter the 
chance to liberate himself from the authority of ethnography since the ethnographer and the 
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anthropologist speak for him. The anthropologist’s claim may be that it is his duty to give the 

exotic other the opportunity to speak and to be represented. In other words, for Fabian the other 
is not an interlocutor. He argues that the other is denied the chance to become an interlocutor in 
the ethnographic text. He states that “to be dominated, it takes more than to be written about. To 

become a victim of the other must be written at (as in shot at) with literacy serving as a weapon 
of subjugation and discipline. Conversely, to stop writing about the other will not bring 
liberation”. (Fabian, 1990: 760). 

               In a similar fashion, Clifford Geertz points out that the exotic other and the western self 
are not on equal footing. This is due to the nature of the cultural encounter itself. The dialogue 
involving both the anthropologist and the exotic other is based on a kind of detachment and 
distance. Geertz explains:  

Anthropology inevitably involves an encounter with the other. All 
too often, however, the ethnographic distance that separates the 
reader of anthropological texts and the anthropologist himself from 
the other is rigidly maintained and at times even artificially 
exaggerated. In many cases this distancing leads to an exclusive 
focus on the other as primitive, bizarre, and exotic. The gap 
between a familiar “we” and exotic “they” is a major obstacle to a 

meaningful understanding of the other, an obstacle that can only be 
overcome through some form of participation in the world of the 
other. (p.14). 

According to Geertz, the binary opposition between the western self and the exotic other makes 
it hard to attain a mutual understanding or communicability. To achieve such a goal, the 
anthropologist has to divest himself of his authority as a representative of the center. In other 
words, he has to bracket out his authority for some time and participate in the world of the 
natives without any kind of supremacy. Taking into account, both Geertz’ and Fabian’s theses, 
we could strongly argue that the exotic other is endowed with some qualities that can only be 
found in remote and distant lands. In his description of the natives of Sepzia, Remak draws the 
reader’s attention toward the strange movements of women in an attempt to contain the exotic 
and reveal its characteristics. Remak describes the natives of the bay of Sepzia as: 

Wilder than the place. Our near neighbours were more like savages than 
any people I ever before lived among. Many a night they passed on the 
beach singing or rather howling, the women dancing about among the 
waves that broke at their feet, the men leaning against the rocks and 
joining in their loud wild chorus. Polynesia? South America? No Mary 
Shelley on her house in the bay of Sepzia between Genoa and Leghorn. 
(p.59). 

         The exotic here is that quality which is attributed to the dancing women among the waves 
of the bay as well as the movement evoked by the men joining them by the rocks. This passage 
provides an insight into the sensual fantasies which are conjured up by the far away countries as 
well as the irresistible temptations triggered off by the complex and yet alluring habits and rituals 
practiced by the inhabitants of other distant and exotic nations. Mason confirms that the exotic is 
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never to be found at home. Following such an approach, the exotic then might be intertwined 
with the modalities of alterity. Yet, the two concepts must not be confused. For Mason, to 
understand the other and to come to terms with him, the western self has to reduce the other to 
the same. Such a process entails a sense of violence on the part of the western self whose 
relationship to the other is intense and marked by resistance. The other clings to its otherness and 
consequently resists the western self’s frequent and repeated acts of assimilation. In this respect, 

the exotic “would be that which is refractory to the egocentric attempts of self to comprehend the 

other”. (p.159). Above all, one of the hallmarks and features of the exotic is its staunch resistance 
to give itself to a large degree to the penetrating gaze of the western self. Mason strongly 
maintains that the exotic “would be the trace of alterity that remains after the act of 

comprehension has taken place”. (p.159). The exotic, in this respect, is the outcome of all the 
representations that are “produced through the process of exoticization”. (p.160). 

             Having thus dealt with some of the connotations of the concept “exotic” in literature and 

anthropology, I shall now devote the remaining section of this theoretical framework to an 
interpretation of the concept “exoticism”. This term seems to be intertwined with a whole range 

of colonial and cultural connotations so much so that it is extremely hard to pin it down to one 
particular approach. One of the authors who have grappled with the notion of exoticism in 
literature and post colonial theory is Victor Segalen. In the beginning of his Essay on Exoticism, 
he asserts that exoticism is mainly tropical and that it is a cliché of the exotic. The colonial 
connotations of the term cannot be denied here because Segalen refers to the “colonial Junk” 

which is, in fact, brought back from other “Negro Kingdoms” by colonial adventurers. 

Consequently, it is thanks to exoticism that Europeans have actually become aware of the 
differences between humans: 

The word exoticism was just a synonym of “impressions of far 

away countries”, of climates and foreign races, and a misused 

substitution for that which is even more compromised, “colonial”. 

Under these dreadful terms “exotic literature”, “impressions of 

exoticism”… We grouped together, and still associate all the 

attributes of a homecoming from a Negro Kingdom, the tacky junk 
of those who come back from who knows where…I do not dismiss 

that there exists an exoticism of countries and races, an exoticism 
of climates, fauna and flora, an exoticism subject to geography, to 
the latitudinal and longitudinal position. It is precisely this 
exoticism, which most obviously imposed its name on the thing, 
and which gave to men, who too carried away with the beginning 
of their terrestrial adventure, who considered themselves identical 
to everyone, the conception of worlds other than their own. It is 
from there that this word comes. (White, 2004:51).  

What can be discerned from the above is that exoticism is open to different interpretations. 
Segalen, one of the pioneers of the exoticist approach in western culture, applied great effort to 
trace the differences between the types of exoticism. His long years of extensive research on the 
subject led him to distinguish between artistic, geographic, natural as well as colonial exoticism. 
His oblique criticism of colonialism finds its resonance in his attempt to define the term in 
relation to diversity. After all, the recognition of diversity has to be taken into account before 
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understanding the differences between humans. Hence, exoticism is that quality of conceiving 
things in a different way. At the same time, it is that immense and intense feeling and quality of 
embracing difference. As a matter of fact, “the delicious sensation of exoticism contains a strong 

element of surprise which results from inadaption to one’s surroundings: It is opposite to a 

feeling of déjà vu”. (Hsieh, 1988: 13). 

            In his article, “Exoticism in Literature and History”, Alec Hargreaves traces the historical 

evolution of the concept exoticism and brings to the fore its colonial implications. He first of all 
maintains that there is not an agreed upon definition of the concept. Hence, exoticism is “a 

complex and necessarily imprecise word, for it describes, not an object, but a feeling, an 
emotion”. (p.7). It is significant to stress that western travelers were pretty much preoccupied 

with what Segalen called “diversity” to the extent that Europe’s relations with distant and 

faraway lands were essentially marked by the rise and the fall of exoticism. (p.9). To back up his 
approach, Hargreaves drew his readers’ attention toward Pierre Loti’s exotic experience in his 

novel called Madame Chrysantheme.  The description of the flat shared by Loti and 
Chrysantheme reflects, therefore, the exoticism that is deeply rooted and inherent in the relation 
between the center and the peripheries: 

The closet doors consist of white paper panels, the lay out of the 
shelves and interior compartments made of finely chiseled wood, is 
too complicated, too ingenious. It makes me fear they may contain 
false bottoms and things designed to play tricks on you. 

You are not happy about leaving things because of an ill-defined 
feeling that the cupboards might, of their own volation, conjure 
away your belongings. What I really like looking at in 
Chrysantheme’s belongings is a box in which she keeps letters and 

souvenirs, it is a tin box, made in England, and on the lid there is a 
colored picture of a factory somewhere near London. (p.13). 

So much focus here is on the oddity and the strangeness ascribed to the shelves and other interior 
compartments. Such objects are to be feared as they may contain some things premeditated to 
attract the other’s attention and, thus, to be even the target of tricks. Chrysantheme is qualified 

here as an exotic and enigmatic character who is able to stimulate the interest of Loti despite her 
physical absence. The complexity and ingenuity of the shelves give a deep insight into the 
mysterious world of Chrysantheme and the kind of lure the author is exposed to. Despite the fact 
that the picture of the London factory is essentially something usual for Loti, Chrysantheme has 
her own reasons for keeping it in the tin box. Such a picture reflects in a sense the exoticism and 
the mystery of the London factory. It is something unfamiliar that she has been exposed to in 
London. Now, it is kept as an artistic object. It has become something familiar.  

            In a similar vein, Graham Huggan underscores that exoticism is intertwined with the 
world of politics and relations of power. He avows that this concept is “repoliticised, redeployed 

both to unsettle metropolitan expectations of cultural otherness and to effect a grounded critique 
of differential relations of power”. (pp.ix-x). Huggan strongly asserts that the concept “exotic” 

has a very “widespread application, it continues possibly because of this to be commonly 

misunderstood”. (p.13). This misunderstanding stems from the fact that the exotic is not an easy 
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cultural or “inherent quality to be found in certain people, distinctive objects or specific places”. 

(p.13). For this reason among others of course, exoticism is qualified as “a particular mode of 
aesthetic perception which renders people, objects and places strange even as it domesticates 
them and which effectively manufactures otherness even as it claims to surrender to its immanent 
mystery”.(p.13). So much focus here is on the aesthetic perception of other distant cultures and 
on the domestication process. After all, the western colonial powers objective is to transform and 
render the exotic as strange in the first place and then making its radical alterity as familiar as 
possible. The exotic other in the first instance appears to be strange, mysterious and savage, but 
everything changes once the cultural encounter between the western self and the exotic other 
takes place. 

              It is the contact between the western self and the exotic other that matters much here, 
because it is only through the domestication process that the western self makes sense of the 
radical difference. Through the encounter, the western self assesses the exotic that becomes 
familiar in the long run. Graham Huggan further expounds that the whole exoticist production of 
the radical otherness is “dialectical and contingent, at various times and in different places”. 

(p.13). As a matter of fact, this type of production might “serve some conflicting ideological 

interests, providing the rational for projects of rapprochement and reconciliation but legitimizing 
just as easily the need for plunder and violent conquest”. (p.13). This definition of exoticism 

evokes the intricate bond between the geographical exploration and the colonial conquest of 
other far away lands. Apart from this, Huggan further provides another definition of exoticism. 
According to him, “exoticism might be described as a kind of semiotic circuit that oscillates 

between the opposite poles of strangeness and familiarity. Within this circuit, the strange and the 
familiar, as well as the relation between them, may be recoded to serve different even 
contradictory political needs and ends”. (p.13). Such a definition consolidates the relations of 

power between the center and the peripheries. 

              Exoticism, following Graham Huggan’s approach, is a process through which two 

different cultures assess each other in order to attain a common understanding. Exoticism, in this 
sense, is considered as a kind of cultural encounter between the binary poles of strangeness and 
familiarity through which both entities are invited to make sense of each other. After all, the 
western colonial powers are in constant search of something different, beyond the confines and 
the aridity of the center. To embrace a new radical difference and a new cultural otherness, the 
center has to move on toward the peripheries. Still, exoticism is also defined as the process of 
translating the cultural difference of other foreign and distant nations. Such an idea is echoed in 
Graham Huggan’s interpretation of the term. According to him, exoticism is a cultural tool and 

mechanism which translates the cultural radical difference and whose goal is to annex “the other 

inexorably back again to the same”. (p.14). To back up his arguments, he contends that any 

attempt “to domesticate the exotic would neutralize its capacity to create surprises”. (p.13). As a 

matter of fact, to preserve the exotic from a probable erasure, it has therefore to be integrated 
into “the humdrum of everyday routines”. (Foster, p.22). 

          In a similar context, the exoticist production of cultural otherness or exoticism as a cultural 
entity aims at describing “the systematic assimilation of cultural difference, ascribing familiar 
meanings and associations to unfamiliar things. It also denotes an expanded, if inevitably 
distorted comprehension of diversity which effectively limits assimilation”. (Huggan,p.14). An 

important issue is raised here, which is the attribution of familiar meanings and connotations to 
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unfamiliar objects. The process of rendering something unfamiliar familiar is part and parcel of 
the exoticist assessment and production of cultural difference. Yet, this process following 
Huggan is coupled with a sense of distortion when it comes to the understanding of diversity 
which confines assimilation. Huggan strongly backs up his approach by maintaining that the 
exotic is not always a mere cultural entity to be adopted. Such a thesis is supported by Foster 
who argues that the exotic is “kept at arms length rather than taken as one’s own”. (p.22). 

           In his article “Travel Writing and Ethnography”, Joan Pau Rubies (2002) points out that 

travel writing and ethnography are essentially intermingled. He, then, backs up his approach by 
maintaining that the ethnographic impulse and the strong interest in people’s customs and radical 

difference find their resonance in the massive number of travel accounts produced in the 
sixteenth century. The importance of ethnographic descriptions lies in the fact that it enables the 
ethnographer to get a good vision of the world and to be much concerned with the 
anthropological inquiries. (Hulme and Youngs,2002:243). Rubies further argues that the 
fascination with human cultural difference, which is in fact a type of exoticism has actually 
shaped travel writing. This also led him to question the ramifications of the ethnographic 
impulse. Accordingly, the fundamental ingredients of the ethnographic impulse within the travel 
literature genre are worth to be assessed. Historically speaking, travel writing and ethnography 
are the outcome of colonial expansion. Since the sixteenth century, travel writers and 
ethnographers were very much preoccupied with cultural otherness, diversity and empirical 
observation.  Marco Polo best exemplifies this vogue. His eastern journey enabled him to 
contemplate the marvels of the world and to get in close contact with kings and with the different 
and strange races of men. (Hulme and Youngs,2002:248). The constant empirical curiosity 
within travel writing was rooted in European history. Ancient ethnographers like Herodotus were 
entranced by the other’s radical difference. His interest in the Egyptians stemmed from the fact 

that they “seem to have reversed, in their manners and customs, the ordinary practices of 
mankind”. (Herodotus,1972:142).   

         Above all, the element of self representation is crucial in both travel writing and 
ethnography as it helps to depict the other and to assess it better. This article seeks to explore the 
affiliation of travel writing and anthropology with the orientalist and exoticist vogues. My 
argument is that most of the European and American travelers who went to the East and to some 
Asian countries were not just interested in the radical difference of other distant cultures, but 
their objectives were both to bring and to assess that cultural otherness with the intention to 
commodify it.            

2. Wharton Embracing the Moroccan Exotic World 
          Morocco offered a thrilling prospect for the western travelers who were looking for a sort 
of freedom, paradise, wisdom and ecstasy. Most of the European and American travelers headed 
toward this country in order to experience a new cultural otherness that would totally be different 
from the civilized and mundane world they came from. Morocco was, therefore, considered as a 
new haven and horizon where the American traveller’s imagination and creativity could be 

“sparked and enlivened by the romance and charm of Moorish culture”. (Hibbar, 2004:20). Like 

other American travelers of the period, Wharton was driven by her own intense desires to 
discover the Moroccan cultural otherness with the objective and intention to commodify its 
diverse exotic features. Wharton’s In Morocco (1920) is the account of her journey through the 
mysterious land of Morocco. In this travel account, Wharton explores Morocco, its people and 
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records her impressions of the exotic non western world. Throughout her journey, Wharton 
describes many Moroccan cities and offers her observations concerning the country’s 

architecture. She further provides accounts of some religious ceremonies and at the same time 
depicts the sultan’s palaces. Wharton’s trip across Morocco enabled her to capture the diverse 

aspects of the Moroccan culture and to have access to the exotic and mysterious world of the 
harem. 
            As a travel narrative dealing with Morocco, Wharton’s book best represents the 

orientalist vogue. For Wharton, Morocco is an exotic land par excellence. It is perceived as the 
exotic other. On the opening page, she says that “there is no guide book to Morocco”, suggesting 

that the lack of tourist information “rouses the hunger of the repletest sightseer”. (p.21). Her 

observations establish Morocco as “Unknown Africa”. This, of course, is a clear indication that 

the country is exotic, remote and hence untouched by the tourist industry. Still, her first 
Moroccan images show North Africa as a place immersed in mystery. Such a mystery has, in 
fact, remained unsolved by Glossam or Baedeker. For Edith Wharton, Moroccan otherness best 
suited her innate desires. This otherness was the target of her deep enquiry and was, 
consequently, a kind of blank slate upon which she inscribed her insights and pioneer 
impressions because of the absence of any English or American travel writing about the country. 

            Wharton’s travel book on Morocco reflects her great appreciation of the country as a 

western travel writer. As such, the book raises the issues of exoticism and orientalism which are 
intermingled throughout the narrative. Accordingly, Morocco is conceived as “a land of mists 

and mysteries, a land of trailing silver veils through which domes and minarets, mighty towers 
and ramparts of flushed stone, hot palm groves and Atlas snows, peer and disappear at the will of 
the Atlantic cloud drifts”. (p.15). Such images convey a sense of wonder and admiration of 

Morocco. The country is produced here as a mysterious landscape and as the exotic. The absence 
of tourist guidebooks about Morocco only consolidates and adds to this sense of the unknown 
and incomprehensible that characterizes the foreign, the unfamiliar and the exotic nature of 
Morocco. They also provide a basis for more adventure. Edith Wharton comments: 

The sensation is attainable by anyone who will take the trouble to 
row out into the harbor of Algeciras and scramble onto a little black 
boat headed across the straits. Hardly has the rock of Gibraltar 
turned to cloud when one’s foot is on the soil of an almost 
unknown Africa. Tangier, indeed, is in the guide books, but 
cuckoo-like, it has had to lay its eggs in strange nests and the 
traveler who wants to find out about it must acquire a work dealing 
with some other country-Spain or Portugal or Algeria. There is no 
guide book to Morocco and no way of knowing, once one has left 
Tangier behind where the long trail over the Rif is going to land 
one, in the sense understood by anyone accustomed to European 
certainties. The air of the unforeseen blows on one from the 
roadless passes of the Atlas. (p.21). 

           The absence of an established tradition of travel writing on Morocco, at the time Edith 
Wharton was touring the country might seem in a sense normal and liberating. Yet, it also 
signaled a whole range of representational difficulties. In Morocco, Wharton was supposed to 
formulate her own observations in order to make sense of the mystery in which the country was 
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veiled and in a way to lift the “vast unknown just beyond” Tangier. (p.21). Wharton’s trip to 

Morocco turned out to be coupled with a throng of impressions, visions, challenges and 
expectations. She was compelled to bridge the gap between her travels in North Africa and to 
come up with her own signifiers to uncover the mystery and the unknown in which Morocco was 
immersed. Such signifiers would then be used for the writing up of an authentic account of 
Morocco, and hence disclose the country’s secrets. Wharton was fully committed to serve the 

French colonial presence in Morocco. She acted as “an unofficial propagandist” and 

“spokeswoman for the French war effort and for France’s imperialist policies in North Africa”. 

(Colquitt et.al, 1999:149).  In 1917, she travelled to Morocco as an official guest of the French 
Resident General Hubert Lyautey and his wife. Such a trip remained on the one hand a sort of 
escape from the ravages and destructive consequences of the First World War as well as a means 
to consolidate and to justify the French colonial presence in Morocco. After all, Lyautey’s 

colonial strategies were clear. Historically speaking, he wanted to gain both England and 
America testimonies to back up his colonial endeavours and to spread the French civilization in 
Morocco. 

              Wharton’s travel narrative encapsulates a whole array of orientalist and exoticist 
representations of the landscape and the inhabitants. Her first images of Morocco convey those 
typical orientalist views on the exotic and oriental other. Her vision as well as her cultural 
encounter with the land is marked by a certain exposure to the unchanged, untamed land of 
Morocco and by a kind of emptiness that the western traveler is impelled to endure while touring 
the country. The American traveler’s initial image of Morocco was picturesque. As she was 

viewing Morocco from the French colonial perspective, everything she happened to see while 
crossing Tangier reflected her previous preconceptions. On her way to Arbaoua, the frontier post 
of the French Protectorate, Wharton warns the traveler about the kind of challenges and dangers 
he would be shrouded in, once he ever decides to travel to Morocco and to go to places like 
Arbaoua. Her descriptions of her motor trip to Arbaoua consolidate her imperialist vision of 
Morocco, which in fact is presented as an oriental location where the traveler is invited to see 
“noble draped figures” walking beside their camels or black donkeys:  

At the first turn out of Tangier, Europe and the European disappear, 
and as soon as the motor begins to dip and rise over the arid little 
hills beyond the last gardens, one is sure that every figure on the 
road will be picturesque instead of prosaic, every garment graceful 
instead of grotesque. One knows, too, that there will be no more 
omnibuses or trams or motor cyclists, but only long lines of camels 
rising up in brown friezes against the sky, little black donkeys 
trotting across the scrub under bulging pack saddles, and noble 
draped figures walking beside them or majestically perching on 
their rumps. And for miles and miles there will be no more towns, 
only at intervals on the naked slopes, circles of rush roofed huts in 
a blue stockade of cactus or a hundred or two nomad tents of black 
camel’s hair resting on walls of wattled thorn and grouped about a 

terebinth tree and a well. (p.25).  

           In Edith Wharton’s view, once the traveler leaves Tangier and goes to the heart of 

Morocco, he or she will be exposed to an oriental setting devoid of any sophisticated means of 
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transportation. Wharton’s initial cultural encounter with the Moroccan landscape as well as the 
new cultural otherness has turned out to be somewhat disappointing and hazardous. The 
objective of Wharton’s journey was to undertake a fascinating trip into the world of magic, to 

embrace a new cultural difference untouched by civilization, and by the same stroke, to discover 
the mysterious land of Morocco. Still, in this part of the world, Wharton sought to develop a sort 
of familiarity and acquaintance with the Moroccan other. Such objectives were somewhat 
shattered. This was, in fact, due to several factors. In the absence of civilization in the mysterious 
Arbaoua, Wharton as a gifted American traveler, connoisseur and scholar, took it all upon herself 
to interpret the cultural significance of the wilderness. This location looks unfamiliar, unusual 
and strange. In this part of the world, Wharton was invited to make sense of the new cultural 
otherness. Everything she saw there looked mysterious, unusual and exotic. Wharton in Arbaoua 
was impelled to endure the stillness and timelessness of the landscape as well as its stretched 
lines of wilderness. Her cultural experience in Morocco and her encounter with the Moroccan 
cultural otherness turned out to be full of instances of suffering and enormous risks. Wharton’s 

exposure to a foray of emptiness in Arbaoua is a good instance of the kind of dangers travelers 
might be shrouded in. Yet, such difficulties will soon vanish as camels and black donkeys will 
fill in the kind of void that the traveler is compelled to endure during his trip across the exotic 
Moroccan land. Still, this setting is even characterized by the omnipresence of Moroccan figures 
that are represented as noble characters walking in a majestic way, which is reminiscent of the 
Arab nomad in the orient. 

              In a similar fashion, Wharton’s description of the “bled” reveals her colonialist attitude. 

The Moroccan bled in her view is a huge “waste of fallow land and palmetto desert” which is 

devoid of life. The emptiness is soon replaced by the omnipresence of the “solitary tomb” which 
serves as a means of filling up the void the traveler is exposed to once he beholds the bled and its 
surroundings. Thus, in spite of the fact that the tomb is situated “alone with its fig tree and its 

broken well-kerb”, it still brings a “meaning into the waste”.(pp.25-26). The underlying 
emptiness is extended to include even human beings who are presented as silent bizarre figures 
that the traveler can meet in such an exotic location. In the absence of dialogue and informants, 
the western traveler is compelled to resort to Orientalism and to use some orientalist images in 
order to interpret the Moroccan other.  Wharton’s first encounter with the veiled woman in the 

bled is a good case in point. This oriental woman is presented as a threatening and silent figure 
who just communicates “through the eye-slits in the grave-clothes muffling her”. (p.26). 

             In Morocco, Wharton was confronted with “the featureless wild land” where 

communication was denied. (p.27). Upon noticing the saint’s tomb and its fig tree on the way to 
Rabat, Wharton’s chauffeur, then, expected to get some information from Arab boys to continue 

his trip but in vain. Since he did not have a good command of Arabic, the dialogue between the 
informant and the traveler “dies down into shrugs and head shakings”. (p.28). Wharton contends 

that the absence of good informants keeps travelers “in unbroken contact with civilization”, and 

if a traveler loses his way in Morocco, “civilization vanishes as though it were a magic carpet 

rolled up by a djinn”. (p.28). Wharton’s opposition of western civilization to Moroccan 

wilderness is justified by the fact that she views the country from the French colonial angle, and 
as such Morocco is produced as the antithesis of modernity. 

            Wharton’s trip to the heart of Morocco turned out to be governed by a whole range of 
preconceived ideas, which in fact find their resonance in the body of orientalist texts, whose 
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cultural and epistemological configurations are unquestionable. Throughout her journey in the 
mysterious land of Morocco, Wharton established an analogy between the Moroccan exotic other 
and Orientals. The trip to the exotic land of Morocco proved to be a constant search for an 
authentic representation of the country and its inhabitants. Wharton strived to find in the real 
Morocco some representative aspects that both corroborate and consolidate her preconceived 
ideas of the exotic Orient. She argues in strong terms that the body of orientalist texts serves as a 
reference for travelers looking for information about the Orient and the Orientals life. Wharton 
further contends that “every step in North Africa corroborates the close observation of the early 

travelers…and shows the unchanged character of the Oriental life as the Venetians pictured and 
Leo Africanus and Charles Cochelet described”. (pp 71-72). The orientalist notion of the East as 
an unchanging space is taken for granted by Edward Said who points out that Orientalism as a 
system of representation is basically “premised upon exteriority, that is on the fact that the 
orientalist, poet or scholar, makes the Orient speak, describes the Orient, renders its mysteries 
plain for and to the west”. (pp 20-21).             

           The combined vogues of orientalist literature and travel writing show that Morocco is 
caught up within the network of previous references to the past as well as within the web of 
imported images from other texts. Since the country was not described by any guidebook, it was 
incumbent upon Wharton to fill in this textual void by projecting her own images, impressions as 
well as “importing western discourses about other North African countries”. 

(Edwards,2001:111). Wharton was influenced by her confidante friend Andre Gide whose 
representations of Algeria and his writings in Pretextes all formed good models that encapsulated 
his orientalist attitudes toward North Africa. Wharton followed the same path. She echoed 
Gide’s observations on the mysterious world of the Thousand and One Nights while describing 
the military car that carried her throughout the different parts of Morocco, and which in fact was 
a sort of a “Djinn’s carpet” that made her feel like a “medieval adventurer”. Wharton, proceeded 

by evoking the image of the “seventeenth century traveler” who “toiled across the desert to see 
wonders, and…came back dazzled and almost incredulous, as if half-suspecting that some djinn 
had deluded them with the vision of a phantom city”. (pp.62-63). 

           Following such an approach, Morocco is frozen in the past and is framed as a space that 
does not change. The Moroccan soil is described as an “unrolled frieze of a white Etruscan vase 

patterned with black vine garlands”. (p.51). Moreover, the marketplaces are represented as an old 

“Oriental…gaiety”.(p.94). Such representations and descriptions set Morocco far from the 
twentieth century western colonial aspirations, and presented it as “a timeless objet d’art rather 

than a modern political state”. (Edwards,2001:111). Wharton’s impressions of Morocco as a 

timeless work of art are congruent with those travel accounts that silence the colonial presence in 
a sense. However, the picturesque scenes as well as the observed beautiful ornaments come 
therefore “to stand in for the voices of anger and rage of a colonized nation”. (p.111) The 
combined romantic and spectatorial tropes were meant to add a sense of mystery, foreigness and 
exoticness to Wharton’s cultural experience in Morocco. Such an accumulation of different 

tropes positioned her as an outsider in relation to the Moroccan landscape and its inhabitants. 
Wharton, then, remained detached from Morocco and stood outside it both in time and space. 
Her observations and gaze at the incomprehensible scenes tended to be a sort of inspirations for 
her “dream like feelings”.(p.111). Wharton’s trip to Morocco, in the long run, “becomes a travel 

back into time rather than a geographical excursion in the present”. (p.111).  
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              Wharton’s travel narrative is replete with instances of exoticism. One of the examples 

which illustrate clearly the American traveler’s exposure to the Moroccan exotic culture is her 

assessment of the Moroccan ceremonies which reflects her deep foreign gaze: 

The spectacle unrolling itself below us took on a blessed air of 
unreality. Any normal person who has seen a dance of the 
Aissaouas and watched them swallow thorns and hot coals, slash 
themselves with knives, and roll on the floor in epilepsy must have 
privately longed, after the first excitement was over to fly from the 
repulsive scene. The Hamadchas are much more savage…and, 

knowing this, I had wondered how long I should be able to stand 
the sight of what was going on below our terrace. But the beauty of 
the setting redeemed the bestial horror. (pp.54-55). 

Here, Wharton describes the Hamadchas’ exotic dances as being performed amidst pools of 
blood “from the great gashes which the dancers hacked in their own skulls and breasts with 

hatchets and sharpened stones”. (p.56). She positions herself as a western voyeuristic traveler 

gazing at the exotic “bloody” festival scenes from a distance. In a similar fashion, Edward 

Lane’s representation of the Egyptians turned out to be coupled with orientalist overtones. The 

European traveller’s predilection for the sadomasochistic tidbits is justified in great part by his 
interest in the country’s cultural otherness and by his intention to restructure it for himself and 

the western audience.  In this way, one may argue that Lane best fits into Said’s orientalist 

structure. After all, he was an oriental expert as he managed to describe in swollen detail the 
most important oriental ingredients of the Egyptian society. For instance, “the cruelty of judges, 

the blending of religion with licentiousness among Muslims” (Said, 1978:162) were all portrayed 

in such a way as to make these images accessible to any western traveler looking for exoticism 
and alterity beyond the Europeans borders. At the same time, the dervishes’ movements and their 

self multilation were also the target of his inquiry as they reflected much the exoticness in which 
the Egyptians were engulfed. To back up his approach on Edward Lane, Said further maintains 
that the “libidinous passions” were really part and parcel of the European traveler’s experience in 

the East. (p.162). Like Edith Wharton, Lane positions himself as a European traveler whose main 
concern is “to control the passions and excitements to which the Muslims are unhappily subject”. 

(p.162). Despite the fact that he spent a considerable period of time describing the Egyptians and 
their culture, he still remained completely detached from “the Egyptian life and Egyptian 

productivity”. (p.162).     

         Apart from this, the terms that Wharton used to describe the Hamadcha’s different exotic 

practices evoke a typical linguistic structure within which the western observer and the exotic 
dancers are placed. “Bestial” and “Savage”, for instance, are meant to reinforce a strong 

difference between the observer and the participants. The reason why such a differentiation was 
maintained between the western traveler and the participants in the exotic rituals, was that 
Wharton wanted to establish herself as a detached outsider and, by the same stroke, to draw the 
reader’s attention toward her status as a gifted travel writer, tourist, connoisseur who had to  
remain outside the Moroccan culture in order to represent it using her own cultural background, 
value judgments and lodged sweeping generalizations.  
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             Wharton’s several images of Morocco as “a dream-feeling” would remain ungraspable 

and incomprehensible to the foreign gaze of the western traveler. While attempting to make 
sense of the Moroccan otherness and to lift the mystery in which the land was enveloped, 
Wharton engendered references to some European traditions like “the satyr-plays of Greece”, the 

“Middle Ages” and the “Christian symbols of Gothic cathedrals”. All these images would best 

stand in for the unfamiliar, bizarre, and strange practices of the Hamadchas’ ritual dances. The 

emphasis in Wharton’s exposure to the Moroccan ceremonies is on the exotic monstrosity and 
violent performances of the Aissaouas. Observing these people swallowing thorns, hot coals and 
slashing themselves with knives for an extended period of time might engender both wonder and 
repulsion. Yet, for Wharton the exotic bloody performances are far from being repulsive. She is 
rather excited by the movement of these people and remains transfixed to the strange and exotic 
features of their private world. Edith Wharton’s reconstructions of travel narratives are in a sense 
a defamiliarisation of the North African landscapes as well as “scenes of the twentieth century”. 

(Edwards,2001:112). Such a defamiliarisation is in itself a contribution to the orbit of intertexts, 
which aim at “filling in the textual void with imaginative projections”. (p.112). 

             It is important to note that the Orient and its exotic features were inculcated in Wharton’s 

mind even before undertaking the trip to Morocco. For this reason, among others, her journey 
across the Moroccan land was prompted by a strong willingness to grasp the reality that she had 
learnt about beforehand. Hence, at some stages during her trip she got disappointed whenever the 
mysterious and exotic land of Morocco did not fit into her preconceived visions. She argued that 
“The silence and emptiness of the place began to strike us: there was no sign of the oriental 

crowd that usually springs out of the dust at the approach of strangers”. (p.51). 

              Wharton’s encounter with the Moroccan otherness was shaped by the previous body of 
orientalist literature on the Orient, which in fact was ascribed to the Moroccan exotic land. She 
managed to establish a strong bond between the Orient and Morocco. While in Sale, Wharton 
drew an analogy between the mysterious world of the Arabian Nights and Morocco. Her trip to 
the heart of Morocco was meant to explore aspects of the Moroccan cultural otherness, and by 
the same token, to find in this land, traditions, customs, people that would reflect what she had 
read in previous orientalist texts. Wharton’s representations of the Moroccan otherness are 

therefore a well established discursive construct of an array of preconceived judgments on the 
exotic Orient, which in fact was lodged in her mind, and hurled at Moroccans. Following Edward 
Said’s main underlying arguments about the Orient as a system of representation, we can 

therefore assert that the intertextual paradigm was adopted to represent Morocco and its 
inhabitants.  

                Since, there is no accurate and authentic representation of anything including the 
Orient as a geographical entity, it is incumbent upon the western traveler to fill in this gap by 
creating an intertextual body of knowledge to serve as a medium of reference. Such was Edith 
Wharton’s methodology for her travel narrative on Morocco and its cultural otherness. 
Wharton’s representation of Morocco as the exotic Orient and her identification of the land with 

the mysterious world of the Arabian Nights conform to the orientalist and exoticist vogues. 
Hence, Wharton’s travel narrative best exemplifies Edward Said’s view of Orientalism: 

Every writer on the Orient (and this is true even of Homer) assumes 
some Oriental precedent, some previous knowledge of the Orient, 
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to which he refers and on which he relies. Additionally, each work 
on the Orient affiliates itself with other works. (p.20). 

              Edith Wharton’s identifications of Sale with the sensual, amazing, mysterious and 

exotic world of the Thousand and One Nights are congruent with the Saidian tissue of intertexts, 
upon which the western traveler can project his own orientalist images, impressions, biases as 
well as sweeping generalizations. At first glance, Wharton’s description of Sale might seem 

alluring, as a strong analogy is established between the market of Baghdad and the Moroccan 
one: 

Everything that the reader of the Arabian Nights expects to find is 
here: the whitewashed niches wherein pale youths sit weaving the 
fine mattings for which the town is still famous, the tunneled 
passages where indolent merchants with bare feet crouch in their 
little kennels hung with richly ornamented saddler and arms, or 
with slippers of pale citron leather and bright embroidered 
babouches, the stalls with fruit, olives, tunny-fish vague syrupy 
sweets, candles for saints tombs, Mantegnesque garlands of red and 
green peppers, griddle-cakes sizzling on red-hot pans, and all the 
varied wares and cakes and condiments that the lady in the tale of 
“The three Calendars” went out to buy, that memorable morning, in 

the market of Bagdad. (p.36). 

Wharton’s representations of the Moroccan market in Sale cannot in any way be considered as 

authentic depictions of Moroccans cultural otherness as they spring from her colonial cultural 
background which is imbued with a whole range of stereotypes, sweeping generalizations and 
preconceptions. Wharton’s representations become, therefore, mere misrepresentations, since the 

encounter with the true and authentic Moroccan otherness is beyond her reach. Wharton just 
remained detached from the Moroccan land at the cultural and social levels despite her proximity 
to its major contours, in some instances throughout her journey. Her depictions and encounters 
were not genuine as they were collected from a distance. Such distant observations misrepresent 
and distort Morocco. Wharton’s description of Moroccans in the market of Sale encompasses an 

orientalist outlook. Moroccans are depicted as “indolent merchants with bare feet crouching in 

their little kennels”. (p.36). The Moroccan exotic here is misrepresented and is reduced to a level 
of base humanity, even an animal. The merchants in the market of Sale have been denied the 
status of humanity. With her colonial cultural background and her lodged set of stereotypes, she 
ventures toward the projection of her Eurocentric imagery. She reduces the merchants to the 
status of animals, by ascribing animal features to them, and hence relegating them to a secondary 
position. Wharton’s preconceived visions of Morocco and the exotic Orient, by extension, 

enabled her to subordinate the Moroccan exotic and to keep him as an inferior cultural entity. 
Still, in Morocco, Wharton found it difficult to abstain from her prejudices and the previous 
imported body of orientalist dogmas. According to her, the Arab Muslim would remain that 
barbaric, inferior and savage other. Her unquestionable dependence on orientalist projections, 
justify in great part her misrepresentation of Morocco. Wharton carried on her interpretation of 
Moroccan otherness by emphasizing that Moroccan natives would remain “barbaric” and just 

“fierce tribesmen with inlaid arms in their belts”. (p.112). The natives were also depicted as 

“fanatics in sheepskins glowering from the guarded thresholds of the mosques”. (p.112). 
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Wharton has well chosen her diction to represent the Moroccan exotic. Yet, her language betrays 
her as it is imbued with a whole range of bad sweeping generalizations. 

            In a parallel manner, the market place in Marrakech has also been the subject of 
Wharton’s misrepresentation. According to her, souks in Marrakech are narrow and dark that it is 
quite difficult for the traveler to penetrate inside them as they are crowded and the humans inside 
them are fanatical and fierce. Still, her prejudices are even extended to describe the native life 
and people in the market as “woven of greed and lust, of fetishism and fear and blind hate of the 

stranger”. (p.112). Fanaticism is a significant aspect that Wharton has attributed to the Souk in 

Marrakech: 

Fanatics in sheepskins glowering from the guarded thresholds of 
the mosques, fierce tribesmen with inlaid arms in their belts and the 
fighters’ tufts of wiry hair escaping from camel’s hair turbans, mad 

negroes standing stark naked in niches of the walls and pouring 
down Soudanese incantations upon the fascinated crowd, 
consumptive Jews with pathos and cunning in their large eyes and 
smiling lips, lusty slave girls with earthen oil jars resting against 
swaying hips, almond-eyed boys leading fat merchants by the hand, 
and bar-legged Berber women, tattooed and insolently gay, trading 
their striped blankets, or bags of dried roses and irises for sugar tea, 
or Manchester cottons from all these hundreds of unknown and 
unknowable people, bound together by secret affinities, or 
intriguing against each other with secret hate, there emanated an 
atmosphere of mystery and menace more stifling than the smell of 
camels and spices and black bodies and smoking fry which hangs 
like a fog under the close roofing of the souks. (pp.112-113). 

Edith Wharton sees the souk as a threatening location rather than a beautiful place for the 
western traveler to enjoy. The language employed in this narrative account is full of sweeping 
judgments. The merchants and, by extension, Moroccans daily life becomes, therefore, a 
leitmotif that takes back the reader to the frequent negative ideas that pertain much to the 
orientalist discourse. Wharton’s representations of the different sides of the market in Marrakech 

cannot be qualified as objective and accurate. She has opted for   subjectivity in her 
interpretation of the Moroccan culture. Her visions and impressions were adopted as paradigms 
to justify her objectives, which were in fact to produce a distorted image of Moroccans. 
Tribesmen, for instance, were described as violent figures ready to get involved in fights as their 
“inlaid arms” were in their belts. Furthermore, her description of black Moroccans as “mad 

Negroes standing stark naked in niches of the walls and pouring down Sudanese incantations 
upon the fascinated crowd” is full of sweeping generalizations, bias and is loaded with erotic 

connotations. (pp.112-113). As a gifted American travel writer, connoisseur, and scholar viewing 
Morocco from French lenses, Wharton then judged the Moroccan exotic as a cultural entity 
which would remain far from western standards. Wharton’s sweeping judgments took her so far 

as to assert that Muslims show their nakedness in public. 

            Above all, Edith Wharton’s trip to North Africa and to Morocco in particular led her to 

reiterate most of the discourses that other previous travelers had disseminated regarding the 
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orientalist and the exoticist appeals associated with this geographical space. Gide’s discourses of 

North Africa were adopted by Wharton in the reconstruction of her Moroccan travels. His 
Pretextes (1917) provided, then, a subtle and fitting linguistic repertoire from which the 
American traveler “could write a travel narrative about the country without guidebooks”. 

(Lewis,1975:400). In the summer of 1917, when Wharton was preparing herself to tour 
Morocco, she received the English translation of L’Immoraliste. After reading the book, she 
wrote to Gide saying: “your beautiful evocation of the desert I have so loved, far from 

awakening my nostalgia, gives me a taste in advance of what is waiting for me there”. 

(Edwards,2001:108). The letter suggested that Edith Wharton’s first impressions of North Africa 

were the outcome of her literary collaboration and friendship with Gide.  Wharton’s narrative 

account of Morocco would remain a useful reference for travelers looking for a different cultural 
otherness. After all, the American traveler was commissioned to write a travel guide book about 
Morocco at a critical historical period, when the country was not yet made known to the rest of 
the world. She filled in this void and deficiency by commodifying her cultural experiences in 
Morocco in a travel account conducted under the auspices of the French authorities. Travel guide 
books are crucial linguistic tools for the commodification of the other. Such an idea is echoed in 
Ali Behdad’s chapter entitled, “From Travelogue to Tourist Guide: The Orientalist as Sightseer”. 

In this chapter, Behdad argues that the travel guide book in its informational assessment and 
vision of the other contributes to the “commodification of the orient for tourists belatedly 

searching for the disappearing exotic”.(pp.46-47).Wharton follows almost the same path. After 
all, the guide book reinforces the notion that the Orient and Morocco in particular are alien and 
far away destinations that can, therefore, be commodified to the entire world and serve as objects 
of consumption as well as sources of entertainment and pleasure.      
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Abstract  
The European invasion   of what would be known as its peripheries was deeply rooted in the 
desire to conquer   other people and exploit other   territories. Basically, the conquerors aim at 
gaining indirect control over the political or economic life of other areas. In order to justify its 
exploitative endeavor, any colonial enterprise tries to make the subjugators believe that the 
colonizer is the bearer of progress, enlightenment, and other supposedly universal liberal value in 
the colonized countries. „Nobel mission‟ is the well known phrase which is used heavily in this 
context. A panoramic view of the colonial discourse would definitely reveal that while the west 
and its cultural practices are conceived to be the norm/standard, the non-white and the formerly 
subordinated cultures are constructed as its antithesis, primitive and backward. The goal of this 
article is to shed light on the politics of identity both as concept and in its relation to the 
postcolonial world. Generally the aim is to identify this concept before proceeding to highlight 
how both the colonialist and the nativist approaches to it are obviously tendentious and 
ideologically moved. A discussion of the importance of cultural auto-criticism as carried out in 
Tahar Ben Jelloun‟ Novel about the status of women in Morocco will bring the article full 
circled.  
Keywords: Cultural identity; Postcolonial literature; colonial discourse; cultural ambivalence; 
Cultural syncreticism; multiculturalism 
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Introduction  
Western cultural imperialism at the expense of other territories and cultures marked 

episodes of violent encounters between the „Self‟ and the „Other‟ and between disparate cultures. 

These cultural clashes resulted mainly from the tendency of colonial explorers to distort and 
oftentimes deny the existence of the Other‟s culture. Indigenous cultures were portrayed as 
backward and savage in order to legitimatize the imposition of their colonial counterparts. These 
ideologically inspired depictions of the previously colonized „Other‟ have given birth to a 

distorted image of their cultural identity. The questions that arise now in the postcolonial world 
are as follows: what constitutes the most effective means to readjust this distorted identity? How 
are postcolonial subjects to reconstruct their cultural identities without falling into the trap if 
essentialism?    

In fact the above are just two of the many questions facing post –colonial critics and 
intellectuals. Some Arab critics and writers‟ still enquire about ways to reinstate the Others‟ 

historically marginalized identity and how to revalorize the previously subordinated Arab in a 
world ever dominated by western white „Self‟ In L’idéologie Arab Contemporaine Abdulla 
Laroui (1967), a Moroccan philosopher, asks “who is the „other‟ and who am I? “ By the late 

1970s Khatibi (1977) reiterated the same question in La Double critique liberation when he 
wondered “which occident is it about? Which occident is opposed to ourselves? Who are we 

ourselves?” (Translation mine; 137)  
At the heart of all the above questions lie the problematic issues of the other 

marginalized identity and ways to revalorize the previously subordinated Arab „other‟ in a world 

ever dominated by western white „Self‟. These questions have triggered off different reactions 

from different critics in the post colonial societies. There are those who believe that the persistent 
western hegemony is most likely to devastate the „Other„and his culture, hence the emergence of 

Islamized movements and „Negritude Movements,‟  among others, all of which represent what is 

referred to in this article as Nativism. Others like Whole Soyinka, Wilson Harris and Edward 
Said, conversely, underline the need to avert extreme angles of conceptualizing the kind of 
relationship to be established between the West and its former colonies. While admitting the 
need to resist western hegemony, they equally emphasize the crucial role of scrutinizing native 
cultures and do some kind of auto-criticism because “in some respects” as Amilcar Cabral 

argues, “native culture is very much a source of obstacles and difficulties, erroneous conceptions 
of reality”(78) 

This second view is advocated by the proponents of cultural syncreticism. A syncretic 
view of cultural identity is an alternative paradigm that goes beyond the binary polarities 
underlying not only „Manichean‟ constructions of colonialism and its practices, but also the 

nativist reconstructions of the postcolonial subject‟s cultural identity. 

Politics of cultural identity in the post-colonial world  
 Before proceeding to juxtapose nativist and colonialist approaches to the Others‟ 

cultural identity to show how they are both ideologically loaded and therefore contested, it seems 
initially crucial to reflect further on the notion of cultural identity itself. The latter I believe has a 
lot to do with imagination, not least since as Stuart Hall (1993) puts it “it is always constituted 

within not outside representation” (392) 
 Yet, before going any further, it is worth taking time to highlight how culture and 

identity are related in more ways than one. In his introduction to culture and imperialism, 
Edward said (1994) defines culture as “each society‟s reservoir of the best that has been known 
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and thought” shortly afterwards “culture becomes associated with the nation or state” so that 

Edwards Said concludes “this differentiate us from them … culture in this sense is a source of 

identity” (XIII). This definition suggests that the relation between culture and identity is a 

relation of cause and effect; we can hardly talk about „One‟ identity irrespective of their cultural 
background. Different societies and communal groups are recognized by virtue of their 
differences at the cultural level. This partly explains why each and every cultural group is 
identified in terms of the particular culture its members produce in order to bestow meaning on 
their life. I say meaning because without cultures life would be nonsensical and absurd.  

Cultural production in every social group depends not only on its members‟ convictions 

and deeply rooted beliefs, but also on a considerable degree on their location in space and time. 
This again explains why cultural identities differ from one another and why micro-cultural 
identities are often found within one macro-cultural identity. The culture originating from the 
north of Morocco for instance is somewhat different from that in the far South or Far East but all 
of them are inherently related in one way or another. For these subcultures partake of the macro-
cultural identity, that is called Moroccan cultural identity. 

There is yet another sense in which culture and identity are related. A look at nationalist 
movements during the colonial era reveals that they sought to drive the colonial powers of the 
“peripheries” or colonies. This reflects a struggle for territorial emancipation. At a deeper level, 
however, it has at its heart the ultimate goal of sustaining the colonial subjects‟ identity or better 

still independent identity. We have already seen how the latter is embodied in culture. Thus, the 
painstaking struggle to overthrow colonialism to regain a free nation is in fact an attempt to 
preserve a people‟s way of life:  their cultural beliefs and convictions. This is natural given that 

cultural freedom and independent identity entail in the first place a struggle for a free country; 
that cornerstone that is likely to make a meaningful debate about the construction of culture and 
identity possible.  

Cultural identities are diachronic despite their synchronic aspects. That is, our cultural 
identity or “who we are” is not always the same but goes on changing all the time. Stuart Hall 
(1993) rightly observed that “far from being grounded in the mere “recovery” of the past… 

cultural identities are the points of identification which are made within the discourse of history 
and culture” 394). Hall suggests that a group of people‟s cultural identity is not static or “once 

and for all”. It is rather bound to change as it is subject to an everlasting influence of such 

external factors as “history and, other cultures and power”. It is perhaps true to argue that 
nowhere is this diachronic aspect of cultural identity lucid and concrete than in the example of 
the American culture. It was previously dominated and declared of minor importance when it 
was a British colony. Now, however, it is hard to imagine anyone who would deny that it is daily 
gaining ground. The unprecedented expansion of the USA culture at the price of other cultural 
identities is conclusive evidence as to the diachronic nature of cultural identity.    

Seen from this vantage, cultural identity partakes of the past, the present and the future. 
That is to say “who we are” is part of what we were in the past and surely will to a large degree 

determine what we will become in the future. Again in Stuart Hall‟s (1993) words “cultural 

identity is not a fixed essence at all lying unchanged outside history and culture”. Nor is it a 

concrete entity which once lost or distorted one may fight to regain. This is then the way in 
which culture is diachronic. That is also perhaps the main reason that, as we shall see, explains 
the futility of both colonialism and Nativism; the first in its attempt to impose a monolithic 
culture and the second in its attempt to revive the pre-conquest cultural identities. 

 



AWEJ. Special Issue on Literature No.2   October , 2014       
 

 

The Politics of Cultural Identity and cultural Auto-criticism                             Khartite 

Mostafa 
 

 
  

Arab World English Journal                                                                       www.awej.org 
ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                  

204 
 

 

The ‘Other’s’ Cultural Identity: The Colonialist Perspective 
 Colonialist literature delineated a distorted image of the “Other‟s” cultural identity. 

That is hardly surprising since we know beforehand that it was almost exclusively geared to 
rationalize subordination and legitimize conquest. Illustrating how this cultural distortion is 
carried out necessitates a brief discussion of representation and how it functions ideologically. 
Ideological representations, in their turn, are nowhere evident than the body of literature that 
accompanied and fostered the imperial project of expansion, namely colonial texts or colonial 
discourse. 

The unprecedented increase in the scale of writing about the peripheries/ former 
colonies on the eve or during the period of colonial enterprise is very suggestive. It constitutes a 
conclusive evidence to safely maintain that the colonial project relied heavily on discursive 
backing to justify itself. Colonialism, in other words, was not only a matter of military and 
political power but of text, discourse and representation as well. The latter played a key role in 
the whole project of colonial expansion. It was geared specifically to accomplish the twin 
purposes of endowing colonialism with humanitarian dimensions and constructing the natives as 
degenerates whose enslavement or potential extermination would sound quiet natural and 
justifiable. It was particularly for the latter purpose that the ex-colonized cultural identity turns 
out to be distorted within the narratives structures of the colonial discourse. So, colonized 
subjects become not only constructed as “different and others” in the colonialist literature but 

also grow “to see and experience themselves as others” Stuart Hall (394) 
As a matter of fact, there appears to be a general agreement among post-colonial critics 

that all colonial texts are ideologically driven. Like Edwards said who maintained that there is no 
innocent text, Jan Mohamed (1995) argues that the colonial text can be read at two levels; the 
surface level or the „surface-text‟ and a deep level or the „sub-text‟. While the former “purports 

to represent specific encounters with specific varieties of racial others,” the latter “valorizes the 

superiority of the European culture (19). Biased representations are surely what make all the 
difference between what Jan Mohamed calls the surface-text and the sub-text. 

No colonial text can claim to depict or speak about the previously colonized other 
objectively. All colonial representations of the „Other‟ and their culture converge on valorizing 

the western culture and undermining that of the natives. This process of undermining is 
accomplished through projecting stereotyped accounts on the subordinated culture. For a 
stereotype is defined by Homi Bhabha as “the projection of all that the self considers negative 

onto the „Other” (Cited in Introduction to Post Colonial Theory,” 129) 
Additionally, viewed from the colonizer‟s perspective, the „Other‟ and his culture are 

identified in terms inspired by groundless assumptions of racial and cultural superiority. In order 
to illustrate this point one needs to trace how the natives are represented within the texts of the 
colonial literature. It is perhaps no exaggeration to observe that they are almost invariably 
depicted as the opposite „evil‟ of the „angelic white man‟. Bhabha reminds us that “the space of 

the other is always occupied by an Idée fix: despot, heathen, barbarian, chaos and violence” 

(quoted in the introduction to post colonial theory 129). One might quiet safely add that good-
for- nothing, idiot, primitives and a plethora  of other unsatisfactory labels are all the stock in 
trade of the colonial discourse. Part of this state of affairs may be attributed to “the imaginary 

representation of indigenous people which, as Jan Mohamed observes, “Tends to coalesce the 

signifier with the signified” so that “to say native is automatically to say evil” (Ibid 19)  
The natives apart, there exits ample discursive evidence to note their culture was not 

immune from the stigmatizing descriptions or the destructive practices of the colonizers. 
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Indigenous cultures were sometimes declared less important but oftentimes non-existent. They 
were particularly subject to distortion as a preliminary step towards their destruction. Franz 
Fanon (1994) contends in “National Cultures” that “a national culture under colonial domination 
is a contested culture whose destruction is sought in every systematic fashion” (46). This is just 

one of the many point of views Fanon shares with Edwards Said (1994). The latter affirms that 
“all colonial schemes began with an assumption of native backwardness” (96). He goes on to say 

that “the natives‟ reality” in the eye of the colonizer “has not historically or culturally required 

attention” (75). These remarks suggest that only rarely was there any recognition of the „Other‟ 

culture. And if there were any, it was only with the view to delineate it as primitive and 
backwards. 

Hegemonic representations of the colonial discourse do have drastic repercussions not 
only on the native cultures but on those they stand for as well. The incoming of the western 
cultures often triggered off the ebb of the indigenous ones. Put differently, under colonial 
dominance the indigenous culture increasingly becomes out of place while that of the colonizer 
gains grounds as a result of the colonialist cultural representation with its ability, as Erik Erikson 
(1993) pertinently explains, “To project into minority group all those qualities and characteristics 

which it most fears and hates within itself.” This creates for the minority a wholly negative 
cultural identity.” (Quoted in introduction to postcolonial theory p 12) With this wholly negative 

cultural identity the natives end up experiencing a sense of self-hatred and cultural panic. They 
grow to breed as we shall see later a sense of cultural ambivalence and gradually become 
individuals as Franz Fanon (1967) put it “without anchor, without a horizon, colorless, stateless 

and rootless” (175). 
 Colonial discourse, therefore does not only distort or proclaim the Other‟s cultural identity of 

minor significance, but also imposes certain cultural standards in terms of which the „Other‟ is 

always presented with deformed image of his or her „Self‟. This brings us full circled to my 

initial contention that colonialist literature can hardly be said to have depicted an objective 
cultural identity of the ex-colonized subjects. Thus, to say that cultural identity of the subordinate 
other is accurately constructed from the colonialist vantage point will be surely misleading. 
 
Nativism: discursive reconstruction of the ‘Other’s’ cultural identity 

Following Edward Said‟s phrase that “domination breeds resistance”, it was quiet 

predictable for the colonized subordinated groups to react, at times discursively but oftentimes 
physically, against the process of denigration to which they were subjected. Discursive practices, 
which constituted a site of textual resistance, were just part of the actual military and physical 
confrontations and struggles against colonialism.  

I shall soon try to expound on how post-colonial literature is symptomatic of the ex-
colonizer‟s fervent resolution to challenge imperial exploitation, racial oppression and biased 

representations. It is interesting however to point out that some of the earliest configurations of 
discursive resistance emerged in what was soon to be criticized as essentialist views of cultural 
identity. Like their colonialist counterpart, nativist representations are based primarily on 
repudiating the intrusive cultures and venerating aspects of the indigenous ones. This way of 
conceptualizing the anti-imperial resistance is called Nativism, its salient tenets being grounded 
in expressing nationalist appeals to a pure and uncontaminated cultural identity such as pan-
Africans, Arabism and Negritude movement. In fact, Negritude movement is the most frequently 
cited example whenever the issue if Nativism is evoked in the post colonial scene. 
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The Negritude movement is often said to be amongst the earliest anti-colonial 
movements to withstand western cultural hegemony; it is said to have marked the hey-day of 
decolonization and „third world nationalism‟ around the 1920s up until the midst 20th century. 

Aimé Cesair (1972) and Leopold Senghor, who are among its leading figures, claimed that the 
Movement was primarily established to serve as an instrument of liberation from the colonial 
dominance. Most curiously, Senghor defines it as movement that stands for “the sum cultural 

values of the black world “ this definition, pertinently enough, already reveals how negritude is a 

downright anti-thesis of colonial discourse, not least since it involved thinking in terms of race 
and cultural binaries. 

Excessive nostalgia for the past and the pre-conquest cultural identity coupled with 
uncritical acceptance of all that is indigenous are responsible for the severe criticism that was 
leveled against the leaders of Negritude Movement. In an attempt to „write back to the colonizer” 

against his systematic destruction of indigenous cultures, they made the same axiological 
mistake of binarizing the world into another couplets of “self/other” “black/ white” etc. Some 

critics went so far as to argue that this attitude is just another legacy of colonialism. Franz fanon 
for instance contends that “ it is the white man who creates the negro, but it is the negro who 
creates Negritude” ( quoted in introduction to post-colonial theory 52), which amounts to saying 
that white racism and colonialism made the subordinate “Other” grow to feel and think only in 

terms of race and „Otherness‟. This result in only another distorted cultural identity but this time 
depicted by the „Other‟ himself and bitterly criticized by the anti-negritude members and the 
proponents of the cultural syncreticism.   

Negritude Movement‟s „racist approach‟ to cultural identity triggered off anti- negritude 
criticism against a similarly distorted form of the „Other‟s‟ cultural identity. Wole Soyinka 

mocked this totalizing attitude observing sarcastically that “a tiger does not proclaim its tigritude 

but it jumps”. This is an implicitly ironical criticism of the leaders of negritude for their lack of 
profound insights into the colonial hegemony and marginalization of the „Other‟. Their approach 

was especially problematic in that it was contended with reversing the binary oppositions and 
idealizing all that the colonizer previously said was degenerate, black and African. By adopting 
these neo-racist attitudes, initially inherent in the European prejudice, some colonial writers draw 
a picture of the indigenous cultural identity that proves to be just as distorted as its colonial 
counterpart. 

Thus, Nativist cultural identity turns out to be debatable since it ascribed to the natives 
some inflated attributes that are just as inaccurate as the stigmatizing ones that pervade the 
colonial discourse. Amilkar Cabral shares with Fanon his objective view of the post colonial 
cultural identity when he rejects both Nativism and colonialism with equal vehemence. Cabral in 
particular undermines “indiscriminate complement, systematic exaltation of virtues without 

condemning faults, blind acceptance of the values of the culture, without considering precisely 
what presently or potentially regressive elements it contains (quoted in Introduction to post 
colonial theory 57) 

 
Towards a syncretic view of cultural identity  

So far; I can only hope that I have made it clear how it is of capital importance to avert 
both extreme angles of conceptualizing cultural identity: one has to divert not only “the great 

white error of racist stereotyping” but also “the Black mirage” to revive the long-gone past and 
pre-colonial cultural identities. That said, the following will offer to discuss cultural syncreticism 
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and multiculturalism as alternative synthetical paradigms most likely to secure a sense of 
postcolonial cultural difference and terminate Western cultural hegemony.   

A syncretic view of cultural identity is an alternative cultural paradigm that is not only 
necessary but imperative as well. It is necessary because it transcends the notion of binaries and 
questions racist assumptions from the colonial and the postcolonial discourse alike. Its basic 
assumption is grounded in a dialogical relationship among discrepant cultures beyond any 
uncritical acceptance or uncritical rejection of the Other‟s culture. Second, cultural syncreticism 
is most likely to encapsulate the polar opposites and bring to the fore a reconciliatory notion of 
cultural identity that would hopefully discredit both colonialist and nativist nationalisms. This is 
very crucial to achieve what is described in Beyond Orientalism XII a” peculiar unity in 

diversity”. Finally a syncretic view of culture is highly likely to secure Todorov‟s wish not only 

to “equality without its compelling us to accept identity” but also “to a difference without its 

denigrating us into superiority /inferiority” (quoted in Beyond Orientalism 37) 
Put in a nutshell, Post colonial cultures are doomed to be multicultural for different 

reasons. To start with, the unprecedented increase in the scale of cultural contacts, which was 
accentuated first by colonialist expansion and now, perhaps with intensified degree, by 
globalism. The second factor, which is likely to accent the multi-cultural   nature of the 
postcolonial world, is the resolution of each cultural group to preserve some of its cultural 
peculiarities at a time when disparate cultures are getting less and less unfamiliar with each 
other. Last but not least, cultural syncreticism is likely to prevail since no culture can claim to 
live in seclusion any longer. All cultures come somehow in touch with each other, influence one 
another and increasingly grow familiar. I fervently endorse cultural syncreticism as it is said to 
lie somewhere between the two extreme approaches discussed previously. Given that it is as far-
fetched to eliminate the colonial influence on Eastern cultures as to recover a pure and 
uncontaminated pre-conquest cultural identity, it follows that a syncretic view of cultural identity 
is not only imperative but inevitable as well.  

All in all, it seems that both nativist and colonialist ways of approaching the „Other‟s‟ 

cultural identity start from the apprehension of cultural and racial superiority. For this reason 
both ways culminate in deformed forms of his cultural identity. It is perhaps partly for or this 
reason that the majority of the post-colonial generations experience a state of powerlessness to 
choose between native and metropolitan cultures. This state of affairs plunges young people form 
previously colonized countries in a maze of cultural ambivalence; they are eager to catch up with 
the modern west and all along this desire there is a fear of cultural assimilation and cultural 
alienation. This amalgam of eagerness for, and fear of, the very same thing/object, which is in 
this case the ex-colonizer and his culture, is precisely what I describe as cultural ambivalence. In 
order to illustrate this cultural ambivalence in more concrete terms, it is extremely relevant to 
end with a significant quote from Culture and Imperialism by Edward said when he said, and 
rightly so, that “Some Arab leaders [in fact this is true about the majority of the post colonial 

subjects] who spent their lives denouncing American interest also spend considerable energies 
getting their children into American Universities and arranging for Green cards” (356).  

The next part is geared to discuss one of the most successful novels entitled - L‟Enfant 

de Sable - by Tahar Ben Jelloun‟s, a Moroccan Author writing in the French language. This is 

believed to be highly relevant to the first part of this paper  in that it serves as a concrete example 
of how native cultures -and not the former colonizer-are oftentimes  the cause of backwardness 
and trauma of formerly colonized „Other‟. More specifically, the ultimate goal of the discussion 
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bellow is to shed light on the situation of Moroccan women and the gender discrimination they 
suffer from in the name of culturally established conventions.  
 
Cultural-Autocrotocism In Tahar Ben Jelloun’s L’enfant De Sable  

When asked whether the protagonist of “La Nuit sacrée,” who is also that of “L‟Enfant de 

Sable”, is about the Trauma of the Muslim Woman in Morocco, Tahar Ben Jelloun, the Author 

of both novels, replies  
  I think what I want to show is the process of an emancipation. The 
traumatic experience that Zahra has to undergo could be that of a people 
fighting for liberation. It is a woman‟s struggle to become what she 

should have been had she not been a victim of an aggression against her 
sexuality and all her being.” (Jeune Afrique: 1988, Trans mine 44)  

Ben Jelloun‟s comment on his novel makes it possible to approach it at two discrepant, but 

intrinsically related levels. On the one hand, it traces the physical and psychological ordeal Zahra 
has to go through before she manages to achieve a sense of self-cohesion in terms of identity. On 
the other hand, this very same ordeal may legitimately be interpreted as an allegory of Morocco‟s 

cultural identity under colonial dominance. That is to say, the epistemological and physical 
violence to which Zahra is subjected can; in an extended sense, be seen as a metaphor of the 
nation‟s body under colonialism. 

Yet in the light of my discussion of Nativism above, I will confine my reading of Tahar 
Ben Jelloun‟s novel to its first level of interpretation. That is , my argument  will take it that the 
author tries to reveal how” in some respects” as Amilcar Cabral argues “ [Native] cultures are 

very much a source of obstacles and difficulties, erroneous conceptions about reality” ( cited in 

An introduction to Post –colonial theory,58) In L‟Enfant de Sable , Tahar Ben Jeloun carries out 

a kind of cultural auto-criticism. He seems especially to question the tendency to subordinate 
women and polarize masculine from feminine. He calls for the freedom of female subjects from 
the conventionally based gender polarities. 

A panoramic view of the post-colonial world reveals that opinions differ and sometimes 
are opposed to each other when it comes to determining the kind of relationship to be established 
between the West and the East. There are those who believe that the Western persistent 
hegemony is bound to devastate minority and previously dominated cultures. Others, however, 
underline the need for a critical scrutiny of the native cultures as well.  

In L‟Enfant de sable T.B. Jelloun seems to allegorize precisely this last view. His novel, 
represents a meticulously critical reading of certain negative practices that are prevalent in 
Moroccan society. A society where women are still marginalized and discriminate against in the 
name of conventionally established customs and cultural traditions. Thus, as need be stressed 
from the start, T.B. Jelloun‟s novel is not meant to undermine the values of Islamic religion; it is 

rather meant to condemn the very tendency to exploit this religion for rationalizing inacceptable 
cultural practices. 

The novel traces the development of the central character. The latter is a  baby girl named 
Ahmed/Zahra, who is made to assume a male identity. As we shall see, she represents an 
individual who falls prey to patriarchal thinking, which is prevalent in Moroccan society. At a 
profound level, T.B. Jelloun seems to suggest that the trauma of the post-colonial subjects does 
not always necessarily need to be traced back to colonialism. He reminds us trough Zahra‟s 

traumatic experience that  the physical retreat of the colonizer means virtually nothing for the 
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always subordinated female Other, not least since she is fated to live  under the pity of the 
patriarchal figures who represent another; if not worse, domestic colonizer. 

Through its female protagonist, the novel problematizes what is meant to be a woman in 
a culture where the son-preference is deeply rooted in the mind of the people. It posits, as I have 
said, an explicit criticism of patriarchy and a bitter portrayal of how women are victimized just 
because they are different in terms of gender. This victimization is particularly  through Zahra‟s 

experience, yet my focus will be put on the female character in the novel, the basic argument 
being that they are all victims of patriarchal notions hat seemed to have rooted themselves in 
such post colonial culture as the Moroccan one. 

The novel opens with an anonymous storyteller introducing Zahra‟s father. From the 

title of this chapter “Homme/ Man” and the way Haj Ahmed is described, we immediately 
understand that he is a prototype of a male despot with virtually unbounded rights over his 
family.  He is said to be obsessed with the idea of getting a baby son. For up until the beginning 
of the novel; we know that he has seven daughters with no male child. Thus, he devises a scheme 
upon a secret agreement with his pregnant wife to raise the expected baby as a male regardless of 
what its gender turns out to be. On the day of its birth, the child turns out to be a baby girl. 
However, apart from its parents and the mid-woman, who burst into “YOU YOUs!!!!” 

announcing that” it is a man, it is a man, and it is a man” (26). It has crossed nobody‟s mind that 

the new born child is a baby girl. 
A couple of days later, a circumcision ceremony is held as “conclusive” evidence with 

respect to the male gender of the child who is baptized as Ahmed. But, here again, none 
recognizes that the blood stems form the father‟s thumb and not from the child‟s non-existent 
foreskin. All the ensuing efforts in the novel are geared to illustrate how Zahra is socialized a 
male. Many episodes are devoted to enumerating how she is instructed to distinguish between 
what is female and what is male„s behavior and how she is supposed to behave according to her 

“own”  as a male “ at home as well as outside of the house” (42) 
To go back to my thematic concern, I believe that TB Jelloun is ridiculing the male 

hegemony especially through Haj Ahmad (Zahra‟s father). He shows how the latter‟s despotism 

has driven it into his mind that he can even transmute a female into a male and vice-versa. In fact 
Haj Ahmed represents one of those whom Ben Jelloun targets in the implicit satire and criticism 
that are at the heart of the novel. The remaining of this paper will attempt to show how the writer 
avails himself of the disguise or „fetish‟ technique to reflect the fragmented identity of the 

protagonist. Through the latter‟s object-like status in the family, Ben Jelloun conveys the 
ultimate message of the novel; he makes an appeal for a thoughtful and objective re-evaluation 
of what appears to be regressive cultural practices like the problem of patriarchy and the 
propensity towards female subordination. 

From the day of her birth, Zahra is subjected to a series of deprivations and 
dispossessions to such an extent that she turns out to be reduced to the level of an object or 
fetish. She is defraud of her authentic identity and made to adopt the disguise of a male: a 
completely different, if not antithetical,‟ self‟ that has virtually nothing to do with her female 
identity. This plunges her in a wed of hypocrisy and subterfuges to gratify her father‟s eagerness 

to regain his social position and secure a male heir. This father/daughter relationship sounds 
somewhat ambiguous. For me to explain away this ambiguity, I will approach Zahra‟s case from 

a Freudian perspective. Yet, before proceeding to illustrate how so, I wish to swiftly discuss and 
explain Freud‟s notion of fetishism. Fetishism for Freud refers to those cases wherein “the 

normal sexual object is replaced by another which bears some relation to it” (quoted in 
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Introduction to post-colonial Theory, 126). That is to say that the fetish functions as a mask or 
normalize sexual difference. Freud instances this notion by the example of the child when it 
fetishizes the mother‟s leg to rationalize the absence of the material penis and make up for the 

fear emanating from the potential hazard of castration. The fetish, therefore, normalizes 
difference and compensates for something that is badly needed or non-existent. 

To come back to the novel, I think the analogy suggests itself that what Zahra is for her 
father (or family) is exactly what the leg is to the child in Freud‟ theory of fetishism. Put simply, 

Zahra is fetishized to supplant the so-hoped for male heir. Thus, just as the fetish must always be 
present for sexual satisfaction, Zahra is constantly reminded that she is not a female –and that 
„being a male‟ should not cry, use “Henna” or join her mother to public bath as a grown up. Also 
, just as the fetish works in Freudian theory as an object that serves to disguise sexual difference 
by providing a substitute in the child‟s mind for the absent penis , so is the case of Zahra . She is 

fetishized to substitute in her father‟s mind for the absent male „son” in the family, make up for 

his fear to die without a male successor and above all halt the social humiliation resulting from 
the family‟s difference (desire of a male child). 

The only difference though in the above analogy is that Freud maintains that the Fetishist 
has control over the chosen objects (fetish). He seems to have presupposed that the fetish is 
always an “inanimate object which bears an assignable relation to the person whom it replaces” 

(cited in Introduction to Post-colonial Theory 126)”. In the case of L‟Enfant de Sable, Haj 

Ahmed does not fetishize an object but an individual or a human being. This explains his failure 
to sustain control over his fetish /Zahra for a long time before she emerges from an object of 
comfort, which represents the arrival of the sun and “la fin des tenebres”26, to that of a 

despotism and terror when she decides to push “la logic jusqu‟au bou” and be precisely the male 

that she is not. 
Still within a Freudian framework, and because of being socialized as a male, Zahra 

grows to breed a sense of ambivalence towards her identity. This ambivalence results especially 
from her full awareness of what her adopted self represents of threat and attraction; a male mask 
constitutes a threat since it amounts to denying her authentic feminine self which already starts to 
prevail when she notices her growing breasts and menstruation. Yet, on the other side of the 
binary, this male mask holds an attraction since it allows her to enjoy the privileges “that I would 
never have known” had she allowed the woman in her to surface.  

Thus, in this sense, Zahra„s choice is not so much of an identity as of what that identity 

holds in store for her “I have done a lot of reading and I have opted for happiness” (51). Her 

motto at this stage is that a masked identity with dignity is far better that a true self in slavery and 
humiliation. This suggests that, given her conscious choice and complete awareness of what she 
is doing, Zahra does not deny her femininity. What she rejects is rather the disgrace and indignity 
that femininity is liable to bring about in her culture. To explain this seeming paradox offers the 
opportune moment to go back to the umbrella theme of the novel. 

Given that Zahra‟s denial of her female identity is only momentary, it can therefore be 
interpreted as a pause that has allowed her to question the kind of life her mother and sisters 
seem to be contented with. By virtue of her temporary alienation from her true self, Zahra climbs 
to the vantage from which she looks back and grows cognizant of the object like status to which 
female subjects are reduced in her society. Hence, her firm resolution not to trace her steps back 
to the same level:  “I could not have lived or accepted what my sisters, just like the rest of the 
other girls in this country, endure” (53) 
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By assigning to his female protagonist a masculine role, and given her successful attempt 
in assuming that role, TB Jelloun posits a bitter irony revealing that the whole myth of 
masculinity is but a cultural construct that is essentially man-made. He implicitly suggests that 
the tendency to binarize individuals according to their gender is a social construct that is based 
upon groundless assumptions of gender superiority and male hegemonic tendencies. This fact is 
made all the more explicit through Zahra‟s tyranny over the family even before the death of her 

father. It seems to have gone out of the latter‟s mind that Zahra is a female.  He becomes 

somewhat submissive and obedient “if that pleases you Ahmed!” “as you like Ahmed.”  Thus 
Zahra‟s experience as  a male subject  reveals that gender discrimination emanate particularly 
from  those conventionally established conceptions of male and female identities. Zahra herself 
comes to this conclusion from an early age when the narrator observes that “she is a nervous and 

intelligent child who has swiftly learned that this society has more preference to men than to 
women” (42), hence her decisive resolution to be precisely the male that she is not.  

By adopting a male identity and suppressing her true self, Zahra experiences a sense of 
double identity which culminates in her rebirth as a free individual with a free will. As 
mentioned earlier on, she is brought to think exclusively in terms of male subjects; she is 
baptized as Ahmed/Zahra, a name which already reflects a sense of duality as it is composed of 
two proper names (Ahmed and Zahra). As time elapses, she grows into an adolescent, but her 
parents are quick to mask her feminine traits, she says “the cloth bandage around my chest 
always squeezes me” (17) which is quit normal since the apparition of her feminine traits will 

definitely menace the disguise. The latter, however, is already threatened when she has her 
menstruation. She realizes that the growing breasts and the ensuing blood are all symptomatic of 
the latent rebellion of „Zahra‟ the true self against „Ahmed‟ the Mask or in her own words “the 

resistance of the body to the name” (46) which are in the long run that of reality against 

appearance.  
Still under the trauma of dualities, Zahra says “I am the architect and the building” (46). 

This implies that while her outward appearance reveals a male identity, the feminine self which 
is the essence of her being remains repressed. This plunges her in hypocrisy of constant role 
playing: she displays a despotic attitude towards her sisters and mother and once she retreats to 
her bedroom, she becomes her true self contemplating her genital organs and feminine traits. 
This long introversion brings her to realize that she cannot go on putting a male mask “I have 

live in the illusion of another body, dressed in someone else‟s clothes and feelings. I have been 

cheating almost everybody until I eventually realized that I was only cheating myself” (169). 

This painful experience of dual identity will bring about her revolt and contentment with her 
femininity as a subject in difference but not a subject as an object other. 

Zarhra‟s revolt against her appearance constitutes defiance against her father‟s patriarchy 

and against the whole society‟s biased notions regarding female subjects. “If I were a man” 

Zahra says “I would say that I am Ibnou Batouta, but I am only a woman” (164). By comparing 

herself to Ibnou Batouta who is a famous Moroccan traveler, Zahra makes it explicit that she is 
aware of her constant oscillation between two discrepant identities. Thus, her final choice to be 
her true self epitomizes her rebirth. It is a birth at the age of 25 years old without parents “but” 

Zahra asserts “ with a first name of a woman, getting rid of all the lies”(153). This firm 

resolution to assert her femininity by giving up the name of Zahra and the practice of 
transvestism is, in fact , Ben Jelloun‟s challenge to male domination and at a profound level, to 

conventionally hierarchical order in which women are “Othered and objectified “. 
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The protagonist of the novel apart, it appears that the other female characters are highly 
symbolic of the subordinate position of women in Moroccan society. Before Zahra‟s birth, the 

narrator enumerates how her sisters and mother are looked at and treated by their father. The 
birth of each and every one of them constituted for him more of an occasion to mourn than to 
rejoice. They are ascribed no identity since he takes no trouble to name them. His profound 
indifference towards his daughters is all the more made explicit by the story teller in the novel 
when he points out that the father keeps doing his best “to  forget them, to get rid of them away 

from his life”(17).  Besides, throughout the novel, these seven daughters are either addressed or 
talked about but never given a chance to speak for themselves. In no single instance can we find 
them mentioned individually. They are represented as one entity which stands for a curse and 
humiliation in the eye of their patriarchal father. 

It is particularly in this respect tat I deem Zahra‟s case highly ironical. We can not help 

but notice that her father‟s attempt to socialize her as a male is a blessing in disguise. For this 

occurrence is precisely what will contribute to her awakening to the subordinate position women 
occupy in her society. All along her disguise as a male subject, Zahra manages to contemplate 
the status of her submissive mother and obedient sisters. This will culminate in her decision to 
regain her individuality. She will not only reject the adopted male mask but also refuse to be 
reduced to the inferior status of her mother and sisters. She rightly observes that “if the women 

are looked at as being inferior to men in our culture, it is not because god wanted that or the 
prophets decided so but simply because they accepted their status” (66)  

One feels at this point that it is no longer Zahra who is speaking but Tahar Ben Jelloun, 
the author himself. And this may be another reminder to explain away our doubt about the 
author‟s standpoint vis-à-vis religion. As mentioned before, nobody should be under the illusion 
that the novel undertakes a project to undermine our Islamic values or beliefs. Rather, what is 
questioned and contested in the novel is the very tendency to sustain male hegemony and 
superstitious practices in the name of Islam. From Zahra‟s observations, we can deduce that the 

Author makes sure to discriminate between what is cultural and what is Islamic. In La Nuit 
Sacrée , which depicts Zahra as a full fledged female subject enjoying freedom and recounting 
her own story, one can spot Ben Jelloun speaking, here again through one of his characters when 
the  councilor says “ I love the Koran like an amazing poem…I hate those who exploit it to 
restrict the freedom of thought.”(55)   Thus the problem, Ben Jelloun seems to suggest, does not 

reside in Islam as a religion but when the latter is used as a means for exploitation and an excuse 
to normalize subordination and maintain dominance. 

Tracing the image of „the mother‟, Fatima Lasses, in the novel will make it all the more 

explicit how the female subjects are victimized by male dominance. Like her daughters, Zahra‟s 

mother epitomizes the submissive mother-figure who is another prey to her husband‟s tyranny 

over the whole family (society). Being held the sole responsible for giving birth only to baby 
girls, she finds herself forced to go into starving diets and drink all sorts of bitter and suffocating 
remedies. When all these fail, others experiments are devised. Yet the most dramatic of them all 
is when she is flogged to use the hand of a corps to eat couscous and then let it caress her naked 
belly. Instead of helping the poor Fatima give birth to a male baby, these superstitious practices 
generally culminate in her loss of consciousness. By enumerating these details about Zahra‟s 

mother, Ben Jelloun foregrounds another category of suffering females.    
Similarly, as a „wife‟, Fatima is not allowed to have any say as regards her daughters' 

personal or family life. Her presence in the family is strictly confined to pleasing her husband 
and propagating the race. In fact, she symbolizes the conventional mother prototype and the 
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overwhelmingly submissive female figure that Zahra herself would have become had she not 
been awakened by her father.  That said about Zahra‟s mother, the whole picture Ben Jelloun 

tried to sketch about the image of women in Moroccan culture becomes thus complete, his final 
message conveyed and his auto-criticism of the native culture well carried out. 

 
Conclusion  

     Cultural identity is bound to remain an issue of great significance in the post-colonial 
writing against domination and cultural hegemony. It is also most likely to remain a source of 
contention and controversy among post-colonial critics and intellectuals. However, as need be 
stressed again, a double task is required; post colonial discursive practices against 
subordination should in no way adopt colonialist or nativist beliefs. They should remain 
vigilantly critical of both the legacy of colonialism and the propensity towards nationalist or 
nativist cultural identities. In L‟Enfant de Sable, I hope to have been clear how the author 

problematizes the notion of patriarchy and the tendency towards female subordination as an 
example of how the trauma of the post-colonial subject need not always be blamed on 
colonialism. Generally my concern has been to illustrate how native cultures, too, have their 
pitfalls and they accordingly require critical scrutiny and reconsideration. 
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Abstract  
The interest of American cinema  in Morocco was established during the nineteenth and twentieth 
century, when North Africa became a central concern of  the West in general. At this time many 
westerners travelled to the region as part of colonialist agendas. Like the Middle East and Asia, North 
Africa became a fertile ground for western fantasies. The shift from textual to visual narratives did little to 
change the imperialistic fake view towards the Orient. One of the most influential visual arts which took 
the East in general and Morocco in particular, as a subject of interest was cinema, particularly Hollywood 
cinema. This study seeks accordingly to disclose a number of stereotypical images that are fashioned in 
David Butler‟s (1942) Road to Morocco as one of the most influential visual landmarks of early film. The 
interest of the present article is to deconstruct gender complexities as expressed in Butler‟s movie as one 

of Hollywood‟s most classical productions. The objective is to show how gender relations are 

problematized in the film between the Orient and the Occident. Intercultural bias, involving the Western 
male vis-à-vis  the Oriental female, is put to strong questions to reconsider the Western ideology  on how 
gender regulations are screened. By closely reading various scenes from Butler‟s movie, this article 

intends to show how the Western power of stereotyping is shifted from a state of vantage position and 
refocused in terms of Western authority. The camera in the movie is, in ample situations, inverted and 
subverted by placing the White Orientalist supremacy in a state of anxiety and ambivalence.  
Keywords:  Moroccan woman, gender relations, sensuality, Road to Morocco, early film  
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Introduction 
The link between cinema and gender predicament continues to enjoy ample consideration in 

cinematic literature. It seems that the means of connection between the notions of gender, sex, sexuality, 
and patriarchy as a hierarchical social system, is a viable scope of study, given the complex social and 
cultural realities of different ethnicities. Throughout visual art, mainly cinema, the Orient has unfailingly 
constituted a freshly adequate space for Western ideology.  Sensuality-related themes have turned into 
necessary ingredients for Orientalists and colonialists to demystify some of the Orient‟s complexities. In 
its turn, Hollywood cinema had its own vision vis-à-vis this issue. This study seeks to unveil some of the 
gender intricacies as those expressed in David Butler‟s (1942) Road to Morocco. Looking into interracial 
relations in Butler‟s movie, I shall examine how the negotiation of gender and sexuality is visualized in 
one of Hollywood‟s masterpieces of the first half of the twentieth century. Intercultural bias, involving the 

Western male vis-à-vis the Oriental female, is put to strong questions to reconsider how the interplay of 
Western ideology and gender regulations is screened. The article is thematically organized in terms of 
sections. The first section delineates the theoretical scope of the study depicting the visual dynamics of 
cinema in relation to distinct ethnicities and cultures. This article inspires its theoretical insights from 
postcolonial writing of Edward Said (1978), Gayatri Spivak (1993) and Reina Lewis (2004), as well as 
from prominent film scholars like Ella Shohat (1990, 2006) and Jack Shaheen (2001). The second section 
sheds light on how the Moroccan harem is portrayed in Butler‟s movie from the perspective of filmic 

representations. The analysis places focus on the two Western males, who have developed such a 
haunting obsession with the Oriental boudoirs, with eager for the native female princess. This „White‟ 

male/native female encounter soon inspires “signs of spectacular resistance” (Bekkaoui, 1998)
i, whereby 

the supposedly superior authority of the „White‟ men collapses. The point is to detect a few sites/scenes in 
which the native females are able to adopt the position of authority and power. The fourth section 
analyses incredible sequences that display a subversion of Western authority by inverting the fantasy of 
rescue. That is, the native female proves able to adopt the status of a „savior,‟ and thus refutes the 
Orientalist topos that has regularly ascribed roles of heroism to Western characters. The article ends with 
a general conclusion.      

 
The visual politics of an ethno-racial view 

For Ella Shohat (1990), “gender and sexuality are significant in colonial discourse” (p. 40)
ii Given 

such a claim, Hollywood would have never been more prolific and persuasive without relying on and 
resorting to the significance of such appealing issues as sex and sexuality. These markers have been an 
effective inspiration for Western fantasy and alluring sagas that better titillated the viewing audience‟s 

excitement. From time immemorial, according to Shohat (1990), the mystique of the Orient has, to a great 
deal, been a fascination for Western cinema. Ever since the emergence of motion picture, Oriental 
characters, or rather subjects, have undergone processes of sexualization and eroticization, which the 
camera employs as persuasive techniques to dramatize the gender issue and satiate the Western thirst for a 
sexually lascivious „Other‟. The deployment of gender problem is indeed a lame pretence for visual 

mechanics of representation. Shohat (1990) contends that “Hollywood‟s Orient became in some ways a 
pretext for eroticized images, especially from the 1930s through the mid of 1950s” (p. 41) 

Why was the Orient a target for American cinema? The gender constituent, including sex and 
sexuality, outlines a remarkably specific historical context in Hollywood cinema in its relation with the 
Orient. To put it differently, when sex and nudity were ostensibly restricted issues in the West, especially 
with the Production Code of censorship, the Orient provided a recourse with full freedom to tackle the 
problem of the taboo in terms of visual vulgarism. The Orient was imagined and believed to be an 
appropriate site of profanity and corruption with free access to practices of raping and illicit sex. That was 
so because in the West, “[m]iscegenation, nudity, sexually suggestive dances or costumes, „excessive and 

lustful kissing‟ were prohibited. Illicit sex, seduction, or rape could only be suggested, and then only if 

absolutely essential to the plot and if severely punished at the end” (Shohat, 1990, p. 41). 
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Being regulated in visual productions in the West during the first half of the twentieth century, 
these sensual practices, as being all incorporated within the gender scope, were to be governed through a 
decent conduct; the transformation of gender kinetics was allowed only when space was altered. Thus, 
what was restricted, or viewed as morally offensive, in the USA was considered as fair in the Orient. The 
history of American cinema in the 1930s and 1940s was labeled as a „Blue Period,‟ referring to films with 
sex and sexuality content. The prevalence of a genre of films that was believed to transgress ethics and 
morals called for the urgent need for censorship. This was an outcome of a pledge that issued from 
religious institutions in America. Accordingly, several archbishops in the United States passed on a 
solemn request to the audience to join the „Legion of Decency‟ (Doherty, 1999, p. 321) as a code of 
morality. Some of them, with radical views, encouraged even a boycott of going to movie theaters.. 
Likewise, political institutions came into the company of the church on the censorship stratagem, 
compelling American cinema to morality rules. Thomas Doherty (1999) reported the recitals that 
governed Hollywood cinema during the „Blue Period.‟ He exposed us to the religious statements that 
exhorted the patrolling of American movies of that time. An illustrative affirmation of the discourse at 
issue appears on the first page of his book: 

I wish to join the Legion of Decency, which condemns vile and wholesome moving 
pictures. I unite with all who protest against them as a grave menace to youth, to home 
life, to country, and to religion. I condemn absolutely those salacious motion pictures 
which, with other degrading agencies, are corrupting public morals and prompting a sex 
mania in our land (p. 321).       

This episcopal covenant sounds to hold and call for principles of idealism for American society with the 
aim of living in a pure state of decency, but the statement in essence focuses solely on the lustful and 
salacious side of corruption, as if sex and sexuality were the only defects to moral perversion. Still, 
underscoring the banning of such issues entails an intense impact on the film narrative compared with the 
other assortment of vices such as crimes, office corruption, violence, out-of-wedlock births, racial 
discrimination, etc. 

In the midst of this peculiar combination of historical incidents, the inter-war period, the U.S. 
depression, the beginning of sound in motion picture, the Golden age and the Blue Period, the Orient 
presented an alibi for Hollywood filmmakers. In her article “Gender in Hollywood‟s Orient,” Shohat 

(1990) displayed how filmmakers and, by extension, artists found an exculpatory haven in the other side 
of the world. Most Hollywood visual productions shot about, if not in, the Orient, contain scenes of nude 
bodies and playacts of belly dancing. Hence, perfect implementations of processes of eroticization was 
copiously present in Hollywood films at the expense of Oriental female characters who were viewed as 
enthralling embellishments for the movie plot. In other words, As Edward Said (1978) put it, “the relation 

between the Middle East and the West is really defined as sexual” (p. 309).  Hollywood seemed to have 

paid hardly any heed to the production of serious movies on American-Maghreb encounters without 
resorting to erotic drama. „Sexually defined‟ or eroticism-bound Orient is an argument many theorists 
brought to the surface. Beside Said, other postcolonial scholars such as Woll and Miller (1987) also 
believe that “the movie Arabs, and the television Arabs, have appeared as lustful, criminal, and erotic 

villains or foils to Western heroes and heroines” (p. 179). Such inflicting terms as „erotic‟, „lustful,  like 
Said‟s „oversexed degenerate‟ (p. 287), are indeed visually more satisfactorily attached to native females 
of distinct ethnicities. As it is mentioned before in this article, even notions of „heat‟ and „desire‟ might be 

said to be issuing from the articulation of gender, and native women in Hollywood movies hypnotically 
fill in the screen as a perfect gleaming site for these themes. On the whole, all that was taboo in the West 
was legitimate, or rather legitimized, in the Orient. Butler‟s Road to Morocco is one of the best instances 
whereby the negotiation of gender and sexuality problems is operated.  
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The road to the harem  
Obviously, Road to Morocco paved the American way towards Moroccan and, by extension, 

Oriental harems. A main feature of „road to‟ movies stresses the American masculinist vision towards a 
„feminized‟ Orient; this characteristic finds a good expression in the movie under analysis taking two 

American males Turkey Jackson (Bob Hope) and Jeff Peters (Bing Crosby) in a mission of discovery and 
exploration of Morocco‟s interiors. From the very outset, on stretched sands of the desert, Turkey and Jeff 
are depicted on the back of a haphazardly found camel heading towards a Moroccan village that is painted 
on the top of the dunes. Leaving the sea behind, the desert fills the screen and the two Americans 
managed to get this angulate mammal of arid places (they thought it was a kangaroo). Indeed, as long as it 
is the Orient, camels, sands, turbans, and women are effortlessly available and accessible everywhere. 
Said‟s (1978) existing “motif of the Orient as an insinuating danger” (p. 57) is so much articulated by the 

two protagonists‟ opening song: 
 

We‟re off on the road to Morocco 
Look out clear the way  
„cause here we come 
the men eat fire, sleep on nails  
and saw their wives in half 
For any villains we may meet…

iii 
 

On hearing such lyrics, the expectations of the Western audience are heightened because a daunting 
„Otherized‟ culture impends as a desirable locus in the narrative. Aesthetically however, the mise-en-
scene, which is set for the song, is embellished with a sense of humour depicting the protagonists as 
fearless jokers. Donald McCaffrey (2005) elaborates on the filmic aspect of the joke articulated by Jeff 
and Turkey: “mugging toward the audience by looking into the camera lens, sensational, facing-the-
camera-head-on, [they] delivered jokes” (p. 119). Soon the wide-angle frame of the desert would fade into 
a small jumbled village where native women gain some room of display. From an opened space as 
threatening as the desert, the camera takes us inside a luxurious Oriental palace which is populated with 
an infinite number of eunuchs,  female slaves, and princess Shalmar (Dorothy Lamour). The palace in the 
middle of the desert is aromatic of the myths traditionally developed in Orientalist travel writings and 
fiction. The scene is viewed as a “throwback to the colonial narratives of Kipling and Conrad as filtered 

through jingoistic American eyes” (Cohan and Hark, 1997, pp. 113-142). 
Even if the harem is, in the words of Leslie Pierce, “a sanctuary or a sacred precinct,” (1993, p. 5) 

its privacy is broken by the arrival of the two Western men. It is true that the harem denotes and connotes 
the mystery of an institution that holds much privacy and vulnerability in Oriental culture. It is, Pierce 
(1993) defines, “a space to which general access is forbidden or controlled and in which the presence of 
certain individuals or certain modes of behavior are forbidden” (p. 5). Notwithstanding, nothing and 

nowhere is forbidden and controlled at the presence of Western subjects. For Turkey and Jeff, the 
palace/harem is to be penetrated for it is part of their mission in Morocco. The essence of this visual 
narrative is to romanticize and dramatize the relations and interactions between the Moroccan and 
Western subjects inside the palace. Shohat (1997) reminds us that “[T]he Western obsession with the 

harem, for example, was not only crucial for Hollywood‟s visualization of the Orient, it also authorized a 
proliferation of sexual images projected unto an „Otherized‟ elsewhere” (p. 47). The Moroccan harem 

serves as a site that hosts an assortment of male/female ethno-sexual relations, and manifests the Western 
ideological and Western myths about native women. In fact, Jeff and Turkey hold and embody various 
Eurocentric views of the Oriental harem. Because it is for them a “male dominated space” and a sign of 
“Oriental despotism,” it is imperative that the Western males intervene. The Western conception and 

perception of the harem gives vent to Westerners, both characters and spectators, to become fascinatingly 
haunted by its fantasies and complexities.  
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Particularly, the enthrallment of the harem is governed by the fantasies of sex and sexuality in a 
feminized Orient that is also viewed as “a site of Muslim promiscuity” (Peirce, 1993, p. 7). In Road to 
Morocco, such fantasies are plainly satisfied. Without any delay, the camera jumps to display a 
panoramically sensual view of Turkey beside the princess in her extravagant boudoir at the palace gazing 
in clover at a spectacular dance performance of females in translucent attires (figure 1). iv This is one of 
the most revealing visual manifestations of filmic Orientalism. Not only does it distort the venerated 
essence of the harem in the Orient, but it also blatantly allows for a fixity and perpetuation of “the sexual 

order of colonial discourse” (Shohat, 1990, p. 42).  

 

 

    Figure 1: Road to Morocco (1942)- Turkey in princess Shalmar’s Boudoir (harem) 
The nonappearance of native males inside the harem except for eunuchs affirms and confirms the 

hierarchical considerations of gender enhanced by the filmmaker. To fulfill one of the Orientalist axioms 
of sexual discourse, the scene allows for a peculiar co-existence of White males and native females. 
Shohat (2006) insightfully explains that the legitimacy of such an act in Hollywood‟s poetics of 

visualization is justified by ethnocentric views of „heat‟ and „desire.‟ That is, in Shohat‟s „hot/frigid‟ 

dichotomy, the sexual interaction between White men and Oriental/Arab women “cannot involve rape” 
(p. 42) because the female natives are supposed to be in raging heat and desire for their White masters” 

(p. 42). Accordingly, the native princess is not only safe, but also enjoying the presence of the White man 
in the middle of her harem. The blazing sexual desire for „White masters‟ is even exacerbated at the 
arrival of Jeff at the palace. The native princess is depicted as a lascivious and promiscuous wanton who 
wants both of the men. Through a crystal clear close-up (figure 2),v the camera relishes the very sensual 
moments in pleasurable delight away from the Hays Office Code of the 1920s. Scenes of “excessive and 

lustful kissing” (Shohat, 2006, p. 47) fill in the screen, and what was prohibited in the West turned out to 
be permitted in the Orient. Such scenes of complete lasciviousness are aromatic of Sternberg‟s Morocco 
(1930) as well, whereby the legionnaires are pictured to freely enjoy kissing and hugging moments with 
the native females.vi   
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         Figure 2: Road to Morocco (1942)- Princess Shalmar between Jeff and Turkey  
The Moroccan harem is imagined as a space for sexual adventures and a site for illegal courting 

encounters. The native princess, the emblem of a higher social status, reciprocates to White desires and 
obsessions. The “two sex maniacs,”

vii to borrow Phyllis Diller‟s expression, see in the Orient a school of 
sex and sexuality. While reading an archaic voluminous book on „how to make sex,‟ Turkey confesses: 

„The first time I ever saw steam heat in print.‟
viii In fact, the White male‟s (over)desire turns against the 

Orientalist ideology that places the natives/Arabs/blacks at the climax of lustfulness. Even if “the movie 
Arabs and the television Arabs have appeared as lustful, criminal, and erotic villains or foils to Western 
heroes and heroines” (Woll and Miller, 1987, p. 179), the two Americans in Road to Morocco reverse this 
aphoristic myth by personifying the active agents of eroticism and lecherousness. Princess Shalmar 
orchestrates the plot and frustrates the ethnocentric privilege of „rationality‟; the two ridiculed Americans 
have become “oversexed degenerate” (Said, 1978, p. 287) themselves, quarrelling over the native woman. 

In this regard, even the dichotomous status of frigid/hot is put into question for the White males‟ 

seemingly „rational‟ civility has demeaned to „instinctual‟ sexuality.  

Native females ridicule ‘White’ males 
After this uncontrollable obsession with the princess and maidens of the harem, the two American 

protagonists have become completely vulnerable, accepting orders from the princess: “No more talk, go 

to your room and prepare for the wedding,”
ix so Shalmar instructs Turkey, who submissively responds to 

her commands especially after he notices two huge black eunuchs by his sides. The Western man, whose 
authority and superiority deteriorate, is transformed into a docile being that is frustrated by a retrieved 
native, both female and male, agency. This sequence would definitely remind viewers of early Hollywood 
canon of Sternberg‟s Morocco once again, when one of the native prostitutes explores the weakness of 
legionnaire Tom Brown (Gary Cooper).x  

The Western lavish quest for the harem continues to enjoy prevalence in the movie narrative by 
converting Morocco into a fairyland of beautiful women. This purports an image that constitutes an 
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inextricable pattern of Orientalist discourse: interracial encounters. In Sternberg‟s Morocco and 
Humberstone‟s The Desert Song (1953 version), for instance, the Western female protagonists (Amy Jolly 
and Margot Birabeau respectively) govern, to a large measure, the film plot. However, the absence of 
Western females is a remarkable formula in Road to Morocco, and such absence opens the floor for more 
active display of native females. Hence, the theme of interracial encounters is invited to occupy the 
essence of the story. The character of the princess is frequently present and voiced, she manages to be 
almost on equal footing of narrativity with the Western male heroes. This subverts the claim that, in road 
movies, “the actresses […] remain bound up in their limitations of a male-oriented and dominated 
fantasy” (Cohan and Hark, 1997, p. 62). In Butler‟s movie, the native princess and Mihirmah, (Dona 
Drake), the maid, relay a considerable portion of aura in the film, they indeed “play integral halves of the 

heterosexual, antiheroic [male] couple” (p. 62). These facts are explicitly instantiated in the film given the 

aim of the Western males. Throughout their journey, they long for the princess, they are in continuous 
argument about prioritizing the right of wedlock with her. This constant sensuality, visualized for the 
audience in terms of kissing, embracing, and intending to marry native women, translates and validates a 
legitimate interracial, inter-sensual, and inter-romantic encounter in movies that barely acknowledge such 
patterns; Jack Shaheen explains that “[a] few films allow Arab maidens to embrace Western males […] 

only after the women ridicule and reject Arab suitors, does the scenario allow them to fall into the arms of 
Western protagonists” (Shaheen, 2001, p. 23). 

Road to Morocco, accordingly, is one of these few exceptions wherein interracial romance is 
made possible and plausible. Nevertheless, the narrative would never be perfected and idealized without 
the incorporation of native „villains‟ and „savages.‟ The “Arab suitor,” (Shaheen, 2001, p. 23), in this 

regard, is Mullay Kassim (Anthony Quinn). He plays the role of the sheik of Karameesh. He is visualized 
as a „despotic‟ chieftain whose „cruelty,‟ „barbarity,‟ and „ruffianism‟ is made explicit at the very 

inception of the film by rioting the tribe with rash gunfire. Obviously, as the inevitable tradition of 
Orientalist ideology goes, the representations of the „Self‟ and „Other‟ are negotiated against the foil of 
Mullay Kassim. Throughout the plot, the intermittent appearance of the native leader and his men is 
almost always accompanied with chaos and disorder. The camera depicts men in the tribe of Karamesh as 
desultory traders holding knives and swords, and ready to shed blood. What visually lacks is the scene 
with such exaggerated clichés as “eating fire and sleeping on nails.”  

In contrast, the Western males are portrayed as decent and elegant conversers who are cannily 
able to fend for themselves in „a strange country.‟ By personifying „barbarity‟ and „tyranny,‟ Mullay 

Kassim‟s utility in the plot justifies the „rescue fantasy‟ paradigm, opined by Shohat, and which Gayatri 
Spivak explains otherwise pithily as “white men saving brown women from brown men” (Spivak, 1993, 

p. 93). Spivak‟s words refer and are applicable to those rescue negotiations that occur between the 

„imperial subjects and subjects of imperialism.‟ The two American actors, accordingly, assume 

protagonistic roles of protecting and liberating Princess Shalmar and maid Mihirmah from the „barbarous‟ 
Mullay Kassim and his followers. In doing so, rescuing becomes a channel through which the cinematic 
representation plants the ideology of the Western male‟s dominance, and therefore, the native woman‟s 

unconcealed disownment of her male compatriot. Enlightening our vision on the ploy of „rescue,‟ Shohat 
(1990) elaborates: 

The rescue fantasy, when literalized through rescuing a woman from a lascivious Arab, 
has to be seen not only as an allegory of saving the Orient from its own libidinal, 
instinctual destructiveness, but also as a didactic allegory addressed to women at home, 
insinuating the dangerous nature of the uncivilized Arab man and by implication exalting 
the freedom Western women presumably enjoy (p. 42). 

Road to Morocco, accordingly, presents native males as a sign of „insinuating danger‟ and a symbol of 

„instinctual destructiveness,‟ but these injurious attributes also unexpectedly apply to the two Western 

men that happen to be driven by their instinct in a haunting manner. Besides, the freedom enjoyed by 
native females inside and outside the palace subverts the call for such an urgent rescue on the part of the 
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West. Simply, such “objectification of nonwhite women as things to be salvaged and saved from barbaric 
men of color” (Hughey, 2012, p. 39), is instead usefully planted as a recurrent trope in visual narratives of 
jaunt for entertainment purposes. On that account, the nature of representations portraying the native men 
manufactures a hostile audience in the West. This audience is susceptible to develop feelings of wrath and 
clash towards Moroccan men, viewed and, consequently, thought of as „villains and buffoons.‟ The 
„rescue fantasy‟ feignedly rationalizes the American obsession with the Moroccan harem foregrounding 
also a male/male dichotomous clash. The formula of Western „Saviour‟ versus Oriental sheik poses 

masculinist/gender interactions into strong questions.  
 On the other hand, through such well-designed, yet fake, pretenses as „rescue fantasy,‟ the native 
women are visualized to embody themes of unfaithfulness and adultery. One of the numerous scenes that 
thematically manifest the princess as an unfaithful figure occurs at the arrival of Jeff at the palace. When 
he discovers the potential wedding between Shalmar and his friend Turkey, he transforms himself into an 
adversary trying to win her heart by hook or by crook. Despite their ridiculed characterization, Jeff is still 
painted in the film as a romantic figure that is able to persuade the princess to get rid of his friend Turkey. 
Through a romantic serenade „Moonlight Becomes You,‟

xi his role brings about a significant shift in the 
narrative elevating the film from a trivial comedy to an ideal musical wherein Jeff and Shalmar constitute 
a perfect couple. This image is admittedly contradictory to Shohat‟s claim that “the trajectory of 

constituting the couple in the musical comedy, for example, could not allow for a racially „subaltern‟ 

protagonist” (Shohat, 1997, p. 45). In fact, the poetics of casting have resolved such a problem by 
resorting to a transformation of characters. That is, Western females and males are „nativized‟ to play 

pivotal native roles.       
The native female is pictured as a „lustful‟ woman who whimsically drops Turkey and adopts 

Jeff. Turkey is not disturbed by her disownment, however, for the Moroccan harem is replete with 
maidens who are freely available at his command: “I got a girl [Mihirmah], I got her at the harem, right 

off the assembly line,” so Turkey ironically boasts. Mihirmah is thus an alternative he picked out from an 
imaginary „assembly line‟ of wenches, she herself yearns for Turkey and waits for a suitable chance to 

express her blazing desire and love for him. From a Western perspective, waiting for a chance to be 
emancipated from the grip of the harem, and striving to escape such tyrannical space with anomalous 
sexuality, has been an ultimate dream of Mihirmah. Reina Lewis contends that “the harem woman 
trapped in a polygamous sexual prison was a titillating but pitiful emblem of the aberrant sexuality and 
despotic power that characterized all that is wrong with the non-Christian Orient” (Lewis, 2004, p. 14). 

Visually, the space of the palace in Road to Morocco does not actually impart an image of disorder and 
despotism, nor is it pictured as a „polygamous sexual prison;‟ the space is instead populated with native 

maidens and eunuchs, who are, according to Orientalist imaginary of „castration,‟
xii conceived of as 

deprived of power and virility, and thus of masculinity. Be that as it may, a Western intrusion must occur. 
Be it a ploy or not, a rescuing mission must embellish and savor the plot for a luxuriated suspense and for 
a better consumption on the part of Western spectatorship.  
Shifting the ‘rescue fantasy’   
 

Where there is unfaithfulness, there is also complicity. Both the native female „protagonists‟ are 

made guilty of conspiracy against their male compatriots, mainly Mullay Kassim. When the sheik 
discovers Shalmar‟s and Mihirmah‟s affair with the Western men, he decides to kidnap the two women to 
the desert for an immediate wedding ceremony between him and Shalmar. This is an act to remind the 
viewer of old captivity narratives that have been communicated through travel writings and other visual 
fiction. In our context, Mullay Kassim captures everybody: Western men and native females, and heads 
towards his tents in the middle of an „insinuating‟ desert, leaving the palace behind. The sheik is 
exclusively associated with abundant violence. Ali Bouânani (1997) corroborates: “Mullay Kassim‟s 

impulsive violence serves two purposes: that of opposition, creating the dichotomy of the civilized versus 
the uncivilized, and that of propaganda, keeping the image of the violent moor alive” (p. 245). The 
bipolarity of „civilized‟ and „uncivilized‟ in this regard is transfused on the screen in terms of motifs of 
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peace/violence, sea/desert, romantic dialogue/aggressive actions. All of which are carried out to keep 
Moroccan space and subjects „Orientalized.‟ The „violent Moor‟ in the persona of Mullay Kassim invokes 
stories and series of historic captivity. When he arrives at the palace to stop the two Americans from 
leaving with Shalmar, Turkey informs Jeff: “Here comes murder incorporated,” and later Turkey 

remorsefully utters: “we‟re carried off by a sheik, now we‟re gonna have our heads chopped off,” which 
explicitly declares a representation of the tribe men going beyond the simple guilt of capture to „murder‟ 

and “bloodthirsty dishonesty,” (Said, 1978, p. 287). In contrast, Jeff and Turkey embody triumphant epics 

of rescue and emancipation, “That joint must be their hideout, we must save the girls,” so Jeff says, 

reversing the image that the Arabs are the ones who are breaking the laws in their own countries, and thus 
resort to their „hideouts.‟ Accordingly, it is obvious that the movie transforms the two American gagsters 

into heroes who managed, through Western tricks and native females‟ complicity, to embarrassingly 

defeat a whole tribe of a chieftain, swordsmen, horses, and guns. Simply and satirically, “the entertainers 
humiliate Arabs” (Shaheen, 2001, p. 398). While jokes and entertainment are used as a tool to reverse 

colonial discourse and regain a voice of resistance, Western subjects adopt them here instead to triumph 
over the natives and subdue them to mockery and derision. The particular focus on this „ridicule‟ occurs 
towards the end of the movie when Jeff and Turkey manage to stir a funny „melee‟ in the tent between 

Arabs themselves. To achieve this objective, Jeff and Turkey resort to the policy of „divide and conquer‟ 

or „brother against brother,‟ as they themselves reveal, which is a standard principle of colonial discourse 

utilized in colonies to appease the rage of resistance. Such „ridiculing‟ acts constitute perfect scenes 
wherein the „Other‟ turns out to be not the Western/American, but the Moroccan „Self‟ itself, a risible 

fight of “white-robed Arabs” against “black-robed Arabs” (Shaheen, 2001, p. 398). Butler‟s film 
perpetuates the need for a Western invasion for the lame pretense that Arab tribes are always in conflict. 
Consider this dialogue between the two Westerners and a prison guard when Neb-Jolla and his men arrive 
for the wedding: 

 
Jeff:   Who‟s that? Who are they?  
Guard: [in a gruff voice], That‟s the great Sheik, Neb-Jolla and his men. 

  Jeff:  Friend of Kassim‟s? 
Guard: No, the enemy of Kassim! For ten years they have been at war; but 

Kassim has invited him as a token of peace. But I do not trust 
either one of them. [Italics mine]  

 
The incorporation of two sheiks in the narrative consolidates the Orientalist stereotype of an everlasting 
tribal clash in Oriental societies. Besides, the appearance of Neb-Jolla is to generalize the axiom that all 
Oriental sheiks are the same, and hold much the same vices of despotism, lasciviousness and lechery. 
“You are fortunate indeed to win the love of so beautiful a princess,” so Neb-Jolla congratulates Mullay 
Kassim, who replies: “she cannot wait for my kisses upon her lips.” Soon the princess, assimilating the 
Western role of provoking and re-starting war between the two tribes again, advises Neb-Jolla not to trust 
Mullay Kassim.  

On the other hand, while the role of the guard requires distance from the detainees, he instead 
divulges secrets related to the sheiks, which is meant to imply a sense of complicity on the part of the 
natives, and thus, a drift of destructiveness within the Moroccan „Self.‟ Later on, the movie depicts the 

jail guard as one of the most imbecile natives as they managed to get his rifle with no demanding effort. 
Such „ridicule‟ is addressed to favor, once again, the „astuteness‟ and „wittiness‟ of the West versus the 
injurious „silliness‟ of philistine Moroccan subjects, a „silliness‟ that is made regrettable even by camels, 
which “disparage humans”: “when I see how silly people behave, I‟m glad I‟m a camel.” The theme of 

compassion (con)fused with complicity towards the detained Jeff and Turkey is immediately carried out 
from Mihirmah. Pretending to serve them some food through the window, she seizes the chance to avow 
them some tricks so that they can flee detention: “in this bowl there‟s a magic ring from the princess! You 
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can make three wishes. Perhaps it will help us all to escape!” So, even magic, as a crude feature of 
Orientalist fantasy, favors Western men when they are in trouble. Often, complicity on the part of native 
females renders them brave heroines who are able to rescue the Western males as well.  

Taking this specific scene into account, we spot a very remarkably ambivalent image. That is, the 
„rescue fantasy‟ is reversed in the film. The native females turn into „rescuers,‟ forwarding, dissimilarly 

from Spivak‟s (1993), another valid factuality: „brown women are saving white men from the detention of 
brown men.‟ This problematizes the ideological premise of the White man as a permanent „rescuer/agent,‟ 
with regard to the Oriental subject as an eternal „rescued/object,‟ and, hence, reveals a gender 

predicament wherein ethno-sexual regulations are varied and inverted. Correspondingly, the White male‟s 

power of „saving‟ the „Other‟ is exposed to anxiety. Being detained in jail and resorting to native females‟ 

complicity, or rather sympathy, for liberation poses their presupposed superiority of containment and 
„securization‟ into relevant questions. The movie represents an arena of “sexual anxieties on display” 

(Simour, 2011, p. 6). So, the end focus is featured with an active agency that is consciously recovered by 
the two female natives by equating the courage Western male protagonists are believed to exclusively 
possess. When Mullay Kassim and his men are embarrassingly defeated, princess Shalmar and maid 
Mihirmah run away with Jeff and Turkey, they are all heroes now. Onboard for America, they talk about 
marriage, which invokes issues of interracial intercourse as a „normal‟ phenomenon, putting, once again, 

the White race into problems of miscegenation.  

Generating a duplicated picture of the film‟s inception, worthy of attention indeed is the camera‟s 

contrast of the sea with the desert once again. The movie opens and ends with an image of the sea. The 
desert fades into water, and the four protagonists are depicted through a wide-framed close-up onboard 
for New York. The sea metaphorically opens new aspirations and venues of freedom and emancipation 
for the native females. Heading towards the West and leaving Morocco behind, the native females flee the 
despotism of male sheiks and desert threats. The film ends its journeying into „primitiveness‟ and 

„backwardness;‟ it moves now towards modernity and civility. Costumed in modern attires, Princess 

Shalmar and maid Mihirmah look like „possibly dark Cleopatra[s], turned by Hollywood‟s beauty 

conventions into [American]-looking white women,‟ to paraphrase Shohat‟s (2006) words for my context. 

Conclusion 
A paraphernalia of imaginary portrayals have been constructed by America‟s biggest image-

making machine ever since its inception. Butler‟s movie, in particular, represents Hollywood‟s genre 

of movies that depicted roads in motion, and which presented a formula of early American films going 
beyond the domestic frontier. During the first half of the twentieth century, Road to Morocco 
contributed to a de-contextualization process premised on the desirability for a wider 
commercialization of America‟s visual products at the expense of the „Other.‟ However, the 

(mis)representational project stands, by no means, for the „true‟ or „correct‟ images that pertained to 

the social and cultural realities of what Morocco‟s space and women actually were. The Orientalist and 
colonialist discourse, that was long established and perpetuated through Hollywood‟s agenda, seems to 

be subject to crumble. The native female characters turn out to gain a plausible presence and a 
pervasive appearance throughout the film narrative. This study has explored a collection of sites 
wherein the female characterization has placed vigorous annoyance to different „conceited‟ Western 

figures, and in which the camera proves to lose control all through various sequences. The deployment 
of the Moroccan female character as complementary discrediting figures in early American cinema is 
consciously and unconsciously contested through a variety of sequences. The social and cultural 
reality of the Moroccan woman as it was transcends the limits of the Orientalist and colonialist politics 
of representation. The discourse of colonialism and, particularly, that of Orientalism, is shaken up and 
falls in paradoxical terms. This article has been ultimately for the purpose of “promot[ing] a new way 
of thinking about the [discredited] Moroccan woman and to call forth a differentiation between the 
Moroccan women as-they-are-portrayed and the Moroccan women as they are,” to use John Maier‟s 
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terms (1996, 229). The film still remains one of the most valuable visual documents that register spans 
of Morocco‟s history, and that stores archival records about a specific culture that was believed to be 
an extension of the Orient. 
 

Notes 

                                                             

i This expression is inspired from the title of professor Bekkaoui‟s book: Signs of Spectacular 
Resistance: The Spanish Moor and British Orientalism (1998). I am very much indebted to him 
for his insightful instruction and tremendous cooperation.    
ii Ella Shohat is one of the most genuine scholars and a wonderful reader of film. She has 
produced various critical writings on cinema studies. „Gender in Hollywood‟s Orient‟ (1990) is 

of the most useful articles that pertinently relate to the scope of my analysis in this study.  
iii The song appears at the outset of the movie when Jeff (Bing Crosby) and Turkey (Bob Hope) 
are riding a camel in the middle of the desert; It is an inspiration of the Arabian Nights’ 

Entertainment legacy, and it cocoons Morocco into a simplistic and satiric joke song.  
iv The figure displays the Western male in the middle of the palace of Karamesh; the shot is 
meant to prove how Western males are eagerly obsessed with Oriental women at the heart of an 
Oriental harem.   
v Figure 5 is incorporated to display the sensuality hosted by the Orient when nudity was 
restricted in the U.S.A during the Censorship Code era.    
vi Similar sequences are reiterated in Von Sternberg‟s Morocco (1930). Scenes of kissing and 
hugging between the legionnaires and native females are displayed throughout the movie turning 
Morocco into a lascivious space featured with a culture of genuine sensuality.     
vii This is a description made by Hope‟s co-star and friend Phyllis Diller, retrieved from Bob 
Hope and the Road to Success, interview with Phyllis Diller (part of Bonus Materials in the 
movie DVD).   
viii Around minute 39, Jeff is captured in a shot reading a voluminous book entitled: „How to 

Make Sex,‟ by which the director hints to the didactic role of the Orient relaying lessons on 

sexuality to Western males.       
ix The dialogue starts at minute 50.26.  
x In Von Sternberg‟s Morocco (1930), one of the native prostitutes subdues legionnaire Tom 
Brown (Gary Cooper)- the symbol of authority and superiority- to a state of sympathy, which 
thus, sets the colonial discourse to anxiety and ambivalence.   
xi Although the song was recorded specifically for Paramount Pictures, it has become a very 
popular song in the American culture.  
xii According to Shohat‟s interpretation, „Castration‟ and „lynching‟ are two types of punishment 

that are inflicted upon the „subalterns/blacks/natives,‟ and this is rationalized by their potential 

possibility of „rape,‟ which jeopardizes the Western female.   
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Abstract: 
Formerly, dialects were used mainly in every day speech. This is why, they were considered as 
rustic and deviant in formal use through diverse disciplines. Accordingly, the use of dialect in 
literature has long been marginalized, but this has changed, and writers are more agreed to use 
dialect in the written form. Dialect use in the novel is thoughtfully studied by dialect scholars 
and sociolinguists as well as stylisticians and grammarians; each has a central role in the study of 
literature as an art newly related to sociolinguistics. Through their developing perspective, the 
function of dialect in the novel is clearer and freer from its former traditional narrowed scale. 
Dialect awareness is gradually increased at schools, societies, and several sectors in life that, 
formerly, considered dialect a taboo. Recently, dialect has been welcomed by scholars who are 
drifted to institute it as a scientific element required at academic research needs. Thus, the aim of 
this paper is to highlight the function and the use of dialect in literature through Tahar Wattar‟s 

work al-Laz (2004) for the diversity of dialectal elements and rich Algerian folklore artistically 
compressed in the novel. Dialect in al-Laz (2004) is strikingly reflected in these elements of 
folklore such as: proverbs, popular songs, games and superstitious beliefs. The contribution that 
this study hopes to make by focusing on analysing dialect use in literature is to shed light on 
dialect use in standard literature and to raise dialect awareness among readers and to show to 
which extent its use may influence the literary text in an artistic and fictional work. 
Keywords: al-Laz, dialect use, dialect awareness, Tahar Wattar  
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Introduction:  
Dialect is part of daily conversations; everyone has special knowledge of his own dialect, so the 
difficulty for a literary writer is to know the features and specificities of the dialect he is going to 
use in his writings as pointed by Ferguson (1998:13) “the use of dialect in novels is inherently 

problematic, both technically and because of its sociolinguistic link, but it is also so potentially 
expressive that it is not easily avoided or controlled”.  

According to Riley (1892) the writer using dialect in literature is a master “it is this master only 

who, as he writes, can sweep himself aside and leaves his humble characters to do the thinking 
and the talking”. 

Henceforth, the following research questions are essentially exposed as:  

- Why does the author use the dialect since he is writing in a standard language? 
-  To what extent does the author succeed to write novels using both the standard and the 

dialect varieties? 
- Does the author choose to report the character‟s words in their own dialect to fulfill 

technical and /or artistic objectives that the standard language cannot offer? If so, how 
can he provide a homogenous literary text with all the linguistic diversity in it? 

To find convenient answers to the aforementioned research questions, a study of Tahar Wattar‟s 

novel al-Laz (2004) is undertaken in order to depict the use of dialect in the novel. At this stage 
the following hypotheses are formulated: 

- The lack of some dialectal forms in the standard motivates the novelist‟s use of dialect. 
- A dialect in a standard literary text is a means to better send the message and then, the 

reader can identify the character when reading. 
- There are some technical and artistic motives that stimulate the novelist to encompass a 

linguistic diversity in the novel writing. 

The analysis of Algerian dialect in the novel has major benefits to reflect our socio-cultural 
background and demonstrate the usefulness of dialect in the standard Arabic text in duplicating 
the model of a specific society that has lifted a period of time which Algerian history has 
recorded. 

Our choice has fallen on Tahar Wattar‟s al-Laz for the simplicity of the language used and for 
the diversity of dialectal elements and rich Algerian folklore artistically compressed in the novel.  

Tahar Wattar (1936-2010): 
Tahar Wattar is among the most important and highly acclaimed Arabic novelists and short story 
writers in Algeria he has published novels, plays and short stories in Arabic as: al-Laz (the Ace, 
1974), Urs baghl ( the Mule‟s Wedding, 1978), az-zilzel (The Earthquake,1974). Wattar‟s novels 

are translated into many languages among them: French, English, German, Italian, Bulgarian, 
Hebrew, and many other languages. 
Tahar Wattar‟s nationalistic work defends the socialist ideology and the role played by the 

communists in the Algerian war of independence. His novel al-Laz (2004) in particular, reveals 
the communists involvement in the fighting. He relies on analepsis and moving in time between 
present and past, to create present scenes of the war with the past background of the characters. It 
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is agreed that Wattar in his novel represents the individuals and the society in which they live as 
it was during the period of revolution. He is faithful to the place and the time in which the 
characters live. 

The story takes place in one of the Algerian villages during the Algerian war of independence. It 
tells us about the militants‟ revolution with its positive and negative aspects. The novel is a 

product of various cultural factors. Besides it makes the reader know much about Algeria during 
the time of colonial rule and its struggle for liberation. Al-Laz   is written in Arabic to take great 
pride and joy in that ignored part of Algerian Arabic literature. 

Al-Laz:  
The author uses the word al-Laz as a title and also to refer to one of the characters, it has got 
different meanings, and it has connotations of both: one who brings misfortune and hero. 
Linguistically, the word al-laz is most probably a corruption of the French word l‟AS signifying 

„the Ace‟ in card game.  

Wattar explains in his novel: 

In dominoes, it represents the smallest number, the first number opposite to the 
blank. It represents in belote game the highest number… the only one in belote 

that keeps its value whatever the colour of the other cards is. (106) 
 
In the Algerian dialect it is a nickname given to a person one does not want to see, someone 
thought to represent evil omen or harbinger of bad luck. 

The negative sides of al-Laz character personify the Algerian understanding of the term al-Laz, 
while the positive meaning of this name and the personality in question are found in the French 
meanings of the word. For, „the Ace’, „al-Laz’, as described by Hamdi Sakkut (2000:123) “is the 

winning card in the hand of the commander of his unit .al- Laz is assigned the most difficult 
missions which no one can pull off”. 

However, this is the name of the hero, or anti –hero of the novel 
 

Dialect Representation of Cultural Aspects in al-Laz:  
The presentation of literary dialect in the novel al-Laz appears in a number of dialectal elements 
in addition to some folkloric beliefs that are still present in some communities which are part of 
the Algerian culture, among these, proverbs, popular games, riddles, superstition, the belief in 
sorcery, myth and legend. 

Proverbs: 
There are about fifteen proverbs which appear in the novel, different in meaning and in moral. 
The most important one is used by al-Laz and the other dialect speakers about twenty times in 
the novel. It is /ma: jabqa fel wadi ɤi:r hdʒa:ru/, “nothing remains in the valley except the 

stones”, which means „all what is thrown in the valley follows the flow of water, only stones‟. 

This proverb refers to the colonizer, that is, in spite of the long years of colonization, there comes 
the time when he leaves the country that he has taken from its inhabitants, and all what remain in 
the country is the initial inhabitants. 
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Another proverb represent the belief of the result of the curse of grand fathers on parents 
and then on children in: /dʕa:w:i el wa:ld:in tanfud fe ɖna:ja/. So, if a man was disobedient to his 
father, the damage and the harm will reach his son as a punishment of his acts. 

 
Or to learn from one‟s personal experience and to grasp its moral in the proverb: /sel 

lemdʒerreb, wә la: tse:l eṭb:ib/, meaning “ask the man with experience and don‟t ask the doctor”. 
What makes the beauty of these proverbs is that they represent the truth; they are the 

creation of dialect speakers that result from their own experiences in life. Proverbs are 
transmitted from generation to generation and then are preserved as an oral heritage of 
grandparents‟ speech and culture. 

 
Superstition: 
Superstitions represent the cultural belief of the communities. These beliefs are found in 

the society because they are transmitted through generations from grandfathers. 
 

Superstition from Laughing: 
One of the superstitions used in the novel is the happening of ill omen after laughing. 

Algerians tend to interpret social problems because of laughing or because they laugh a lot. 
 

The expression /allah ejxarrәj had әddahk ʕla xi:r/, “may god bring this laughter to a 

happy end” is often used by people in popular communities. This idea is used in different 
passages in al-Laz as when Zaidan tells al-Laz that when sleeping “he snores as a pig” /kunta 

taʃxuru kәl xinzi:r/. al-Laz roars with laughter, but rapidly stops and says: /ja: rabbi: sәmmaʕna:  
xi:r/. He wonders why people have this superstition after laughing, his father, Zaidan, replied 
that it is just a question of old people belief /hika:ja:t әlʕadʒa:ʕiz/ . al-Laz is not convinced by his 
argument , he confirms that he has bad luck whenever he laughs a lot, as he says /wә haq rabbi: 

dʒarrabtuha, kullama ɖahiktu kaɵi:ran ʔaṣa:bani: makrouh/  
  
al-Laz returns to sleep after exchanging with his father his view about laughing; Zaidan wakes 
him up saying that they are in danger. al-Laz directly, thinks that this danger happens to them 
because he laughs a lot and says /dahket әl ba:reh lam taʕdʒәbni:/ 
The superstition about laughing exists and is current in the Algerian culture. People are 
superstitious to the extent that they refer to the happening of ill omen and all bad actions and 
things that happen to them to laughing. 
 

Superstition from Seeing a Blond: 
Another superstition is represented in the novel .It is the ill omen happening when seeing a 
blond, people believe to have and to be faced with problems and danger if ever you see or meet a 
blond. 
In the novel, Hammu, Zaidan‟s brother, says when the blond from the army arrived /faʔajju 
ʃajʔin xaṭi:rin ja:tura: mina әlqija:dati maʕa  ha:ða: әl aʃqar…?/ “What is the bad news that 

comes with this blond?” 
Zaidan also says, even if he doesn‟t like the old people beliefs, that their grandparents were 

superstitious from “the blond, the shiny white, and they used to change their way when walking 
to the market if ever they saw a person or an animal from this kind” /ʔadʒda:duna: jataṭajjaru:na 
mina әl aʃqar wәl aʃhab wәl abjaɖi әnna:ṣiʕi, wa jaqṭaʕu:na ṭari:qahum ʔila: әssu:qi aw ɤajriha: , 
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ʔiða: ma: ʔiʕtaraɖahum ʃaxṣun aw hajawa:nun min ha:ða: әnnawʕ./ Because they believe that the 
blond and white are synonym of ill omen and danger, people accompany the bride at the back of 
a black mule /la: tuhmalu әl ʕaru:s ʔilla: ʕala: baɤlatun sawda:ʔ/ 
The cause of this superstition exists from the time of Roman conquest; Zaidan says that in all 
their legends, the monastic or the Romans are blond with blue eyes. From this superstition of the 
blond and the blue eyes that the following proverb was created /ʔazraq ʕajni:h la: tehrat w la 
tesreh ʕli:h/. 
This cultural belief is not spread in all the Algerian communities. In opposite to what the novel 
states the majority of Algerians is optimistic and like the white colour.   They see the black as the 
colour of sorrow and mourning. So, it is thought that the superstition mentioned in al-Laz may be 
frequent and used in some small part of the country only. 
The purpose from mentioning this superstitious belief in the novel is to show that Algerians as 
well as other communities are superstitious about some colours and construct their lives and 
behaviour around them, what is ironic about these superstitions is that people consider them as a 
logical motive of what bad that happen to them.   
 
The Analysis of Dialectal Features: 
For the sake of clarity and precision, the main endeavour in this chapter, will be to provide a 
distinct phonological and syntactical forms of dialect use in the artistic work of Tahar Wattar 

who strives to modify some Arabic standard words to be near to the dialect. 

 
The Phonological Level: 

Forms of non standard language are extensively apparent in the speech of many characters in al- 
Laz. 

The Drop of the Glottal Stop: 
We notice in the novel, the drop of the glottal stop in dialectal forms as shown in the following 
table: 
Table 1. Dialectal Expressions with the Glottal Stop Dropped 

 
 

Structure in Arabic  

 
Dialectal Expressions with 
the Glottal Stop Dropped 

 
Standard Arabic 

Expressions 
 

يا ته عمي، سيدان  -

مزيض، ضايع 

 

 

/ja: ben  ʕami:, Zajda:n mri:ɖ 
, ɖa:jeʕ  / 

 

 
/ja:  ʔibnu  ʕami: , Zajda:n 

mari:ɖ , da:ʔiʕ / 
 

 
راس انحاووخ  -

 

 

/ra :s әl ha:nu:t./ 

 

 
/raʔs el ha:nu:t/ 

   
/el xaʔin … el harki:/ 
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 انحزكي... انخايه ... -
 

/el xa:jen…el harki:/ 

 

 

 

 انشاية انسثتي -
 

 

/әʃʃa:jeb  әssebti:/ 

 
/әʃʃa:ʔib  әssebti:/ 

 

 

 شاب راسي -
 

 

/ʃa:b  ra:si:/ 

 

 

 
/ʃa:ba  raʔsi:/ 

 

 راس سيدي انثخاري -
 

 

/ra:s  si:di: әlbu:xa:ri:/ 

 

 
/raʔs  si:di: әlbu:xa:ri:/ 

 
 

 
و راس ته عمي فاخ  -

 انحال
 

 

 

/wә ra:s  ben  ʕami:, fa:t  әl 

ha:l/ 

 

 
/ wa raʔs ʔibnu  ʕami:, fa:t  

әl ha:l/ 

 

 قايد -

 

/qa:jәd/ 

 
/qa : ʔid/ 

 

 
The word /ra:s/ is used with different meanings but with the same script i.e. /ra:s/ in standard 
Arabic is /raʔs/  however , in here, it is used without /ʔ/ to facilitate using it because /ʔ/, the;   رأس
glottal stop, in Arabic, is a plosive-like consonant sound whose closure is produced and released 
in the glottis. This sound is referred to as the laryngeal plosive, which makes it very difficult to 
pronounce. For the sake of simplicity which is a feature of dialect the /ʔ/ is dropped. 
The word /ra:s/ , then, is linked to /ha:nu:t/; /ra:s/, /si:di: әlbu:xa:ri:/ and / ben ʕami:/ 

 
Negation: 

Negation is expressed in Arabic with the annexation of /ش/ /ʃ/. It is taken from the word /ʃәjʔ/  شئ

  i.e „something‟ in standard Arabic. It is added to a word   to mean the negation. We can take as 
an example the negation used in the popular song used in the novel: 
Ma: na:xudʃ   әl ʕarbi: lebbe:s әlqa:ʕa            na:xud әl  dʒu:ni: jemʃi: bessa:ʕa 
/ma: na:xudʃ/ is used in the dialect, however, in the standard we say /la: ʔa:xudu ʃajʔan/ . 
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We notice in dialectal negation that: / la: / is replaced by / ma:/ and the annexation of /ʃ/ to mean 
the negation. 

/la: ʔa:xudu ʃajʔan/ → / ma: na : xudʃ/ 

Other dialect speakers use the negation as follows: 

They keep the word /ʃajʔan/ that is used in standard Arabic, but they adapt it to the dialect by 
breaking the vowelling of the word / ʃajʔan/, and drop the /ʔ/ so it becomes /ʃij /, and then, the 
negation is going to be for the standard Arabic expression /la: ʔaʃri: ʃajʔan/→/ma: nәʃri: ʃij/ to 
mean: „I buy nothing‟ 

Table 2. Phonological Features of Non-Standard Utterances. 
The Form of the 

Feature 
Standard 

Utterances 
Non-standard 

Utterances 
Arabic 

Replaced /ᶞ/ /әllaᶞ  i:/ /әlli:/ انذي / انهي

Contracted  /d/ /Si:di:/ /Si:/ ي س/سيدي

Annexation of /n/  /ʔa:xud/ /na:xud/ واخد /أخد

Phonemic change /taʔti:/ /tji:/ تجي /تأتي

Phonemic change /ʒa:ffa/ /na:ʃfa/  واشفح /جافح

Phonemic change /ʔa:kil/ /wәkka:l/ آكم  وَكال

 
The use of contracted forms is a feature of the dialect because of rapid speech; as when he says: 
[Ʒa:], instead of Ʒa:ʔa ,Or the use of „si‟ instead of „sidi‟. 
The term „si:‟ is repeated several times in the novel through dialogue between revolutionists in 

the mountain. In English, sir 
- In the dialect we use /әlli: / with feminine and masculine Singular, so we say: / әlli: jdʒi: / 

or /әlli: tdʒi:/ however, in the standard we say for the masculine singular: /әllaði: jaʔti: / 
and for the feminine / әllati: taʔti:/ 

/әlli: / has no dual and no plural form, example: / әlli: jdʒi: w/ for the masculine and 
feminine plural, however in the standard we say: / әllaði:na jaʔtu:na/ for the masculine 

plural, and / әllawa:ti: taʔti:na:/  for the feminine plural. 
- For the dual form in the standard we use / әllaða:ni/ and /әllata:ni/. 

A summary of these specificities is presented in table 3: 

Table 3. Variation of /әlli: / from Dialect to Standard 
/әlli: /, /әlla ð i: / Dialect Standard 

Singular /әlli: / , انهي /әllaði:/, /әllati:/,انتي , انذي

Plural /әlli: /, انهي /әllaði:na/, / әllawa:ti: /, نهواتيا ,

 .انهذيه

Dual /әlli: /,  انهي

 
әllaða:ni/, /әllata:ni/,   انهتان  انهذان
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әlli: /: The origin of „انهي‟ is from the 'أل' meaning „انذي‟ in standard Arabic, so in the dialect,    / ð 

/ is replaced by /l /. 
 

The Syntactical Level: 

Grammar: 
Some dialectal expressions are noticed in the novel, Wattar uses many non-standard utterances at 
the level of grammar they are not following the standard Arabic sentence structure. 
Formal Arabic is a language that favours „Verb Subject Object‟ sentence structure, however, in 
the novel, dialect speakers use „Subject Verb Object‟ sentence structure, so we notice that in the 

dialect whether the verb is placed before or after the subject, doesn‟t change the meaning of the 

sentence .SVO is more common in spoken Arabic.   
 

Table 4. Nominal and Verbal Sentences. 
 

Subject Verb Object word 
order as used in the novel 

 

Verb Subject Object  order 
after transformation 

The Meaning in English 

 
/әʃʃa:j  jṭajjar әnʕa:s/ 

 

 
/jṭajjar   әʃʃa:j  әnʕa:s / 

 
tea disappears the want to 

sleep 
 

/әnna:s tqu:l/ 
 

 
/taqu: lu enna: su/ 

 

 
-people say. 

 
/әl ʔixwa:n janta  iru:naka 

ʕindi: /     
             

 
/janta  iruka әl ʔixwa:nu ʕindi: 

/ 
 

 
-brothers are waiting for 

you at my home. 
 

 
/әɖɖi:m  jhajjәʒ kul әnna:s/ 

                         

 
/jhajjәʒ әɖɖi:m  kul әnna :s/ 

                                                 
        

 
 -Injustice exasperates all 

people. 
  

 
Dialect speakers use the nominal sentences however; the standard Arabic language rather adopts 
the verbal sentence. Despite this change, the meaning of the sentence doesn‟t change. Dialect 

speakers do not care about syntactic rules, what is important for them is to send the message as 
clearer as possible. Dialectal sentences change from nominal to verbal without having an impact 
on the meaning.  
These are examples about the difference in sentence structure between the dialect and the 
standard. 

Arabized Terms: 

The novel contains many of arabized forms as table 5. shows: 

Table 5.  Arabized Terms 
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Borrowed Words in  al-
Laz 

Phonetic Transcription 

 /  әʃʃambi:t /   انشامثيط
 

 انكاتورال
 

/әlka:bu:ra:l/ 

سيغارا’ سيغارج  /si:ɤa:ra:/ 
 

شويىقومح’شويىقوو  /ʃwinqu:m//ʃwinqu:ma/ 
 

 هستيزيا
 

/histi:rja:/ 

جيتان’غونواس  
 

/ɤu:lwa:z//ʒi:ta:n/ 
 

 /kara:mi:l/ كاراميم
 

 /alla:z/ انالس
 

انتاكتيك-تاكتيك  /ta:kti:k//әtta:kti :k/ 
 

 
  

Concerning the arabized terms used in al-Laz, the novelist tackles the period of the revolution 
where the Algerian population was influenced by the French language. The reasons that make 
the population influenced by the French language are: 

 
1. The „National Service‟ that was obligatory for all Algerian Muslim since 1913. 
2. Schools where Algerian pupils learned to read and write the French language. 

 
3. Working with the French colonizer which was obligatory for some Algerian women and 

children. 
4. The everyday communication with the French. 
5. French: a legacy of colonialism. It can be considered as strongly established in the 

community as it has lead to heavy borrowings and code switching. 
 

al-Laz has got various cases of simple and complex sentences, cases specific to the dialect and 
not the standard as: the negation and some other terms that are strange to the standard ,the 
arabized ,abbreviated or dialectal terms whether used in the cultural elements or through the 
characters‟ speech that appear in the dialect within a standard literary text. 
al-Laz is an arabized term adopted from the French word „As‟. It is seen as a dialectal term 

because it is mainly used in cultural milieu. The term „As‟ or al-Laz in Algerian dialect comes 
from the impact of the French language. 

 Other Characteristics: 

We find in the novel, and especially in the folkloric elements, some expressions that are near to 
the dialect.  



AWEJ. Special Issue on Literature No.2   October , 2014 
 

 

The Use of Dialect in the Algerian Novel in Tahar Wattar‟s             BENMANSOUR 

Ayinde 

Mostafa 
 

 
  

Arab World English Journal                                                                       www.awej.org 
ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                  

236 
 

 

These folkloric elements and others are used in the dialect and not in standard Arabic because 
they are the peculiarities of dialect and dialect speakers. 
The author, in his novel, al-Laz has used in a refined way a variety of cultural elements, 
proverbs, popular songs, superstition, and belief in sorcery and so on. We feel that the author has 
tried as much as he could to keep the original speech of the characters.      
Wattar uses the standard Arabic in his novel but when faced with such cultural elements, he 
couldn‟t but use the dialect to be faithful to the context, and this is what makes the language of 

wattar varied and diverse from standard to dialect.  
The use of such features, that is dialect and cultural elements appears all along the novel with 
different characters and in different situation as in the use of „Si‟ instead of „si:di:‟. 

 
 Conclusion: 
Language is more and more reflective and representative of social behaviour and if at least every 
novelist may rely on in his work is language, thus, he uses the language in this sense to depict 
that internal and external world of a person, and for literature is a transfer of information about 
the person‟s inside feeling and outside behaviour.   
The analysis at the phonological and syntactical forms of dialect use in the artistic work of Tahar 
Wattar shows that he strives to modify some Arabic standard words to be near to the dialect. 
Adding to this the interpretation of these dialectal elements related sometimes to society and 
another time to culture. 

Through this research work, several conclusions can be drawn, mainly:  

  -The literary language offers a diversity which gives such privilege to literature. 

- Dialect use in literature is not a minimization from its value but rather an enhancement 
to it. 

-The novelist, when using dialect and the cultural aspects in the novel, is not obliged or 
incapable of using the standard form but, the major reason is, the relationship between dialect 
speakers and these expressions and cultural aspects. Novelist know that the use of such features 
make them nearer to the readers. 

-Dialect speakers in the novel give a clearer idea about the real personality of the 
character and his belonging. 

-The use of real language in literature i.e. dialect, associating different varieties make the 
text be authentic and mark the ordinary speech affecting the reader‟s emotion and character. 

-The literary text is more complex that wrongly thought before for it engenders different 
subject matters, cultures and languages. 

For everything that has been said so far it should be clear that this subject is not easily 
exhausted and whatever much is done about language and its varieties in literature, yet, it still 
seems very largely unexplored the field of scientific investigation of dialect as related to 
literature. 
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Abstract 
Literature is part of human‟s life. Literature and humans are inseparable since one may influence 

the other. A writer can refer to a certain current issue as an inspiration for his work as a work 
itself can be inspiring its readers. Therefore, enjoying literature can be a mean to expand 
imagination that is to let readers or audience imagine and compare the imaginary story with the 
real life and to gain some moral lessons, insights, and experiences through it. The Hunger Games 
by Suzanne Collins is a novel worth considering since it has been in USA Today and Publishers 
Weekly bestseller lists consistently and sold into 56 territories in 51 languages. The plot of The 
Hunger Games (2008) is quite simple. It tells readers about a „life or death‟ competition among 

young representatives of twelve districts to entertain people of the capitol and to get better life 
support and respect for the winner. The changing of rules and situations of the games cannot be 
separated from the characters presented in the story, which can also be defined as the changing 
of social values of what considered to be important or not in a society. The social values refer 
here are values or Americans since the setting is a country that rises up out the ashes of a place 
that was once called North America. A sociological approach will be best used to analyze these 
social values. 
Keywords: moral lesson, insights, society, social values, sociological approach 
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Introduction 
With the rapid changes in the social environment, it is imperative for scholars and 

practitioners to keep a close watch on the changing values. The Nature of Human Values defines 
values as "an enduring belief that a specific mode of conduct or end-state is personally or 
socially preferable to an opposite or converse mode of conduct or end-state" (Rokeach, 1973). 
When a choice is tied to a value, that choice becomes more attractive to people who share that 
value (Kahle, 1983). For example, people who value fun and enjoyment in life may want a cup 
of coffee for its rich taste, whereas people who value a sense of accomplishment may wish to use 
coffee as a mild stimulant. People who value warm relationships with others may want a cup of 
coffee to share a social ritual. A continuous understanding of the constant shifts and changes of 
values over time can give insights into individuals and society.  

Lukacs, as quoted by O‟ Brien (1968) mentioned that since human nature is not finally 
separable from social reality, each native detail will be significant to the extent that is expresses 
the dialectic between man as individual an man as a social being. It is these tensions and 
contradictions both within the individuals and underlying the individual‟s relation to his fellow 
human beings-all of which tension increase in intensity with the evolution of capitalism-that 
must form the subject matter of contemporary realism. Lukacs viewed the aesthetics as culturally 
relative phenomena that is dependent on the nature and constellation of social forces, at any 
given period in a social‟s development, and the artist‟s involvement in this milieu. In addition the 

modes and means of conceptualizing „the social reality‟ one view as being dependent on 

particular literary tradition existing in a society. It‟s the artist‟s understanding of these, his 

philosophical and historical analysis of these forces, which determines what and how the art 
produces. The means by which the literary critics/ sociologists can analyze literature is to use the 
dialectics to understand the relation between past, present, and future, and the manners in which 
these are characterized in typical situations and characters. The novelists develop these situations 
in fiction by sharing and experiencing the „life‟ and evolution of the society they live in. These 

situations are presented as changed with the forces of change at a particular time. (O‟ Brien: 

1968).  
The Hunger Games (2008) offers readers a quite common theme of a life survival. The 

story was started from the day of the reaping in District 12, one of the defeated districts under 
Panem, to choose two tributes as the district representative to join the Hunger Games held in the 
Capitol. Twelve to eighteen years olds are herded into ropes areas marked off by ages. A teenage 
became eligible for the reaping the day he or she turned twelve. What made it seemed to be a 
good opportunity to be the candidates of the games were the possibility to add their names more 
times in exchange for tesserae which was worth a meager year‟s supply of oil and grain for one 

person. And since starvation was not an uncommon fate in District 12, especially for families 
who had older people who were no longer able to work, or ones with too many children to feed, 
or others who got injured in mine, having the tesseraes seemed to be the promising way to help 
supporting goods for the families in returned to face the possibility of a family member loss. The 
reaping began with the history of Panem, a country used to be called North America. After all 
the disasters, the droughts, the storms, the fires, the encroaching seas that swallowed up much of 
the land, the brutal war for what little sustenance remained, a shining Capitol ringed by thirteen 
districts war managed. It was after the Dark Days that was the uprising of the districts against the 
Capitol in which the twelve districts were defeated and the last district was obliterated, was the 
Hunger Games started as a yearly reminder that the Dark Days must never be repeated. The 
twenty tributes, a boy and a girl from each district, were first imprisoned for weeks and then 
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force to fight to the death with the last tribute standing won. The games itself were considered as 
a festivity, a sporting event pitting every district against the others. Only the tribute who had 
skills and were favored by the sponsors of the rich Capitol people seemed to have chance to win 
the game and received a life of ease back home showering with prizes, largely consisting of food 
for the districts.  

The plot of The Hunger Games (2008) is quite simple. The conflicts are clearly shown 
and the ending is quite predictable. It was Katniss Evergreen, a sixteen years old girl from the 
weakest district of District 12, together with a boy named Peeta Mellark won the heart s of the 
Capitol people as a star crossed lovers and became the first winners or just a winner after 74 
years of the games. The way the writer highlighted the soft, trivial, indeed substantial issues of 
love, trust, togetherness, and respect in contract to the brutal games of murdering had become 
crucial as a magnet for gaining readers‟ interests to read the novel. It is interesting to conduct an 

analysis to know what values considered important for nowadays people. The rising of these 
values in the novel had whined the readers of the hope of the existence of the values in real life 
which has currently declined in society, especially in America. The list of values (LOV) was 
administered in a national survey in 2007 to monitor social values across key demographic 
variables in the United States (Kahle, 1983). The list of values consisted of self respect, warm 
relationships with others (to have close companionships and intimate friendship), sense of 
accomplishment (to succeed at what you want to do), self-fulfillment (to find peace of mind and 
make the best use of your talents), and sense of belongings (to be accepted and needed by family, 
friends, and community). Taking the responsibility of the eldest of a fatherless family, Katniss 
volunteered herself to take her sister‟s place to be the tribute of the games and getting rid of her 

minding her own safety only, she took risk of saving her friend and gained a huge 
accomplishments for her, her friend, family, and people. Consciously or not, the writer‟s idea to 
cover these values in the story of The Hunger Games (2008) leads the success of the novel. It is 
challenging to analyze the reflections of American values considered important from The Hunger 
Games (2008).  

Literature provides a mirror to the age. The conception of the mirror then, must be treated 
with great care in the sociological analysis of literature. Great writers do not set out simply to 
depict the social words in largely descriptive terms it must be suggested that the writer by 
definition has more critical task of setting his characters in motion within artificially contrived 
situations to seek their own private „destiny‟ to discover values and meanings in the social world. 

For society is more than an assemble of social institutions that make up social structure: it 
contains both norms, the standards of behavior which individuals come to accept as right ways of 
acting and judging, as well as values which are consciously formulated and which people strive 
to realize socially. An approach of sociological would best suit the need for the analysis of social 
values which drive readers favor The Hunger Games.  Sociological Criticism “examines 

literature in the cultural, economic and political context in which it is written or received,” 

exploring the relationships between the artist and society. Sometimes it examines the artist‟s 

society to better understand the author‟s literary works; other times, it may examine the 

representation of such societal elements within the literature itself. (1) 
 
Analysis 

Of all the values, "self-respect" remained the most important value to Americans. Its 
importance had increased consistently over the last 30 years, with the largest jump in the last two 
decades, from 21.1 percent (1976) to 23.0 percent (1986) to 28.5 percent (2007). There was a 
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dramatic increase (from 1976 to 2007) in the percentage of people younger than 30 (+12.3 
percent), 30 to 39 (+10.2 percent), and people older than 60 (+7.9 percent) who ranked "self-
respect" as the most important value. 

The oppose parties of the novel were the Capitol against the districts. As the Capitol 
wanted to make sure that there would be no more rebellions from the districts that The Treaty of 
Treason was made as new laws to guarantee peace and The Hunger Games was conducted as a 
reminder of the Capitol power over the districts. Taking the kids from the districts, forcing them 
to kill one another while people including family were watching had been ways the Capitol‟s use 

to remind defeated people of the districts how totally they were at the Capitol‟s mercy and how 

little they would stand of surviving another rebellion, “Look how we take your children and 
sacrifice them and there’s nothing you can do. If you lift a finger, we will destroy every last one 

of you. Just as we did in District Thirteen (The Hunger Games, p. 22). Self-respect which means 
to gain respects and recognition as well as to be admired by other has become the first shot of 
stirring the readers‟ interest. Collins tried to oppose the powerful party represented by the 
Capitol that tries to maintain its power by humiliating and oppressing the districts people through 
life scarification of their children in a game and the least powerful party of the districts who 
wished to win to get recognition from the Capitol thus resulted in prizes to support the winning 
district welfare. Self-respect was also shown in the competition among the victors. The tributes 
from Districts 1, 2, and 4 were called the Careers for they were trained since they were young to 
face the games and surely the winner usually came from one of these districts. Other tributes 
from the rest districts were not even trained yet they had to suffer from the daily needs lack in 
their districts. In was obvious that sponsors of the games would like to bet for the strongest 
tributes from either district 1, 2, or 4. When the winner of the game was from District 12, the 
story seemed to be different. The least like district became the most favorite one, even the 
winning tributes turned to be so popular that their private lives were public consumptions. The 
self respects shown in The Hunger Games  were not delivered instantly. The respects got by 
Katniss as the main female character and Peeta as the male main character were gotten from 
physical appearance, courage, performance, skills, and attitudes.  

Since the preparation of the games, Katniss and Peeta were exposed to spectacular 
appearance to get the attention of the Capitol people. There were dressed and made up in unique 
sensational costumed covered by a synthetic fire that would lit a flame which gave an idea of 
beauty and danger. This costume attracted attention from the people and they had their hearts fall 
in this couple. Through this notification, it is obvious that Collins would like to remind readers 
that respects could be gained from physical appearance. Beautiful appearance until today still 
becomes a magnet for people to lay their honor to. People‟s respect grows first of all from what 

they see, in this case appearance, before others that follow. Admiration goes later after likeness. 
Katniss and Peeta‟s decision to hold their hands while having a parade showed their courage to 

remains fiend in this battle. Whereas other tributes considered everyone else to be their enemy, 
Katniss and Peeta bravely showed friendship above the others. It is another value which delivers 
respect. Defending something right and pure among the selfish lives in the society surely gained 
respects and gives a hope that there are still people who care about these kinds of values apart 
from profit or fake glory. The next respect was shown by Katniss and Peeta from their 
performance. There was another stage of preparation of the games when all tributes were 
gathered to practice together. In what they called training, the tributes tried to get allies for the 
fight in the real arena. In order to get capable alleys, each one showed his or her best skills. 
Katniss‟ ability to shot with a bow and arrows and Peeta‟s mastery of camouflage and strength 
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became an advantage to get respects from other tributes even the Careers ones. These abilities 
were also liked by the Gamemakers who gave them high scores which meant greater possibilities 
to get sponsors.  

“It‟s an excellent shooting. I turn to the Gamemakers. A few are nodding 

approval, but the majority of them are fixated on a roast pig that has just arrived at 
their banquet table.” 

“Suddenly I am furious, that with my life on the line, they don‟t even have 

the decency to pay attention to me. That I am being upstaged by a dead pig. My 
heart starts to pound, I can feel my face burning. Without thinking, I pull an arrow 
from my quiver and send it straight at the Gamemaker‟s table. I hear shouts of 

alarm as people stumble back. The arrow skewers the apple in the pig‟s mouth and 

pins it to the wall behind it. Everyone stared at me in disbelief.”  
 (The Hunger Games (2008), p. 124) 

“The career tributes naturally get in the eight to ten range…then they‟re 

flashing the number eleven on the screen….everyboby is slapping my back and 

cheering and congratulating me. (The Hunger Games (2008), p. 131-132) 
 

In this picture, it is clear that respects were born from admiring one‟s skills or abilities. 

This becomes readers‟ interest to notice that one value which is highly respected is skills. Katniss 

was first underestimated since she came from a uncountable district which seldom presented 
winners but then she won attention and respect from the Gamemakers for she was able to show 
her skills well. Nowadays, recognitions of one‟s skills seemed to be neglected since people often 
use their power and money to maintain a position. No matter how good you are if you have no or 
just little power, your talents or skills probably would bring you nowhere. However, this event 
lights a spark of hope about gaining respects from something in oneself.  

 The next thing added to gaining self-respect is attitude. In this novel, Collins presented 
Katniss and Peeta as characters with high attitudes. Katniss, a sister who volunteered as tribute to 
take her sister‟s place, played her role as a noble tribute who care for another tribute from 
another district by making her alley though the girl, Rue, was just a little one and she gave 
respect to her when she was dying by giving her a pleasant time approaching her death (she sang 
for her that made her last minutes peaceful and she covered her body with flowers to give her a 
good funeral: these had never been done before) and Peeta, a baker boy who kept on protecting 
Katniss, making sure she could make it and returned home safely without considering his own 
safely. Their attitude stole people hearts that they, both people of the Capitol and people in all 
districts, fell after them. Their positive attitude also became the answer for the readers‟ thirst to 

seek for few possibilities that such things might be easily found in present times. When literature 
is called as a mirror of society then literature can give us something to learn about life. It can be 
used to portray all the things that occur in reality. There are fictions, which are made, based on 
true story and have a close relation with reality. Besides, there are also fictions that tell us about 
love, war, poverty, and all the things that we can actually seen in the real world. Pickering and 
Hoeper (1969:11) say that fiction is the relationship between the created world of the given work 
and the real world art objective experience. 

The next value which is idolized by people is security that is to be safe and protected 
from misfortunes and attacks. Since the beginning of the story, Collins wanted to give clear 
picture of the characteristics of Katniss. Having no father to support the family, Katniss took her 
role as the head of the family. Her mother was somehow shocked of losing her husband did 
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nothing but mourning all times leaving her responsibility of her two daughters, Katniss and Prim. 
Katniss made sure that her family safe by taking risks of hunting and trading in the Hob, a black 
market in District 12 though she was still a teenager. In the world where security gets lessen and 
lessen since people easily risk others to get their own safety, Katniss‟ deeds to maintain her 

family safely was impressive. Security which was shown by Katnis looked sincere and she 
showed it many times to many people, both friends and enemies. She gave feeling of security to 
the dying Peeta. 

“My heart drops into my stomach. It‟s worse, much worse. There‟s no more 

pus in evidence, but the swelling has increased and the tight shiny skin is inflamed. 
Then I see the red streaks starting to crawl up his leg. Blood poisoning. Unchecked. 
It will kill him for sure.” 

…. 
“Well, there‟s more swelling, but the pus is gone,” I say in unsteady voice. 
“I know what blood poisoning is, Katniss,” says Peeta. “Even if my mother 

isn‟t a healer.” 
“You‟ve just going to have to outlast the others, Peeta. They‟ll cure it back 

at the Capitol when we win,” I say. 
(The Hunger Games (2008), p. 322-323) 

 
Katniss gave a secure feeling to Peeta, making sure that everything would be better. 

However, she did not anly pouring Peeta with empty words of fake security. She later risked her 
life to join the offered feast to get Peeta‟s medicine though it was surely endangered her life. 

Katniss presented security not in theories like what people commonly do to only comfort the 
others. She did more than it that is by making sure that other people are safe. This has been a 
good model for readers to learn about security from the character in a literary work. To her 
enemy, Cato, who wanted her life badly, Katniss showed a mercy of security at his final stage of 
his life that was when his bogy was torn apart by the mutants. Instead of letting him suffer, she 
ended his life to release his misery. 

“The next hours are the worst in my life, which, if you think about it, is 

saying something. The cold would be torture enough, but the real nightmare is 
listening to Cato, moaning, begging and finally just whimpering as the mutts work 
away with him. After a very short time, I don‟t care who he is or what he‟s done, all 

I want is for his suffering to end.” (The Hunger Games (2008), p. 412) 
 
The example set here was a better understanding of security that is not only thinking for 

one‟s own safety but making sure that others are protected as well. This phenomenon presented 

in the novel ceases away the individualism of thinking only himself. It gives hopes of true 
security as it is dreamed by people in real lives.  

The next value presented by The Hunger Games (2008)is warm relationships with the 
others. Thinking only the good of oneself would be acceptable for people who live in poor 
districts of Panem as it was described vividly in the novel. Having not enough meals, limited 
access of medicine, minimum electricity made people care for nobody but himself. Let alone 
having times for social lives, the relationship among neighbors would be dull and cold. However, 
Suzanne Collins in her novel viewed things differently. She still showed the warm relationship as 
something prestigious in social relationships. The initial event showing warm relationship was 
shown by some people in District 12 who were willing to cooperate to each other. First person 
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that Katniss trusted was Gale, a boy two years older than her. Gale was her hunting partner who 
taught her hunting techniques like setting spare and targeting animals. He was the one to back up 
Katniss and promised her to take care for Katniss‟ family, the time Katniss volunteered to be the 

tribute. Like Katniss, Gale lost his father and he too had to be the head of his family providing 
food for his mother and siblings. Still he made a promise to Katniss to care for Katniss‟ mom and 

sister which meant more hard works for him. Sincere friendship like this created warm 
relationship no matter how worse the condition is.  Gale was not the only one. Collins presented 
an atmosphere of a good relationship by describing the first meeting of Katniss and Peeta. 
Starved in the middle of the rain, Katniss got help from Peeta, a baker boy who burnt a loaf of 
bread to be thrown to Katniss though he was scolded by his mother for doing so.  

“In his arm, he carried two large loaves of bread that must have fallen into 
the fire because the crusts were scorched black.”  

His mother was yelling, “Feed it to the pig, you stupid creature! Why not? 

No one descent would buy burned bread!” (The Hunger Games (2008), p.36)  
The boy never even glanced my way, but I was watching him. Because of 

the bread, because of the red weal that stood out on his cheekbone. What had she 
hit him with? My parents never hit us. I couldn‟t even imagine it. The boy took one 

look back at the bakery as if checking that the coast was clear, then his attention 
back on the pig, he threw a loaf of bread in my direction. The second quickly 
followed, and he sloshed back in the bakery, closing the kitchen door tightly behind 
him. 

Did he mean for me to have them? He must have. (The Hunger Games 
(2008), p. 36-37) 
 
The senses of sympathy and empathy for the needy were shown in the novel and it 

became a shot to answer the real conditions of cold relationships recently. Reading this novel, 
readers are exposed to feel the warm relationships among humans. Collins presented in a clever 
way how this basic value is declining and therefore reading things like this creating a hunger of 
having some again in real life.  

The context of having warm relationships is covering a truly friendship. In this novel, it is 
shown by many characters in their relations with Katniss, those are Haymitch Abernathy, a 
previous victor who turned to be Katniss‟ mentor, Effie Trinket who taugh Katniss well about 

manners, Cinna who was Katniss‟ stylist, the Avox girl who comforted her with her presence and 
sincere helps, Thresh who gave Katniss second chance of life as his way of returning Katniss‟ 

kindness to Rue, a girl from his district. The final true friendship was between Peeta and Katniss 
who protected each other to survive in the game. To help both Katniss and Peeta, Haymitch left 
his habit of drinking alcohol and concentrated more on helping Katniss and Peeta by getting 
sponsors for them. Effie had her own way of helping Katniss to have better manner so that she 
could win the hearts of the Capitol people though she knew for sure that there was no guarantee 
that she would win the game. Cinna did his best as Katniss‟ stylist to make her look her best in 

every performance so that she could be remembered by audiende and got their attention. The 
Avox girl did not take revenge toward Katniss who did nothing when she was caught and made 
into a slave in the Capitol. Instead, she helped Katniss and comforted her to face the 
game.TReash was supposed to be Katniss‟ rival since they were enemies in the arena. But 

remembering that Katniss treated Rue well while she was dying, Thresh decided to pay her 
kindness by giving her an opportunity to escape from the danger. Peeta offered Katniss a true 
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friendship since the beginning of the game by declaring his love to her and made them a star 
crossed lovers, the way they got better chance to survive and won the game. This was not a fake 
one, since he tried his best to make sure that Katniss would be the one who came home safely.  

The repetitions of warm relationship shown in this novel give a fresh perspective of the 
importance of having good relationships among humans. The Hunger Games (2008) reminds 
readers the importance of having warm relationships with others when time to socialize is 
currently limited due to the busy schedule one has for his own business. If in a situation of life 
and death people can still be friends, then in less fatal situations people actually can do better if 
they came to the realization of the importance of having warm relationship and true friendship.  

The next inspiring value of life which also inspires readers is self accomplishment. Self 
accomplishment is defined as an effort to succeed at what you want to do. In The Hunger Games 
(2008), the possibility to win the games goes to tributes from District 1, 2, or 4 since they had 
been prepared to face the games in their early year. Winning the game became impossible for 
tributes from other districts since they were less prepared and hence they suffered from daily 
difficulties of daily needs fulfillment. Katniss‟ victory seemed to be impossible for many 

reasons. First, she was just a sixteen years old girl. Second, she had no proper training of the 
games. Third, she put little interest to pay attention the previous games. Forth, her mentor 
seemed to get drunk most of the times that he seemed conscious once for a while to give brief 
instructions. Fifth, she had no alley at the early time of the games that meant she needed to guard 
herself without anyone‟s help. And finally, she was too stubborn to depend on others and relied 

only her own strength. Apart from all these impossible conditions, she succeeded to win the 
game. And what made the victory even more valuable was her success to go against the rule set 
by the Capitol to have a single winner, she made Peeta another winner so in the history of the 
games, District 12 had two victors at a time.  

“I spread out my fingers, and the dark berries glisten in the sun. I give Peeta‟s hand 

one last squeeze as a signal , as a goodbye, and we began counting…It‟s too late to 

change my mind. I lift my hand to my mouth, taking one last look at the world. The 
berries have just passed my lips when the trumpets began to glare. The frantic voice 
of Claudius Templesmith shouts above them.” 
 “Stop! Stop! Ladies and gentlemen, I am pleased to present the victors of the 

Seventy Fourth Hunger Games, Katniss Evergreen and Peeta Mellark! I give you- 
the tributes of District Twelve!” (The Hunger Games (2008), p. 418-419). 

 
Her accomplishment was not simply winning the game but a symbol of rebellion toward 

the Capitol. Her brave action resulted on the applause from the districts but the anger from the 
President Snow who was threatened by the rebellions of the districts. 

“Listen up. You‟re in trouble. Word is the Capitol‟s furious about you showing 

them up in the arena. The one thing they can‟t stand is being laughed at, and , and 

they‟re the joke of Panem,” says Haymitch. (The Hunger Games (2008), p. 433). 
 
A fair game is hardly found in the real life. People are in hunger to see and experience a 

fair accomplishment like the one Katniss showed readers in the 74th Hunger Games. Katniss is 
like a black horse of the games. She won the games with her own efforts and did not let the 
world dictated her, though her achievement might endanger her life. This has become an 
inspiration for the readers to learn from Katniss‟ spirit to gain her success. Reading this, readers 

are forced to struggle for their life accomplishments apart from all the obstacles and weaknesses 
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which may block their ways. The victory is not simply a victory of defeating the evil party but 
more to be a proof of one‟s achievements. It‟s not an instant one, but a process passing hardships 

and challenges. It is just the same like the ones experience in life.  
The next social issue gaining readers‟ interest is self-fulfillment. Self fulfillment refers to 

having a peaceful mind to make use of your talents. Katniss learnt hunting from her late father. 
She was 11 years old when the mine where his father worked was exploded and took his life. 
Katniss then had to be the main source for her family to stay alive and continue living. She knew 
that her only chance was to go to the wood and started a game of animals and wild plants like 
berries to be sold in the black market, the Hob, to get barter for fulfilling her needs. Katniss was 
not a type of a person who satisfied easily with what she thought she was good at. Started to be a 
single hunter, she received an offer from a friend, Gale, to have the game together and noticed 
that Gale was good at snaring the animals, Katniss allowed herself to learn this skill from him. 
All the skills she learnt sharpened her talents in using tools like bow and arrow, knife, and string 
which later was proven useable to defend herself in the arena of the battle of the Hunger Game. 
Her skills were noticeable and made people respect her. 

“She‟s excellent,” says Peeta. “My father buys her squirrels. He always comments 

on how the arrow never pierces the body. She hits every one in the eye. It‟s the 

same with the rabbits she sells the butcher. She can even brings down deer.” 
This assessment of my skills from Peeta takes me totally by surprise. First, that he 
ever noticed. Second, that he is talking me up. (The Hunger Games (2008), p. 109). 

 
 Improving self-fulfillment as it was done by Katniss set a fine example to readers 
on how to improve theirs. The story of the novel has inspired the readers a lot of the 
importance of recognizing their own power or talents and make use of them maximally to 
get the best results in their life. It is a reminder that success does not usually comes in an 
instant way but a process to sharpen one‟s skills and talents is required to present the 

highest self-fulfillment. Katniss‟ efforts to endure herself in many difficulties and restore 
her life may also be a model for readers to have faith in themselves to keep on moving on 
no matter how bad their conditions may be. This social value which perhaps has been 
ignored due to the competitions and hardships in life can be visualized through the story of 
The Hunger Games. Another hunger has been fed. 
 The next value comes after self-fulfillment is sense of belonging that is a feeling to 
be accepted and needed by family, friends, and community. At the beginning of the story, 
Katniss was just probably one of the girls of the community of District 12. Not wanting to 
be noticeable, she tried not to attract attention by tending to be alone and avoiding talking 
any issues like the Hunger Games. She had nobody to rely on, except her broken mother 
and her little sister, and perhaps the only partner she had to hunt in the forest. The story 
changed the time the reaping day begun, especially the time she volunteered to take her 
sister‟s place. This seldom happened. Even Peeta, the other tribute from District 12, who 
had two older brothers, had nobody to stand for him. “Family devotion only goes so far for 
most people on reaping day. What I did was the radical thing.” (The Hunger Games 
(2008), p. 31). Katniss‟ deed for her sister arose public sympathy. A strong family bond 

had been shown here.  
 “Then something unexpected happens. At least I don‟t expect it because I 

don‟t think of District 12 as a place that cares about me. But a shift has occurred 

since I stepped up to take Prim‟s place, and know it seems I have become someone 
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precious. At first one, and then another, then almost every member of the crowd 
touches the three middle fingers on their left hand to their lips and hold it out to me. 
It is an old and rarely used gesture of our district, occasionally seen at funerals. It 
means thanks, it means admiration, it means goodbye to someone you love.” (The 

Hunger Games (2008), p. 29). 
  
 From only a family belonging, Katniss has become a society belonging. The sense 
of solidarity and owning have grown after realizing that there is still somebody put aside 
her own life as an exchange for somebody else‟s life. The selfish feeling which jailed 

people due to self-safety has been broken by Katniss. The character of Katniss is described 
beautifully by Suzanne  Collins. Katniss‟ other controversial action was her closeness to 

another tribute. Katniss gave a sincere and huge respect toward her enemy‟s death. Instead 

of thinking that other tributes were enemies and thus must be killed, Katniss often thought 
that all tributes were actually victims of the games played by the Capitol. There was no 
victory after finishing others‟ lives. 

 “ I want to do something, right here, right now, to shame them, to make 

them accountable, to show the Capitol that whatever they do or force us to do there 
is part of every tribute they can‟t own. That Rue was more that a piece in their 

Games. And so am I……. I gather up an armful and come back to Rue‟s side. 

Slowly, one stem at a time, I decorate her body in the flowers. Covering the ugly 
wound. Wreathing her face. Weaving her hair with bright colors.” 

 “Bye, Rue,” I whisper. I press the three middle fingers of my left hands 

against my lips and hold them out in her direction. Then I walked away without 
looking back. (The Hunger Games (2008), p.287) 

  
 For long, the games were deadly games. No other thing but self-survival was the 
top goal. What Katniss did gave a new perception on humanity, a sense of belonging. And 
this is paid off. This little thing triggered an emotion, a feeling of togetherness among the 
districts. 

 “I opened the parachute and find a small loaf of bread.  It‟s not the fine 

white Capitol stuff. It‟s made of dark ration grain and shaped in crescent….. This 

bread came from District 11. I cautiously lift the still-warm loaf. What must it have 
cost the people of District 11, who can‟t even feed themselves? How many would 

have had to do without to scrape up a coin to put in the collection for this one loaf? 
What whatever reason, this is a first. A district gift to a tribute who‟s not your own. 

 
 I lift my face and step into the last falling rays of sunlight. „Many thanks to 

people of District Eleven‟ I say. I want them to know I know where it came from. 

That the full value of their gift has been recognized.” (The Hunger Games (2008), 
p. 288-289). 

 
 Sense of belonging is created but born. Siblings are bound by blood bond. But even 
so, they can be in a fight which ruins the bond. On the other hand, two persons who are not 
tied in blood bond can share the family feeling very strong. This is a social value which 
many people lack of. The demands of being the best or the top of other make people‟s 

individuality sore high. The main concern is one‟s life, if not the family. One often feels 
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rejected, isolated, and even expelled from the society. The story of Hunger Games reminds 
readers the importance of sense of belonging, feeling to be accepted by people around us, 
no matter who they are. Sense of belonging can be built by many reasons, like a feeling of 
solidarity, sympathy, empathy, togetherness, compatriot, and kinship. Being parts of the 
game which risked of losing lives of the family member who became the tribute, Katniss 
showed a great sympathy to the death of a little girl in this brutal games, which merely just 
a part of entertainment for the stronger party. Katniss showed friendship and solidarity and 
it leads to togetherness or belongings in a wider community. In an individualistic society, a 
sense of belonging might be hard to find. This phenomenon in the story triggered readers 
to own this value in the real life. 
 
Closing 
Literature can be said as reflections of human life. It reflects how humans socialize, act, 
and react toward something. As in The Hunger Games, the social values presented become 
the magnets for readers to read it. Using a sociological approach, the novel can be analyzed 
deeply, thus reminds readers that despite the brutality of the war of competitions, where 
people try to kill each other, there are still some people who are rich and aware of the 
social values like self respect (to be proud of oneself and confident with who you are ; to 
be admired by others and to get recognition), security (to be safe and protected from 
misfortunes and attacks), warm relationships with others (to have close companionships 
and intimate friendship), sense of accomplishment (to succeed at what you want to do), 
self-fulfillment (to find peace of mind and make the best use of your talents), and sense of 
belongings (to be accepted and needed by family, friends, and community) and this 
becomes hopes for readers to promote the almost-gone values in real life. 
 
Note: 

(1) (http://home.olemiss.edu/~egjbp/spring97/litcrit.html). 
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 Abstract 
The shift of African literature from oral performances and traditions to written texts was a result 
of the colonial discourse. Therefore, African literature can be divided into a pre-colonial 
literature dominated mainly by folk poetry recited by the masses and post-colonial fiction 
adopted greatly by the elite. Written literature refreshes its themes with borrowed oral traditions 
drawn from people's lives and folk songs relevant to a history peppered by a story-telling traits, 
riddles, and proverbs. Accordingly, the following question is raised: in what ways does the 
Algerian novel provide a critical approach towards a „genuine‟ intellectual decolonization?  
Using the history of the Algerian literature as a reference, it is noteworthy assuming the 
following hypothesis: the Algerian novel contributes to a far extent in the liberation of the 
Algerian mind. Through using a content analysis and research synthesis approaches, this study 
highlights whether the Algerian novel can contribute fully in the intellectual freedom of the 
Algerian elite. Initial findings of this paper showed that witnessing to a „Différend ‟ tackled by 

Jean-François Lyotard and referred to by Abd el Kader Aoudjit's book the Algerian Novel and 
the Colonial Discourse provides a new reading towards the matter. This analysis advocated 
before by Mouloud Feraoun and Kateb Yacine, who claimed for „name, land and differentiation‟ 

.Thus, the pertinent recommendation drawn from this study is that „being different‟ from the 

colonizer means a step forward to „being intellectually liberated.’ 
Keywords: Algerian Literature, Elite Novel, Folk Poetry, Intellectual Liberation, 
Post-Colonial Discourse 
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Introduction 
The post-colonial literature refers to „indigenous literature after colonization had begun‟ instead 

of „literature [of the post-independence period] after the end of colonization‟. Indeed, the literary 

framework of the post-colonial thought deeply embraced by literate figures in colonial Africa 
and expressed mainly be French, English or Portuguese (languages of colonizers).This post-
colonial thought has also been used further to include other pertinent fields such as sociology and 
politics. Other critics said that post-colonial literature stands for post-independence literature. In 
this paper; we consider both definitions with a particular focus on the second vision.  

Decades after African countries‟ independence, the intellectual and literary debate over 
the positive and negative impacts of colonization is still hotly-controversial. In the case of 
Algeria, the Algerian novel got many French literary devices through the education imposed 
upon Algerians. Further, the colonial legacy left new concerns, themes and languages to the post-
colonial literary scene. Indeed, post-colonial writing generated two main literary discourses :( A) 
The colonial discourse that accommodate to the European vision to Africa. This image explicitly 
portrayed in Alan Paton‟s (South African author and Anti-apartheid activist) books 
(accomodationist/assimilationist discourse). (B)  The anti-colonial discourse that blends the 
historical novel and the protest novel including literary works of Chinua Achebe, Ngugi Wa 
Thiong‟O, Wole Soyinka (for Sub-Saharan Africa) and Kateb Yacine, Mouloud Feraoun and 
Mohammed Dib,El Tahar Ouattar,Rachid Boudjedra… (for Algeria).These two discourses 

revolve around three central approaches: the Eurocentric Approach, the Afro-centric Approach 
and the Afro-European Approach.       

These approaches resulted from the French educational system in Algeria that sought to 
replace the koranic and the Algerian pre-colonial schools and impose their educational system. 
Consequently, this educational system transferred French values, beliefs and way of life to the 
Algerian, who faced great challenges in identifying their identities. Seeds of the colonizer‟s 

military and political „force‟ and its cultural, ideological, literary and religious „false‟ started to 

be transplanted. The colonial legacy left new underlying preoccupations revolved around new 
themes and languages resulted mainly from the French educational legacy. 
The aim of the paper is to shed light on the role of the Algerian novel and folk poetry to 
decolonize the Algerian elite. The paper particularly explores the portrayal of the Algerian 
intellectual liberation via literature. 
The Algerian Novel 

The novel appears to be one of the most ambitious literary genres, mainly in terms of 
length, form and purpose. The novel is privileged also by its wide audience and its position in the 
literary scene. It is a long script narrating factious flow of events involving a number of 
characters in different time/place settings. The novel, through prose fiction, draws the audience‟s 

attention to a set of experiences mainly pertinent to a precise context. 
The conventional novel compromises a set of eventful plots, including subplots illustrating 
aspects of human experience pertinent explicitly or implicitly to the author‟s preoccupation. 

Themes of the Algerian authors, accordingly, revolve around: the 1954 war of liberation, the 
colonial legacy, the nexus politics-history-literature-memory-audience and identity. In addition 
to these themes, the issues of language and audience are among the concerns of the Algerian 
novel.    

The Algerian novel is a piece of literature that is symbolically representative of Algeria 
and its history, present and future. It helps people share their past, their present and anticipates 
people‟s „unpredictable‟ future. It also represents a society which reveals a nexus between the 
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living people, those who are dead and the coming generations. Critics considered the Algerian 
novel‟s importance in its progressive search for the Algerian identity. 

However, it is needless to refer to the identity of the Algerian/African novel or literature 
without referring to Chinweizu et al. dissertations tackled in his book, Towards Decolonization 
of African Literature. The latter discusses the issue of literary, national and language identity of 
the African Literature. Other Algerian writers like Tahar Ouattar, Rachid Boudjedra, Assia 
Djebar and Ahlem Mostaghanemi raised the same question. 

For Chinweizu et al., many central issues should be raised in this respect. By what criteria 
should critics judge African literature? is one of these issues. Referring to this question, 
Chinweizu et al. aim initially at clarifying the identity of this literature. In a few words, 
Chinweizu et al. give the following definition: 

It seems to us quite clear that works done for African audiences, by Africans, and in 
African languages, whether these works are oral or written, constitute the historically 
indisputable core of oral or written. Works done by Africans but in non-African languages, and 
works done by non-Africans in African languages, would be among those for which some 
legitimate doubt might be raised about their inclusion or exclusion from the canon of works of 
African literature, and it is for them that some decision procedure would have to be established. 
(Chinweizu et al., 1987, p.12) 
  Accordingly, three main concerns should be pinpointed regarding the African/ Algerian 
Novel. These preoccupations are themes, languages and the audience. In this part of this article, a 
light on the Algerian Folk/Elite Literatures with reference to the Post-colonial Discourse will be 
shed.  

The Algerian novel is a portrayal of the Algerian individual and social experiences that 
indicate their concern with what their country has witnessed throughout History. Authors like 
Mouloud Mammeri, Mouloud Feraoun, Kateb Yacine and Mohammed Dib claimed for „name, 

land and differentiation.‟ Abd el Kader Aoudjit's book the Algerian Novel and the Colonial 

Discourse provides a new reading of a new critical approach advocated by Jean-François Lyotard 
witnessing to a Différend. The latter reveals that Algerian realistic novels, attempt to depict the 
day-to-day lives of Algerian peasants, laborers and emigrants, revealed a different culture.  
The Algerian novel is a projector that shows explicitly the life of the Algerian individual as a 
colonized and decolonized person and his country's history. For instance, Kateb Yacine's Nedjma 
implies that the history of the „colonized Algeria‟ can be explained more effectively by mythical 
and fictional snapshots than by reportage.   

However, the study of the development of the Algerian novels from its first emergence 
should be referred to a study of the Algerian society, focusing on the linkage between the 
Algerian writers and the external events of his society (Aoudjit, 1987, pp.30-31).Therefore; the 
Algerian novel is among the prominent symbols that represent the Algerian individual's life 
throughout history.  

The Algerian novel, like any other piece of literature, has many characteristics. Since the 
dominant languages in the Algerian literature are French and Arabic, the well-known Algerian 
novels were written in these two languages. Moreover, Algerian literature is well known of the 
big names of novelists who have not only marked the Algerian novel but also the universal 
literature. Algerian novels are characterized by giving the reader a great insight into the 
perceptions, cultures and different issues faced by the Algerians. 
  During the 19th century, the Algerian novel was particularly engaged with the 
circumstances of Algeria. This novel marked by works pertinent explicitly to the assertion of the 
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Algerian national identity. Therefore, Algerians learned the colonizer's language; the French and 
used it in the defense of their legal rights. Kateb Yacine, accordingly, said:  “I speak French, I 

write in French just to tell the French that I am not French” . He added: “French is war booty [for 

Algerians]”  
By the 1920's, an Algerian cultural renaissance emerged. At this level, the first Algerian 

novels written in the French language appeared .The major well-known authors of the French 
expression in Algeria were Kateb Yacine, Mohammed Dib, Mouloud Feraoun and Mouloud 
Mammeri. They put Algerians in the center of the stage and showed their daily miserable life 
(Aoudjit, 2010, p.1).These novelists revealed Algerians' sadness and expressed their „Audacity of 

Hope and their Dreams from their Ancestors.‟   
  Moreover, the events and circumstances Algeria went through helped the novelists to 
produce. They knew about Algerians' customs and traditions so they transferred all this into 
writing about how the colonialist attempts to conceal the complexity of Algerian history and 
identity. Thus, it is worth noting the significance of the Algerian novel through shedding light on 
the events Algeria went through. 

In fact, the Algerian novel shows „relatively‟ a „strong divide‟ between French and 

Arabic. As a literary device, the Algerian novel gives a great insight [despite division in terms of 
languages use] into the „genuine‟ perspectives, perceptions, culture and challenges faced by 

Algerians.  
The appearance of the Algerian novel in French is one of the explicit results of the 

deliberate colonizer policy of „authoritarianism.‟ During the colonial period, the influence of the 
French language was great on the Algerian society since the colonizer‟s purpose was to proscribe 

the Arabic language in all government institutions. Therefore, the Algerian novel “…. has been 

pre-eminent in Algerian francophone literature from the beginning” (Sellin, 1974, p.39).The 

Algerian novel in French currently holds a prominent position in the Algerian literary scene.   
The Algerian novel in French was a unique and incongruous writings. It was considered so 
because it was “the marriage of those modalities characteristics of the French mind, on the one 

hand, and those of the Arab-Berber mind, on the other hand…” (Sellin, 1974, p.40). As a result, 

many authors use the French language to put across their opinions and their literary talent about 
the Algerian conflict and show clearly that. “The Algerian novel, the unique meld of the French 

language and „l'âme Arabe‟ has expressed itself in dimensions of genius” (Aoudjit, 2010, 

p.4).Accordingly, many critics considered this marriage of binaries such as French style/body 
and Arab-Islamic soul/mind (sometimes the opposite) as a richness to the Algerian literature.   
The major novelists and recognized novelists of this type are Kateb Yacine, Mohammed Dib, 
Mouloud Feraoun and Mouloud Mammeri. Their works are a mixture of the French education 
and the Algerian misery outcomes. They strongly believed that to be a bilingual “is an asset, 

rather than a handicap” (qtd.in Bensemmane, 2013, p. 1). Since their purpose of using the French 

language as „war booty,‟ is to show their sense of accepting it.  
Concerning the literature written in Arabic, it witnessed many circumstances.  Since 

independence, the various Algerian governments have conducted an expressive „Arabization.‟ 

This strong movement supposedly claimed to reject any remaining features of the French 
colonizer in Algeria (language, culture, religion) and foremost “to restore Algeria her full Arab 

personality.” 
Furthermore, „Arabization‟ was enhanced. “Their policy-makers goal was to…reverse the 

impact of over one hundred and thirty years of enforced French language by reviving Arab-
Islamic cultural values and establishing Arabic as the national language” (Rabai-Maamri, 2009, 
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para 6 ). As a result of this massive movement of „Arabization,‟ many Algerian writers appeared 

making a great leap using Arabic language in their novels.  
Many critics considered Winds from the South of Abdelhamid Benhadouga (published in 

1970) as the first Algerian novel written in Arabic. It is “…considered to be the first maturely 
conceived and strikingly well composed an Algerian novel in Arabic” (Sakkut, 2000, p. 

122).This novel was an initial step towards an Algerian novel written in Arabic with pertinent 
themes to the Algerian context (some other critics considered Réda Houhou and l‟ane d‟el 

Hakim (the Wise man‟s Donkey) (1953) as the first Algerian novel written in Arabic).  
These critics considered Abdelhamid Benhadouga‟s novel as a late literary work written in 

Arabic compared with other works in some other neighboring countries. According to Hamid 
Sakkut, “The reasons for this delayed start may be attributed to the status of the Arabic language 

and the Arabic heritage in Algeria even before the French occupation in 1830”(p.123).Reasons 

of this delay are explicitly revealed accordingly, mainly because of decadence the Arabs and 
their literature witnessed in the pre-1830 period. Arabic then as a language and its literature 
should be revived and glorified. 

Tahar Ouattar joined Benhadouga in claiming the effectiveness of Arabic as a „literary 

device‟ for the restoration of the Algerian „genuine‟ heritage. Thus, “Their achievements have 

already won the position of distinction, and their contributions have significantly added to the 
stock of outstanding Arabic novels” (Sakkut, 2000, p.134). Indeed, it is worth noting that the 

Algerian novel written in Arabic contributed tremendously to the quality and the quantity of the 
collection of the Arabic novel in general. Later, many other writers joined the Arabophone block 
like Rachid Boudjedra and Amin el Zaoui [both used both languages Arabic and French in their 
writings]. 

 Concerning the social role of the Algerian novel, it is safe to consider the Algerian novel 
as an active social player with a pivotal role in the Algerian‟s lives and the Algerian society 

because they serve as a realistic mirror of reality. Its reflection on Algerians' life is clear.  
Algerian novels shed light on social, economic, cultural and political issues in Algeria before the 
revolution, during and after the independence as we mentioned above. Algerian novels inevitably 
emerged as a „therapeutic‟ device to the pre-colonial, colonial and post-colonial miserable life of 
Algerians. 

Before the Algerian revolution of 1954, Algerian novels got an explicit discourse mainly 
by discussing social issues such as homelessness, misery and poverty and described immigration, 
unemployment, injustice and oppression against Algerians. It also focused on the themes of 
resistance and struggle and reflected Algerians' lives. 
During the revolution, some authors had an important role to play in the Algerian scene 
throughout their writings. They reordered and provided an intimate portrait of the living 
conditions of Algerians during colonialism. In addition to that, novels made it clearly apparent to 
the whole world, and especially to Algerians, that the only way to liberate Algeria is through 
armed revolution. They also depicted the horrors of the war and discussed their psychological 
and social consequences on people. 

To my mind, Algerian novels had even a key role after the independence of the country. 
After one hundred and thirty years of colonial rule, novels expressed the problems of the post-
colonial era. The novels served as a means to understand the difficulty of defining an 
independent Algerian. Therefore, the Algerian novel had „revealing‟ and „therapeutic‟ roles; the 

former sought „revealing‟ atrocities of the colonizer and the other „curing‟ the ills of the 

colonizer's legacy. 
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During the French colonialism in Algeria, many intellectuals started to write about the Algerian 
citizen's life as a survivor in his own homeland. Algerian authors tried to give a vivid evocation 
for their readers about the conflict between Algerian and French people and its nature “Algerian 

novels make clear that the conflict between the Algerians and the colonialism is the kind of 
deeper conflict….”  not just a simple dissent among people of the same country (Aoudjit, 2010, 

p.4). Therefore, the Algerian novel was marked by the assertion of the Algerian national entity. 
Furthermore, the description of the Algerian culture was highlighted so as to convince the whole 
world that Algerians resisted vividly the French attempts to „assimilate‟ them. Algerians, 

accordingly, were actively resisting the French plan by “showing” and “being” different from the 

colonizer. The phrase „Witnessing to a Différend ‟ used by Jean-François Lyotard to reveal the 
resistance of the Algerian to attempts of the colonizer to strip away the colonized voice. The 
author considered this violation as an explicit offence to the Algerian freedom. The injustice 
applied by the victimizer implicitly calls for Ibn Kheldoun‟s well-known expression that the 
„vanquished is fond of the vanquisher.' Indeed, being “différend” refuted this position.  

Algerian authors like Kateb Yacine, Mohammed Dib and Mouloud Feraoun were 
explicitly presenting the „agony‟ of the Algerian individual under the French autocratic control 

through their writings. They also argued for “being different stands for being liberated.” Aoudjit 

in the same book Witnessing to a Différend argued for the prominent role played by these writers 
to show the Algerian „miserable‟ existence which was different from the French privileged life. 

Therefore, he refuted any critics that considered Mouloud Feraoun‟s novels as just „tool of 

entertainment.‟  
According to Mohammed Saad, Jean Déjeux, French author, claimed that the Algerian 

writers had used the French language to state “who they are and where they would like to go,” 

rather than “reporting the lessons learnt in French schools."(Saad, p.3).Tahar Djaout, an Algerian 

author, considered this literature as a device to claim for „ name, land and the right to 

difference.'The call for „name, land and a differentiation‟ pushed Mostefa Lacheraf, Algerian ex-
minister of education, to write in his book L‟avenir de la culture algérienne  (1963) the 

following: “Cette littérature, va refleter pour la première fois dans les Lettres francaises, une 

réalité algérienne qu‟aucun écrivain, meme camus,n ‟avait eu le courage de traduire” (Saad, p.4)  
After one hundred and thirty years of colonial rule and with literacy rates rising after 

independence, a new Algerian literature was born: the post-colonial literature. It expressed 
Algerians' euphoria of gaining independence, and at the same time, their attempts to restore their 
identity and existential entity entirely autonomous from that of the colonizer. Much of Algerian 
post-colonial literature seeks to assert the richness and validity of Algerian cultures in an effort 
to restore pride and traditions that were systematically degraded under colonialism.  

Moreover, Post-colonial studies examine the ways in which education, language, and 
literature were used during the colonial period. Algerians, at that time, were learning the 
language, history, culture and literature of France.  This enabled the colonizer to „rule by 

consent‟ rather than „force‟ or „violence‟ even after its departure (Harrison, 2003, p. 1).Hence, 

post-colonial Algeria should work to draw the main features of its faded culture.   
Post-colonial novels started to raise consciousness among Algerians to „purify‟ the „Algerian 

education and its philosophies‟ from ideologies and beliefs of the ex-colonizer. These acquired 
beliefs should be stripped away from the Algerian mind towards an „intellectual liberation‟ after 

„land decolonization.” 
Kateb Yacine, in this respect, was among those Algerian writers who argued for “being 

different” stands for “being liberated.” In his novel, le Polygone étoile (1966), he referred to the 
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misery of Algerian emigrants in France as „being different,' implicitly he argued for “being 

liberated” resulted from “being different.”     
Assia Djebar's famous novel entitled L‟Amour;La Fantasia (1985) demonstrates clearly 

the oppression that the Algerian women experienced during the colonial and post-colonial era 
and their insistence on their identification as Algerian, Muslim women. Therefore, the Algerian 
post-colonial novels had an important role in expressing Algerian women‟s dreams after the 

independence of their land.  
Despite the impact measured by critics on the Algerian novel, it is also considered by 

some other critics as an autonomous literary entity separate from all other literatures. Its cultural, 
historical, ideological, philosophical frame is explicitly different from the European one. Indeed, 
these facts carry many true statements even for African literature written in European languages. 
Literary works of Mouloud Feraoun such as Le Fils du Pauvre (The Poor Man‟s Son) (1950) 

illustrates literally the Algerian/Kabyle village and the Algerian different identity from the 
French colonizer. Showing difference and being different according to Feraoun is a kind of 
resistance against the colonizer‟s culture.  

The emergence of the Algerian novel and its role were the main discussed and hotly-
debatable issues in this part of this study. The latter will shed light on the most eminent aspects 
which characterized it. Moreover, the Algerian novel‟s different types will also be explored: the 
Arabic and the French novel and their importance in the Algerian society. The following part 
will show accordingly the status of the Algerian folk poetry during the colonial and the post-
colonial era. 
The Algerian Folk Poetry 
  Concerning the historical background of folk poetry, as in Africa, there exists in the 
Arab world explicit oral traditions in folk and even classical poetry. Indeed, both forms have lost 
their prominence in people's eyes. Popular recitations turn scarce, and reciters known as „rawi‟ or 

„maddah‟ make rare performances and frequently considered unfashionable. Accordingly, new 

generations in Algeria show little concerns in the folk culture of the Arab-Islamic heritage. 
Anthropologists and ethnographers like Aida Bamia (Egyptian researcher), referring to 
Muhammed bin al-Tayyib Alili (Algerian oral poet and folklorist) (1894-1954), conducted 
researches in the second half of the twentieth century and revealed the existence of a few 
strongholds for such performances in the Arab world. Ties were established between folk poetry 
and Bedouin/nomadic societies. Thus, the closer a community is Bedouin and nomadic, the 
greater that society is attached to poetry recitation and orality (Bamia,2001).In turn, the 
urbanization of Arab societies in general and the Algerian society in particular has pushed the 
detachment of these societies from oral performances and reading traditions.  

 During their heyday, Arab professional reciters acted as „morale boosters‟ in moments of 

national despair; they also played the role of captivators, evoking the glorious achievements and 
deeds of their heroes and historical icons. Furthermore, some other scholars thought folk poetry 
as a register of events and “an inexhaustible mine of events, studies of customs, teachings” (As 

qtd.in Bamia, 2001). Therefore, folk poetry was considered socially and culturally prominent 
mainly by considering it as a source of history and nostalgia, as a messenger and booster to 
revolutionary and ethical codes. 

Historically speaking, traditional figures were celebrated with music in melodies. 
Historical icons such as Antar ibn Shaddad, Abu Zayd al-Hilali and Al-Zahir Baybars were 
celebrated with songs using musical instruments such as the „nay‟ (flute) and the „rabab‟ (spike-
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fiddle). In turn, these melodies and oralities have lost much of their popularity. Modern media 
and new entertaining tools overwhelmed the traditional oral traditions. 

Though the interest in folk poetry is about to be faded out, Arab and Islamic cultures 
remain relatively correlated to their folk culture. Indeed, poetry whether classical or folk are still 
used [more than prose] as a tool of seduction, subversion and entertainment. Folk poetry, 
therefore, considered “a means to persuade, to mediate, to praise” (Bamia, 2001, p. 15). 
Accordingly, these ties between Arab traditional societies, mainly Algeria and folk heritage 
afforded that heritage a central position as mediator, messenger, entertainer, ethics booster, and a 
means towards expressing national and cultural identity. 

 Moreover, folk poetry was considered as a reflection to people's psychology and 
revealed tight links to the Algerian human psyche. According to Carl Gustave Jung, Swiss 
essayist and psychologist, in his book entitled Modern Man in Search of Soul:  
The psychological mode deals with materials drawn from the realm of human consciousness –for 
instance, with lessons of life, with emotional shocks, the experience of passion and the crises of 
human destiny in general –all of which go to make up the conscious life of man and his feeling 
life in particular  (p.179). 

The poet, then, acts as a bridge via assimilating experiences of life through verbal 
translation towards revealing their significance leading the audience (the listener) to identify 
those words to better conduct behaviors through better managing feared or avoided emotions. 
This process was often met with nostalgia that emotional experience that springs from the 
present to the past and from action to memory. The yearning for the anti-colonial days and 
sentiments in post-independence Algeria is an instance of this kind of nostalgia. 
From a historical perspective, nostalgia is a search for identity, a way to identify and define the 
self when doubts arises, mainly in the face of the colonial efforts to erase people's past through 
alienating the genuine memory with a fake one. Moreover, the contribution of nostalgia to 
building the self is so efficient especially by promoting action-memory nexus and boosting the 
domain of personal dignity. 

The antagonism between folklore and colonialism can explicitly be explained by the 
ability of the traditional culture to shed light on the difference between the dominating and the 
dominated, the colonizer and the colonized. Revealing this difference might greatly destruct the 
myth of „assimilation‟ and obstructing efforts to meet it. For instance, during the Ottoman 

Empire, the revival of folk arts such as music and dance mainly in non-Muslim countries was 
banned as they were considered as a form of political opposition towards anti-Ottoman 
hegemony. 

In colonial Algeria, France wanted to confirm the success of its policy of integration 
relying on its strategies to enhance „assimilation‟ by showing manifestation endorsing integration 

of the masses. In fact, superficial integration might be apparent in some intellectuals' way of life, 
language or even dress, but anti-colonial sentiments were everywhere in Algeria.  
On another perspective, if one looks long and hard enough, he can find that the colonizer wanted 
to prevent the colonized from ways to portray their daring anti-colonial messages, including folk 
literature. „Witnessing to a Différend‟ might even be revealed through folk poetry.  

On the eve of the post-independence period, Algerians revived their folk heritage in an 
effort to consolidate their national identity. Glorifying the Algerian memory marked an 
inauguration of a new phase in post-colonial Algeria. “Moving from oral history to the written 

word” was the next step. Containing the “false” [falsification of history and culture] was the next 
step just after overcoming the “force” [imposed by the colonizer]. Some European scholars 
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showed how far the African oral traditions amended the fuzziness image about Africa and 
Africans provided by the white man.   

Among the variety of subjects tackled by the Algerian folk heritage, a „game‟ called 

„buqala,‟ played mainly during the month of Ramadan and contributed greatly in preserving the 

Algerian „difference‟ from the colonizer. This „game‟ is exclusively limited to women. Buqala 
consists in the recitation of short poems in colloquial Arabic. Its significance can be illustrated in 
combining divination with entertainment, linking the closed world of women and the outside 
world. Some other subject matters are pertinent to love relationships at the „Algerian mode.‟  
In addition to that, the historical prominence of the „buqala‟ should also be highlighted. 

Accordingly, post-colonial theories of history would be better served mainly because folk poetry 
is an authentic document that narrates the story of colonial rule from the perspective of the 
dominated. Therefore, due to folk poetry, the history of the hunt (Africa) will glorify lions 
(Africans) rather than the hunter (colonizer) of those lions as mentioned by Chinua Achebe, 
Nigerian writer.   

Oral traditions, indeed, provide an inner knowledge and emotional motivation for a 
national movement. A historian might find in folk literature a genuine historical source and 
deeply-based roots of political, social or moral stand towards official historical documents and 
towards intellectual and historical freedom from the colonizer.  
With the current inclination forward to writing a history based on a diverse bibliography and 
without merely on written documents (sometimes portraying the colonizer‟s vision to historical 

events), folk literature, considered as the voice of people, becomes a reliable source of 
information to most of the post-colonial historians.  
In this respect, Eugène Daumas (1853), a French officer who became greatly interested in 
Algerian folk poetry and fascinated with the genre, explained that every event  had occurred in 
the Algerian historical flow of events was portrayed in folk poems recited by the Algerian 
„ordinary people.‟  

Furthermore, as cited in Bamia‟s book The Graying of the Raven.., ethnographic studies 
benefited a lot from folk poetry. For instance, Alili Muhammed bin al-Tayyib Alili was an 
Algerian folk poet who lived in the first half of the twentieth century under the French rule. 
Mohammed Hadj-Sadok, an Algerian researcher, preserved most of Alili's poems (Bamia, 2001, 
p.1). 

Poems shed light on various aspects of the Algerian social stratification during the 
colonial era. The role of some religious groups mainly those individuals seeking knowledge on 
the path of Sufism (called marabouts), was also spotted. Some social and ethnic rivalries between 
ethnic groups in Algeria were also pinpointed. 
Conclusion 
           As a conclusion, it is worth noting that the Algerian novel and its literary figures have 
played a pivotal role in „witnessing to be différend‟ as a step towards „intellectual 

decolonization.‟Despite the ideological and political splits which occurred between the 

Arabophones and the Francophones in literature, both are still considered active players towards 
„witnessing to be different‟ after witnessing to show „difference.‟  More studies in the arena of 

„intellectual, literary and cultural liberation‟ in Algeria are still in need to be prolifically 

enhanced to „cure‟ the „deep wound‟ left by the colonizer. 
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Endnotes 
1 Adopted from a book written by Abd el Kader Aoudjit entitled The Algerian Novel and the Colonial Discourse 
with reference to Jean François Lyotard.   
1 Différend means different in English 
1 In French «Le français c‟est un butin de guerre » 
1 In French « Je parle le Français, j'ai écrit en Français pour dire au Français que je ne suis pas un 
Français ». Personal Translation. 
1 Adopted from titles of Barack Obama‟s bestselling books: The Audacity of Hope and Dreams from my Father 
1 In English: the Future of the Algerian Culture (1963): Personal Translation. 
1 In English: « This [Algerian] literature will show, for the first time, with French letters an Algerian  reality that had 
not been revealed before; even [Albert]Camus could not have the courage to reveal it: Personal Translation.    
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